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A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT (1759–97) was an educationalist and miscellaneous writer. She worked at a school at Newington with her sister, and as a governess with Lord Kingsborough. Then she made her living by writing, as a translator, and as a reader for Johnson, a London publisher. She was a member of a group of Radicals which included William Godwin, Tom Paine, Joseph Priestley and Henry Fuseli, the painter. Godwin lived with her following her attempted suicide at Putney Bridge, after she had been deserted by her lover. He married her shortly before the birth (which proved fatal) of her daughter, the Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin who became Shelley’s second wife and wrote Frankenstein.

MIRIAM BRODY was educated at the University of Pennsylvania and Cornell University. Her research and writing have been about gender and language, most notably in Manly Writing: Rhetoric, Gender, and the Rise of Composition (1993), a historical study of advice to writers. Her contribution to Wollstonecraft scholarship has included studies of Wollstonecraft’s attitudes towards romantic love and analysis of the rhetorical strategy of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Miriam Brody has written biographies of Mary Wollstonecraft and the nineteenth-century American reformer Victoria Woodhull (2000 and 2003). She lives in Ithaca, New York.
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Chronology

1759 27 April Born in the silk-weaving London neighbourhood of Spitalsfield to Edward and Elizabeth Dickson Wollstonecraft, their second child and first daughter

1768 After unsuccessful efforts at gentleman farming in Epping and Barking, Edward Wollstonecraft moves his family to Beverley in Yorkshire, which Mary will regard nostalgically as her childhood home

1775 Family moves to Hoxton near London where Mary meets Fanny Blood, her important girlhood friend, with whom she corresponds

1776 Family moves to Laugharne, a small town in Wales by the sea

1777 Family returns to London; resumes friendship with Fanny Blood

1778 Moves to Bath as companion to Mrs Dawson

1780 Returns to London to nurse her mother, ill with dropsy

1782 Mother dies; family breaks apart; Mary lives with Fanny Blood’s family, whom she helps to support with needlework

1784 Helps unhappy sister Eliza Wollstonecraft Bishop escape from marriage; with Eliza, their sister Everina and Fanny Blood establishes school at Newington Green, a centre of intellectual, dissenting community of writers and reformers in London; meets Dr Richard Price, Dissenting minister and reformer

1785 Travels to Lisbon, Portugal, to attend to Fanny Blood Skeys in childbirth; Fanny dies; Mary returns to London and breaks up her school, which had been losing students

1786 Meets liberal publisher and bookseller Joseph Johnson who encourages her to write; writes Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (published 1787); takes up residence in Ireland as governess to elder daughters of Lord Kingsborough

1787 Travels to Dublin with Kingsborough family; dismissed by the Kingsboroughs, returns to London to earn her living by writing; writes Mary, A Fiction (1788); writes but does not complete novel ‘The Cave of Fancy’; writes ‘Original Stories from Real Life’

1788 Writes reviews and translations for Joseph Johnson’s journal, Analytical Review

1790 A Vindication of the Rights of Men, one of the earliest published responses to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France

1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman; begins residence in Paris

1793 Meets American author and speculator Gilbert Imlay; leaves Paris for suburb of Neuilly for safety during Terror; registers as Imlay’s wife at American embassy for protection of American citizenship after hostilities break out between France and England

1794 An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution; May gives birth to Fanny Imlay in Le Havre; Imlay leaves for Paris, then London, to pursue business interests; Wollstonecraft resides briefly in Paris with Fanny

1795 Returns to London with Fanny; travels to Scandinavia with Fanny and nursemaid as business representative for Imlay; after discovering Imlay’s infidelities, attempts suicide by leaping from Putney bridge into the Thames

1796 Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark; meets anarchist philosopher William Godwin; begins writing but does not complete Maria – The Wrongs of Woman

1797 29 March Marries William Godwin in London; 30 August gives birth to Mary Godwin (later Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein); 10 September dies from infection contracted during childbirth

1798 Posthumous Works




Introduction

THE LIBERATION OF MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT – LIFE AND WRITINGS

Mary Wollstonecraft was the first major feminist, and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, written in the western tradition when the issue of the rights of man was bringing revolution to the United States, to France, and threatening even to shake the venerable English Parliament, is the feminist declaration of independence. Wollstonecraft dared to take the liberal doctrine of inalienable human rights, a doctrine which was inflaming patriots on both sides of the Atlantic, and assume these rights for her own sex. No women’s revolt followed the publication of the Vindication. Indeed, if one had, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman would belong only to the historians. Instead, Mary Wollstonecraft’s argument has a freshness and immediacy of attitude as if the author herself had only now entered the contemporary debate on women’s rights.

Wollstonecraft brought no women to the barricades, but she inspired passion in all her readers. No one who read her work when it was written, or reads it in our own time, could remain indifferent to its argument, or incurious about its author. Wollstonecraft inspired enthusiasm, outrage, admiration, hostility, eulogies and barely printable insults. Her own contemporaries called her a shameless wanton, a ‘hyena in petticoats’, a ‘philosophizing serpent’, or wrote jibing epigrams in the Anti-Jacobin Review, like

For Mary verily would wear the breeches
God help poor silly men from such usurping b—s.1

Early-twentieth-century readers have called her an archetypal castrating female. ‘God’s angry woman’, a man-hater whose feminist crusade was caused by penis-envy or, perhaps, an erotic love for her own mother, whose need for rescue Wollstonecraft projected onto the whole of her sex.

In the nineteenth century and through much of the twentieth, some of her natural constituency, feminists themselves, shrank from association with their notorious progenitor. The name ‘Wollstonecraft’, once considered synonymous with the destruction of all sacred virtues, disowned by the feminist movement as it marched for votes or pressed for admission to universities, became an obscure reference indeed. Today Mary Wollstonecraft is being read all over again. The Fawcett Society saw fit to lay a wreath on her grave at St Pancras Old Church for the bicentenary anniversary of her birth in 1959 and academic symposia were convened in her honour for the bicentenary of the publication of the Vindication in 1992.

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman speaks as much to the problems of women in the twenty-first century as it did to those of the contemporaries of Mary Wollstonecraft in 1792. She has triumphed finally over her more virulent detractors, who recommended, like one commentator at her death, that her life and works be read

with disgust by every female who has any pretensions to delicacy; with detestation by every one attached to the interests of religion and morality, and with indignation by anyone who might feel any regard for the unhappy woman, whose frailties should have been buried in oblivion.2

Mary Wollstonecraft’s experience in childhood and as a young woman, in a class-bound and male-dominated society, influenced and shaped the ideas she would later develop into a feminist argument. The argument and the passion Wollstonecraft brings to her defence of feminism is, therefore, not only more poignant but more comprehensible with awareness of the trial and anguish of her struggle for a full life – for personal liberation, economic independence and for a release from the emotional insecurity imposed on her by her refusing the traditional safeguard of early marriage. If this introduction dwells at some length on the life of Mary Wollstonecraft, it is because the life she endeavoured to lead, her experiences and friendships, are directly relevant to the subject, mood and arguments of the Vindication.

The childhood Mary Wollstonecraft would recall in later years was one characterized by disappointment, petty cruelties and, happily for her, fresh air. In 1759, while Edward Wollstonecraft was working as a clerk for his father, who had prospered in the silk-weaving trade, Mary, his second child and oldest daughter, was born in London. The family would eventually include six children, three sons and three daughters, all of whom were moved about from farm to farm in England and Wales, while Edward Wollstonecraft unsuccessfully attempted to recast himself as a gentleman farmer. Her father, not made more tractable by the steady erosion of his inheritance, frequently broke into a violent rage, and Mary often tried to defend her mother by throwing herself between them. Unfortunately, if she remembers her father as tyrannical, her mother, she recalls, was too willingly his victim.

Mary Wollstonecraft may have been recalling her own childhood when her narrator in Maria – The Wrongs of Woman says that her mother was a vague and uncertain figure. She seemed only to dote on her oldest son, ‘a boy’, Mary Wollstonecraft wrote later, ‘and the darling of my mother, he did not fail to act like an heir-apparent’.3

Yet in spite of the fighting, and the financial losses, Mary Wollstonecraft felt she had been spared in her childhood the more long-lasting dangers of a conventional female upbringing – the kind of atmosphere most middle-class girls were subjected to and which Wollstonecraft believed resulted in physical, if not mental, infirmity in later life. When her family moved to a farm in Yorkshire in 1768, she was left to play with her brothers in the countryside, instead of being confined to a stuffy drawing-room learning useless ‘accomplishments’, and the experience seems to have left her with an abiding confidence in the restorative qualities of simple fresh air. As for her education, it was predictably meagre. There were day-schools around Beverley in Yorkshire, but like most of the educated women of her time, she was self-taught. Intellectual curiosity developed in a girlhood correspondence with a friend, Fanny Blood, but was fed with great effort. Not only was the Wollstonecraft family unsympathetic to her request for privacy; they were unlikely to have provided her with the well-equipped library which had been the traditional informal schoolroom for such learned women as Lady Mary Wortley Montague and Catherine Macaulay.

But once Wollstonecraft began seriously to work at improving her writing it became an avocation she never put down, and finally, it became her vocation. In 1778, after waging a long struggle with her parents, who were reluctant to see her go, she left their household and began a long quest for financial independence. Eventually, until she became a journalist, Mary Wollstonecraft worked in all of the traditional genteel female employments, all rather limited in scope and none particularly rewarding. The first of these, in 1778, was as companion to an elderly widow at Bath, a lonely and unhappy experience, she wrote later, but one she stuck at nonetheless until her mother’s illness called her home. The large, peripatetic Wollstonecraft family finally separated in 1782 after the death of Mrs Wollstonecraft. Ironically, in spite of the bitterness, the jealousy and the resentment, it was Mary, not the eldest son (who was established by then in a profession in London), who assumed most of the responsibility for looking after her irascible father. As she began to earn money herself, she became virtually his sole support, and eventually she financed the education of her younger brothers and sisters as well – found them employment when she could, and kept spare beds in her own limited rooms in case they needed a temporary home. She even stage-managed the flight of one sister from an unhappy marriage.

By 1784, however, she had chosen the means by which she would be self-sufficient. Gathering together her sisters and Fanny Blood, hopeful that, ‘With economy we can live on a guinea a week, and that we can with ease earn’, Wollstonecraft established a school at Newington Green which, in London, at the end of the eighteenth century, provided an informal education for these novice teachers as well. Newington Green was an attractive suburban community of affluent Dissenters, who were for the most part liberal intellectuals and ministers, like James Burgh, the advocator of parliamentary reform who had kept a school there. Another neighbour who preached at Newington Green Meeting House, was Dr Richard Price, parliamentary reform-advocate who would become an enthusiastic supporter of the French and American Revolutions. Considering the liberal dispensations of the surrounding communities, the atmosphere at Newington was not one in which conventional attitudes dismissive towards women flourished. Dissenting ministers would have encouraged Wollstonecraft’s desire for financial independence, because, to these sympathetic and learned neighbours, the young teachers were exercising the virtues of purposeful hard work while they struggled to keep their school alive. In her turn Mary Wollstonecraft conceived a respect for the elderly Dr Price which was warm and long-lasting. What had begun as a youthful rebellion against parental authority became slowly, under the influence of the liberal philosophers of Newington Green, a condemnation of all arbitrary power. Her native drive for independence was reinforced with a conviction that moral character is developed with hard work. Later, in the pages of the Vindication, she borrows an application to feminism from the moral theology of Dr Price, denying on the basis of her own personal apprehension of Divine virtue the attribution of inferiority to all women by Divine ordinance.

During these years of intellectual growth, Wollstonecraft was continually confronted with personal crisis and economic instability. The death of her close friend, Fanny Blood, and the failure of the school at Newington followed each other in close succession. Although in her personal correspondence she gave voice to loneliness and pessimism, she met each crisis with energy and confidence. One of her Newington neighbours, the bookseller and publisher Joseph Johnson, suggested she write and publish to meet heavy personal debts, and, without pausing to consider the unwomanliness of such an occupation, Wollstonecraft assembled her opinions on a subject she knew well. Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787) made little stir, and was not particularly original, but it was a beginning. Like the better-known works published earlier by Dr James Fordyce and Dr John Gregory with which Wollstonecraft would argue continually in the Vindication, her first book did not challenge the traditional Christian attitude about the proper domestic sphere of women as much as it regretted the vanity and frivolousness to which her fellow creatures seemed disposed. As Wollstonecraft developed confidence in her own prospects and capacity, she became less enamoured of the traditional restraints on her sex and more convinced that women’s shortcomings were the result of a flawed environment.

In spite of her own indebtedness, Wollstonecraft gave the ten guineas she received from Thoughts on the Education of Daughters to the Blood family so that they could resettle in Ireland, and accepted for herself a loan from personal friends and an introduction to a prospective employer. Though in 1786 she was compelled by necessity to accept what she considered was demeaning employment as a governess, this experience would contribute significantly to her understanding of the privileged, moneyed class of women – women who need never undergo the rugged character-building brought about by hard work. Wollstonecraft accepted employment with the Kingsborough family, landed gentry in Ireland, her first close encounter with a leisured, frivolous style of life, against which she would soon take up arms.

She had even seen close at hand the privileged young élite at Eton, where she stopped with friends on the way to Ireland. The hierarchical structure of public school life, the fagging, the vanity, the substitution of artificial authority for rational authority, disturbed her. Some of these objections to boarding-school life appear in the Vindication in the discussion of an ideal education for young children. There were also vanity and abuse of authority in the Dublin household of her employers. Considering the indolent, luxurious life of Lady Kingsborough, and recalling the submissiveness of her own mother, Wollstonecraft had now a very vivid model of all a woman should not be, but all too frequently was. ‘You cannot conceive,’ she wrote to her sisters, ‘the dissipated lives the women of quality lead. Five hours do many, I assure you, spend in dressing – without making preparations for bed, washing with Milk of Roses, etc. etc.’ And their conversation was only of ‘matrimony and dress’.4 What use could these ladies be? They were indifferent to the intellectual and moral development of their own children; they cared little for administering to the needs of the suffering poor who existed in appalling conditions around them. Their self-indulgence, their insipid interests were for Wollstonecraft examples to flee from, and then, later, to correct.

Happily, her tenure as a governess was not an extended one. A year later, not surprisingly, Lady Kingsborough seems to have become uncomfortable with her sharp-eyed, and probably sharp-tongued, employee. And Wollstonecraft had been busy with her own plans. She had been corresponding with Johnson, who had published Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, a man of liberal politics and a generous disposition, the patron of many aspiring and hungry young writers, one of whom was William Blake. Johnson promised to publish Wollstonecraft’s first novel, Mary, A Fiction (1788), and with a promise of more work for her, he encouraged her to move back to London.

Mary is a sentimental novel, an outpouring of the trials of these years of uncertainty and hardship. But much in the novel dramatizes as well the awakening consciousness of a young woman to degrading and inhibiting social forces. ‘Mary’ is a high-spirited, rebellious heroine, one rather like the authoress herself. Running away from an unhappy marriage which had been arranged for her by her father, she announces that she will not be ‘thrown away’, or ‘given in with an estate’.5 She wanders about instead administering benevolently to the sick and poor until finally she dies, uttering with her last breath that she hopes to enter a country where ‘there is neither marrying, nor giving in marriage’.6 The keen-eyed observations in Mary, particularly the descriptions of abject poverty and moral degeneration, point to themes which Wollstonecraft develops in all her important writings. In Mary the youthful heroine tries to overcome the evils of her environment by selflessly doing good wherever she can. These individual acts of benevolence will later be developed in the Vindication into a universal call for reform of the whole of society.

In London once again in 1787, Wollstonecraft found she had substituted the gossip and vanity of the Kingsborough drawing-room for an impressive circle of liberal and radical intellectuals who gathered from time to time in Johnson’s rooms above his bookshop. Wollstonecraft became a member of a cosmopolitan London-based group which included Henry Fuseli, the Swiss painter, Joseph Priestley, the famous chemist and radical in politics and theology, William Godwin, the political philosopher, the poet William Blake and Thomas Paine, the international patriot. Living alone in the city, supporting herself, Wollstonecraft writes that she is ‘the first of a new genus’,7 a woman who is a professional writer. She began but did not finish an oriental tale called ‘The Cave of Fancy’, and produced a collection of narratives for the instruction of children called ‘Original Stories from Real Life’, in the tradition of Thomas Day’s classic Sandford and Merton.

Moral and didactic children’s literature was among the few literary genres cultural convention permitted to women authors. Their representation of rational mothers and governesses suggests the late Enlightenment reinterpretation of motherhood in which Wollstonecraft’s Vindication would play so large a part. Holding girls accountable to the same mature ideals as boys, such stern mentors as Wollstonecraft’s Miss Mason represented powerful alternatives to the childlike, helpless female, more conventionally idealized. As Mitzi Myers has argued, these moral and rational care-takers ‘never speak of women’s rights, but they make large strategic claims for female nature and capacities and for woman’s ability to make a difference in her social world’.8 Wollstonecraft’s early works included the anthology The Female Reader for which she wrote a preface and four prayers. She may have been the first woman writer to lay claim to this new textbook literature for girl students, a literature in which she would ‘imprint some useful lessons on the mind’ with a selection of writings taken largely from the Bible and Shakespeare. The theme that an ‘expanding mind’ is ‘the surest foundation of virtue’ was common parlance among Wollstonecraft’s reform-minded Dissenter friends at Newington Green, a theme that Wollstonecraft herself enlarged later in the Vindication. 9 Now twenty-eight years old, she shed the schoolmistress role and vowed she would live by the work of her pen.

The picture left to us of Wollstonecraft during these years is of a singularly active and purposeful young woman, but one in whom the contemplative and romantic was always just beneath the surface. John Opie’s portrait, done later in her life, shows a remarkably pretty face, rather dreamy-eyed and compassionate in expression – while all her polemical writings and her achievements in the face of great odds speak of grit and fire. All she needed to set to work was challenge. Once when she complained of difficulty with a writing project, Johnson sympathetically offered to withdraw the commitment. Shocked at such capitulation, she rushed home and finished with no trouble. She was not particularly careful about her appearance. In fact Fuseli, whom she admired, dismayed at her long black worsted stockings and dishevelled hair, called her a ‘philosophical sloven’. Her living quarters were kept sparsely furnished and when Talleyrand visited her in London she offered him tea in cracked cups. Money, not easily earned, was not spent frivolously: Mary Wollstonecraft aspired to be something quite different from the elegant Lady Kingsborough.

Her apprenticeship as a literary hack, translating and writing reviews for Johnson’s journal, Analytical Review, was for Wollstonecraft a period of developing self-confidence in her own social, political and aesthetic observations. The range of books and pamphlets passing her desk inevitably stimulated and enlivened her own interests. Catherine Macaulay’s Letters on Education, which she reviewed for the Analytical Review, laid some of the groundwork for A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, as did Price’s sermon ‘On the Love of Country’, delivered in 1789, a speech which set off the great political debate which produced both Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France and Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man. But for Wollstonecraft the tumult that followed Dr Price’s sermon constituted a literary rite de passage in which the journalistic hack and the composer of polite works on the education of daughters and small children emerged a thinker and writer of substance, speaking her own mind.

Dr Price had begun that night by merely congratulating the French National Assembly and rejoicing in the prospects of civil and religious liberty for France. In 1789 the initial euphoria generated by the assault on the Bastille had not been dispelled by any of the excesses of the Reign of Terror. The Bourbon monarchs, Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, were under guard, but very much alive. Still, for English conservatives like Burke, the sudden upheaval of traditional authority, the bold substitution of the rights of man for the divine right of kings, was a change laden with sinister portent: the lid was off Pandora’s box and the disease was infectious. Price had fed these fears; for while he had always advocated parliamentary reform, by now a familiar refrain, there was a subtle change that night in his speech which Burke felt indicated something more subversive. Price talked about one’s being a citizen of the world, about universal benevolence and the doctrine of perfectibility which justified one’s tampering with the social order as if it were a series of cogs and wheels which could be put right with the skills of a mechanic.

Burke’s answer to Price’s speech, the Reflections, appeared in November 1790, a careful denial of the doctrine of perfectibility and the rights of man, prophesying terror and chaos for France. Many began to write answers to Burke. One of the earliest published was Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) – a vigorous and angry rebuttal in which she defended those principles dear to the hearts of London’s liberal reformers, a loose-knit group of parliamentary reformers and apostles of the Enlightenment in which she now enthusiastically included herself. Wollstonecraft championed the new philosophy. Civil and religious liberties were part of one’s birthright. Only ignorance could corrupt an individual and despotism prevent one from assuming a God-given prerogative. Burke spoke of the dangerous assault on the aristocracy by the radical Jaco bins of France. Wollstonecraft answered, labelling the aristocracy who do not work ‘profligates of rank, emasculated by hereditary effeminacy’.10 Burke had said that chivalry soothed and civilized power. Had it not died in France a thousand hands would have drawn swords to defend the fair form of the French Queen against her enemies. To Wollstonecraft, however, Marie Antoinette was only another decadent aristocrat – another, more dissipated, Lady Kingsborough. Burke’s notion of chivalry, objected Wollstonecraft, was hypocritically selective. He pitied a few rich and titled women, and ignored the thousands of women who suffered.

Misery, to reach your heart, I perceive, must have its cap and bells; your tears are reserved, very naturally considering your character, for the declamation of the theatre, or for the downfall of queens, whose rank alters the nature of folly, and throws a graceful veil over vices that degrade humanity; whilst the distress of many industrious mothers, whose helpmates have been torn from them, and the hungry cry of helpless babes, were vulgar sorrows that could not move your commiseration, though they might extort an alms.11

The seeds of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman are sown in this answer to Burke, as surely as the rights of man must imply the rights of women.

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was written in 1791 and published by Joseph Johnson in 1792. A second edition, on which most subsequent editions are based, was prepared by Wollstonecraft and published later the same year. It was the first sustained argument for female emancipation based on a cogent ethical system. Predictably the argument found its friends and enemies, depending on how enthusiastically or suspiciously the reader viewed the great social changes being undertaken in France. Typical of the response the Vindication met within the community of revolutionary sympathizers was that of Thomas Cooper, a radical Manchester cotton manufacturer who later became President of the University of South Carolina: ‘Let the defenders of male despotism, answer (if they can) the Rights of Woman.’12 But the conservative reaction in London was vitriolic. Wollstonecraft was called a ‘hyena in petticoats’13 by Horace Walpole, and Hannah More wrote that there was something so ridiculous in the very title that she had no intention of reading the book. Not one of Wollstonecraft’s critics thought it necessary to answer her arguments. She was one of the ‘impious amazons of Republican France’ whose proposals were self-evidently wicked. As Wollstonecraft’s personal life became more publicly unconventional, her proposals were taken even less seriously. Her bohemianism was proof enough of the inherent evils of feminism.

The reaction in Paris, undergoing revolution, was quite different. Wollstonecraft crossed the Channel late in 1792, to improve her French, she wrote to her sisters. But more compelling was the desire to see the Revolution close at hand. Her reputation as the new champion of her sex had travelled to Paris before her, where the Vindication had already been published in French. She was welcomed into an international group of literary and political writers which included Helen Maria Williams, the English poet, Joel Barlow, an American patriot and political writer, the exiled Paine whom she had met earlier in London, and the moderate French revolutionary leader Brissot, who, to her horror, would be guillotined during the Terror. So much a part of the French community did Wollstonecraft feel that she had dedicated the Vindication to Talleyrand, hoping, in vain, to influence legislation before the French Assembly on women’s education. William Godwin wrote later that her enthusiasm for the French Revolution extinguished finally any respect Wollstonecraft may have held over from her youth for establishments. But the course the Revolution was to take, even while she lived in Paris, dampened this enthusiasm and considerably modified her optimism about the ease with which human civilizations could undergo important changes.

She was at first disappointed and then deeply disturbed that the French people, newly released from tyranny, failed to emerge virtuous. Writing to Johnson in London, shocked that so many men and women had been guillotined merely because they were, in name, noble, Wollstonecraft worried about human perfecti bility being vulnerable to human viciousness. Later, as an Englishwoman in Paris, in some personal danger herself because of the war that had broken out between the two countries, Wollstonecraft had to be restrained by a passer-by from being too visibly horrified and angry when she passed the guillotine fresh with blood. But as she wrote An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution, published in London later in 1794, Wollstonecraft came gradually to terms with her disenchantment and was able to write with qualified optimism. ‘Yet I feel confident of being able to prove that the people are essentially good… Out of this chaotic mass a fairer government is rising than has ever shed the sweets of social life on the world. But things must have time to find their level.’14

Even while she was reaffirming her faith in the innate goodness of man, Wollstonecraft met in Paris an American, Gilbert Imlay, who seems to have been destined to try that faith. He was a patriot, and an author of a sentimental novel, who had travelled to Paris to interest the French government in a land speculation scheme in the territory of Kentucky. A record of Imlay’s relationship with Mary Wollstonecraft survives in an exchange of letters published originally by Johnson in Posthumous Works (1798)–a record of painful, almost tragic incompatibility. Although her attitude to marriage, and to swearing obedience, had not substantially changed since she wrote so disparagingly about it in Mary, Wollstonecraft had formed a profound tie with Imlay and intended their union to be a permanent one. Although not married – indeed marriage at this time of political upheaval in France would have been difficult – Wollstonecraft was called ‘Mrs Imlay’ in Paris and later in London, by many who preferred to assume there had been a marriage. Still, long after it must have been apparent to their friends, certainly to the reader of the letters, that the wandering Imlay had lost all interest in her, Wollstonecraft clung tenaciously to whatever hopes he intermittently gave her. The two seem to have shared very few happy interludes in a stormy relationship which endured three years.

They were together when their daughter, Fanny Imlay, was born in May 1794 in Le Havre, and Wollstonecraft wrote humorously, ‘My little Girl begins to suck so manfully that her father reckons saucily on her writing the second part of the R–ts of Woman.’15 But within weeks, Imlay’s business ventures separated them and kept them almost constantly apart. With her baby and one nursemaid, Wollstonecraft followed after him, travelling from Paris to Le Havre, back to Paris, even to London, although in 1795 while England was in the midst of an intense period of conservative political reaction, Wollstonecraft was loath to return. Anguished and confused by Imlay’s fortune-hunting, writing to him that she for one did not mind if they must ‘struggle cheerfully together – drawn closer by the pinching blasts of poverty’, Wollstonecraft reproached Imlay constantly about his ‘money-getting face’, or his being only ‘stupidly useful to the stupid’.16 Had Imlay sought, as did Wollstonecraft, a permanent union, or been as contemptuous as she of material possessions, it is doubtful that his waning affections would have been restored by her anger. As for Wollstonecraft, the stable and harmonious vision of domestic life she wrote about in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, indeed that she felt was necessary for proper childrearing, was as remote to her experience with Gilbert Imlay as Lady Kingsborough in Dublin had been to her model of the virtuous woman. Wollstonecraft delighted in watching her little daughter develop, chronicled happily each new accomplishment, but she would have preferred to share the happiness with the child’s father. When in one letter she confessed to Imlay that she sometimes feared developing the mind of her own young daughter, Wollstonecraft is painfully aware of the loneliness and vulnerability of her own independence.

In summer 1795 Mary Wollstonecraft travelled again, accompanied not by Imlay but by their small daughter and one nursemaid, to Scandinavia, where Wollstonecraft played the unlikely role of Imlay’s business agent. The travel journal she styled as letters to an absent lover Johnson published months later as Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796). On the eve of the greatest personal crisis in her life, the Letters are striking in their serenity. While her earlier works, essays and fictions were disputatious and heated, this travelogue of a thoughtful though obviously deeply troubled woman pleased even her most outspoken critics. One even suggested that perhaps marriage and motherhood had softened her.17 In the Letters from Scandinavia she is poetic and critical, blending lyrical and pleasing description of natural beauty with her always keen eye for local manners. Her consciousness of the corrupting influence of power on morality has never been sharper. Tyranny is everywhere in evidence. Denmark tyrannizes over its weaker neighbours, men over women, and at the root of all tyranny is the ownership of property. ‘Still harping on the same subject, you will exclaim – How can I avoid it?’18 Her contempt for the aristocracy, her conviction that the rich can glitter only if the poor suffer, is as evident in this, her last published work, as it was in her frankly more political works. Passing near convicts at work on a road one day, she observes caustically that the stars and gold keys on a nobleman disgrace him more than fetters do prisoners. In fact, she argues, the same injustice which bestows the gold bar and key on the aristocrat produces the fetters on the other. ‘I am more and more convinced,’ she writes, ‘that the same energy of character which renders a man a daring villain, would have rendered him useful to society, had that society been well organized.’19

The interlude in Scandinavia only postponed an inevitable denouement with Imlay. In London once again in 1795, Wollstonecraft could no longer delude herself about him, for Imlay was living openly with another woman. Wollstonecraft had met the various crises in her struggle for economic independence with characteristic resilience and determination, but Imlay’s infidelity and all it implied of her misplaced trust left her desperate. Finally, too, travel weary, with no appetite to begin again, she was as far as she had ever been from her fantasies of a harmonious and stable home. Her response to all of this was suicide. She left instructions for the care of her child and walked out at night to look for a secluded spot along the Thames where, making sure her clothes were heavy with water, and assuming she was unobserved, she at last leapt from a bridge. But in spite of her precautions she had been noticed and was pulled unconscious from the water by a passer-by. Later she told William Godwin that the pain associated with the attempt on her own life was so great she was resolved never to try again. Perhaps the suicide attempt exhausted the worst of her despair for after a few embarrassing meetings with him she was able at long last to resolve to forget Gilbert Imlay, and began to make plans for her own and her daughter’s future, moving about within her London circle of reassuring friends.

One of these friends, although not of long standing, was William Godwin, who was, in 1796, at the peak of his career. In his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) he had condemned government and urged men to cultivate sincerity, to be their own and each other’s guardians in an anarchistic society. Godwin and Wollstonecraft had met years before at Joseph Johnson’s, but neither had been much pleased with the other. Godwin complained that he had gone to dine at Johnson’s to hear Thomas Paine, who was to be one of the company, while instead he and Wollstonecraft, who disagreed on every subject raised, monopolized the evening. But since then he had read her Letters from Scandinavia and said of them, ‘if ever a book calculated to make a man in love with its author, this appears to me to be the book’.20 They were introduced by a mutual friend and when they became neighbours in Somerstown they renewed the acquaintanceship with interest. The little notes that passed between the two make pleasurable reading after the tortured correspondence with Imlay. Godwin and Wollstonecraft gossip about friends, plan to meet for dinner and maintain a steadily increasing affectionate banter. The ménage Wollstonecraft and Godwin finally established was a singular one. They eventually did marry in March 1797 when Wollstonecraft discovered she was pregnant, but submitting to the ceremony was embarrassing for both of them. Godwin had spoken and written energetically in Political Justice about the evils of cohabitation. Both of them thought the marriage contract was an artificial bond which two virtuous individuals did not need. Godwin argued further that two individual personalities could not harmoniously exist under one roof.

While she lived, the marriage was a happy one. ‘A husband is a convenient part of the furniture of a house’, Wollstonecraft wrote cheerfully to Godwin.21 And he assured his friends that they did not entirely cohabit, inasmuch as he maintained a separate residence up the street where he worked privately for some hours during the day. They were both careful not to intrude on one another’s friendships, satisfying another principle about individuality within marriage. But philosophy appeased, the two seem to have enjoyed each other. While she awaited the birth of her second child, Wollstonecraft was busy working on another novel, Maria – The Wrongs of Woman, and preparing a work on infant and child management (published in Posthumous Works).

Wollstonecraft’s happiness was destined to be short-lived. Mary Wollstonecraft died after complications in childbirth in September 1797. Her infant daughter, Mary, survived the birth and lived to marry the poet Shelley and write the Gothic novel Frankenstein, a work that some argue investigates the trauma of her own conception causing her mother’s death.22 At the age of thirty-eight, a mother of modern feminism was dead of one of the oldest scourges of women. Her long struggle for liberation and a ‘useful’ life was ended. To those other ancient scourges, economic exploitation and restriction by prejudice and harassment of a full emotional and intellectual life, Wollstonecraft had thrown down her gauntlet.

‘BLISS WAS IT IN THAT DAWN…’ – THE POLITICAL SETTING OF A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN

When Hannah More, one of Wollstonecraft’s more conservative contemporaries, remarked that there was something fantastic and absurd in the very title of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, she was trying to ignore that, ridiculous as it may have seemed to some, its moment had arrived. Wollstonecraft’s work was written during a period of great social and political upheaval. In France the Revolution was proclaiming the rights of man, and in England radicals were bringing fear to the aristocracy and defenders of it like Edmund Burke. Political agitation had been part of the community in which Wollstonecraft matured. She had come of age intellectually the friend of men like Dr Richard Price and part of a group of artists and intellectuals which included men such as Thomas Paine, author of The Rights of Man (1791). It was an age in England that seemed to usher in a new era of freedom, when the young Wordsworth wrote:

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive. 
But to be young was very heaven!

All about her the conversation was about reform – reform in France, reform of the English Parliament and reform of the English electorate. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was written by a woman and a radical who took the egalitarian reform principles of her age and applied them, for the first time in the long annals of literature about women, to her own sex. The Vindication is at once a product of this period of radicalism and a pioneer in its new application. It could only have been written when all social and political values were under fundamental challenge. But since this challenge had its roots in four decades of agitation, some sense of the radical fervour of late-eighteenth-century England is essential in order to understand Wollstonecraft’s feminist challenge to English conservatism.

The intellectual core of English radicalism in the late eighteenth century was as old as Locke’s Second Treatise (1689) and as recent as Rousseau’s Social Contract (1762). The argument was simple. Sovereign power did not dwell in the monarchy or in any aristocracy or oligarchy. A political community derived legal authority only from the consent of each individual governed by it, a consent which could be withdrawn by each individual as freely as it had been given. Careful readers of both Locke and Rousseau could conclude, then, that the constitution and the institutions to which it gave power should be changed by the people governed, if these institutions abused the authority lent to them. The individuals in the community would exercise their sovereign power by virtue of the capacity to reason intelligently with which they were born, a capacity strengthened by proper education.

The response of the traditionalists emphasized an hierarchical order within society. Respect for rank and special privileges was necessary to maintain liberty. For Montesquieu, Blackstone and Burke the English Constitution in the eighteenth century ensured that this important balance of power and privilege would be passed on to generations of Englishmen as their birthright. The nobility would protect the Crown and the people if they, the nobility, were allowed special privileges in exchange. As for Parliament, so far from being at the disposal of the electorate, traditional theorists reasoned, Lords and Commons were autonomous, their power safely beyond the reach of the King or the people.

The question was not then how Parliament should be reformed, but more particularly, who should reform it? Edmund Burke had no faith in the innate rationality of the people. He gave voice to an older, more traditional scepticism about man’s capacity to reason. Parliament did not need the approval of its electorate; its legitimacy grew out of its longevity, out of generations of Englishmen expressing their collective will across the centuries, so that Parliament now existed in its own right, invulnerable to restless demands for change in this age or that. Burke could be roused to a jealous protection of Parliamentary rights whenever he felt they were threatened either by monarch or people.

In the last half of the eighteenth century Burke felt that the threat came from both, and finally most threateningly from the people – especially Dissenters – demanding Parliamentary reform. The House of Lords was comprised of Lords who inherited their seats: the House of Commons represented a minuscule fraction of the English population. It was possible for 15,000 voters (½ per cent of the adult male population) to choose a majority. In addition certain powerful Lords had numerous seats in the Commons at their disposal. It was estimated that 144 powerful individuals could in fact return a majority of the House. The commercial middle classes of newly industrialized England were unrepresented. No town had received borough rights or rights to representation since 1678, leaving the new industrial centres of Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham disenfranchised. Parliament thus sat with little representation of England’s influential dissenting population, all of whom were also proscribed by the Test and Corporation Acts from holding any Crown appointment in civil government, or belonging to any municipal corporation in a borough, or holding Oxford or Cambridge University degrees. Until these laws were repealed, the dissenting community of Presbyterians, Baptists and Independents were segregated from the civil life of the community. For the most part, Dissenters were solidly middle-class patriots, who established their own prestigious Dissenting Academies in the industrial communities. These vocal centres continually sent petitions of repeal to Parliament and argued for the establishment of a secular state, on the model of the American government, which would give equal protection to all churches and confer an equal status on all citizens.

To proposals for reform of Parliament and repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, conservatives like Burke answered that the House of Commons represented all of England, because the men sitting there were interested in the prosperity of the whole, regardless of which small section of the country had given them a seat. As for the Dissenters, since they eschewed the established religion, the Church of England must be protected from them.

The advocates of reform and the upholders of the traditional constitution fought many battles in the last half of the eighteenth century. The first was the great cause célèbre of the 1760s, the case of John Wilkes, the popular London hero barred by Parliament from taking the seat to which he was duly elected. In the 1770s the great debate on reform centred on attitudes towards the American Revolution. In the 1780s Christopher Wyvil and the gentry of Yorkshire launched the Associational Movement in an unsuccessful effort to reform the House of Commons by adding county seats. All these decades of reform, of protest, of agitation, came to a head in the early years of the French Revolution – years of optimism and of a search for social justice which could produce A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. In the 1790s the reform movement acquired a base of popular support broader than merely that of dissenting ministers like the good Rev. Price and Joseph Priestley. Popular democratic movements such as Thomas Hardy’s London Corresponding Society, formed in 1792, were made up of tradesmen, mechanics and shopkeepers – Hardy himself was a master shoemaker with his own shop. They were willing to reprint and distribute pamphlets like Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, of which some 200,000 copies were sold by 1793, as compared to only 30,000 of Burke’s Reflections. Some of their meetings in London’s Chalk Farm attracted over 100,000 people. The Society’s members were hard-working men who called each other ‘citizen’, and many of them were more likely to send rifles to the French soldiers than to take up arms against them. Their immediate goal was the reform of Parliament, which the more wealthy middle-class reformers had failed to achieve. The London Corresponding Society was in constant contact with other radical associations in Sheffield, Norwich, Leeds, Birmingham and Manchester, and there was talk of calling a national constitutional convention. This self-conscious reference to French models became all the more suspect when war with France was declared in 1793. Now it seemed to many, especially to Pitt’s government, to be talk of revolution. Pitt’s government struck back.

In 1794 Thomas Hardy, Horne Tooke and John Thelwall, all leaders of the London Corresponding Society, were indicted with nine other radicals as traitors. They were acquitted, but Pitt’s repression was irresistible. The Treasonable Practices Act broadened the definition of treason, the Seditious Meetings Act made it illegal to gather for a lecture without a law officer present, and in 1798 Habeas Corpus was suspended. The movement for Parliamentary reform in England was effectively incapacitated by this counter-attack and most of the reform goals had to wait until the Great Reform Bill of 1832. Reactions set in, and the Napoleonic wars and Tory repression were uncongenial to liberal and radical ideas. But there was in the early 1790s this brief period of dawn that so dazzled Wordsworth and Shelley, when it appeared that all tyrants would be toppled from their throne, all ignorance banished, all men freed. No surprise then that in this heady atmosphere of freedom some should even dare write of women being free. Paine, perhaps the greatest English publicist for freedom in the 1790s, himself saw fit to note the subordinate and inferior status of women.

Even in countries where they may be esteemed the most happy [women are] constrained in their desires in the disposal of their goods; robbed of freedom and will by the laws; slaves of opinion which rules them with absolute sway and construes the slightest appearances into guilt; surrounded on all sides by judges who are at once tyrants and their seducers… for even with changes in attitudes and laws, deeply engrained and oppressing social prejudices remain which confront women minute by minute, day by day.23

But in Paine’s whole corpus of writing, there are only these few lines which deal with the subjection of women. He is, after all, the author of The Rights of Man. It remained for a woman to apply the 1790s theme of freedom and liberty to women.

‘A WOMAN’S PLACE’–THE FEMINIST BACKGROUND TO THE VINDICATION

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is unique, but it does not emerge out of the eighteenth century without antecedents, other works concerned about the role and rights of woman. As it was essential to know its political setting, the Vindication is read far more profitably against this background of English feminism – the social and economic realities of women’s place in society and the various writers concerned about that place. Still, Wollstonecraft is not so much the inheritor of a feminist tradition as she is the writer of its manifesto. Before Wollstonecraft, there were works suggesting the reform of female manners or proposals for improving female education, but there was no single-minded criticism of the social and economic system which created a double standard of excellence for male and female and relegated women to an inferior status.

The eighteenth century inherited an unfavourable amalgam of attitudes about women. The puritan reformers, good religious fundamentalists, encouraged submissiveness in women, passivity, dependence on men, limited education, a general containment and restriction of the ‘weaker vessel’. The cavalier court of Charles II replaced puritanical disdain and restriction with ribald licentiousness, a thorough-going contempt and sexual exploitation of females, having no place for Renaissance idealism. But if the seventeenth-century woman was kept from books, or insulted at court, the workaday life of the rural or urban woman in the economy of the community had remained relatively unchanged since medieval times, and was a far more independent one than her sister’s would be one hundred years later. The aristocratic woman, to be sure, led a non-productive life, divorced from the working routine of the community, but the wife of the farmer, small shopkeeper or tradesman, actively participated in the productive work which maintained the economy of the household. No man would consider, when marrying a woman, that he was obliged to undertake the burden of her support until she died. If she were the wife of a farmer she generally kept a dairy business, bringing eggs, butter and cheese regularly to market. She participated in seasonal harvests, and kept the accounts, if it were a large farm, superintending the servants and managing the care of the small children. While domestic industries thrived, the entire household, including children, participated in spinning and weaving cloth within the home. The wife of the shopkeeper in town worked alongside her husband behind the counter, with the entire household, servants and children living above the shop. One need not imply by this that women enjoyed an equal status with men in the working world. The trade guilds had restricted the training of women and had, for centuries, maintained them as a cheap pool of surplus labour. But women traditionally shared through their husbands the social and religious life of the guild, and if a woman, wife or daughter, survived the death of her male relation, she often carried on in his craft, a practice she continued well into the eighteenth century.

But apart from sharing her husband’s work, there were a number of specific trades which were entirely dominated by women until the eighteenth century, in which a woman owned her own property, maintained her own apprentices and was responsible for her own debts as an independent trader. Most of these trades were based in the manufacture of food or functioning of the household, such as brewing, baking, dyeing cloth and preparing meat. Paradoxically, then, while the eighteenth century would be notable in calling for reform of female manners, the seventeenth-century woman, in spite of vilification by seventeenth-century puritanism and cavalier poets, was an active, productive member of the economic life of the community. The range of her activities was limited, but she had far more of the economic independence which Mary Wollstonecraft tried to reclaim for her sex a century later.

The reformers who wrote about women interest us not only in what they proposed but also in what they assumed. Many appear progressive, proposing the advancement of female learning, but often they clung like the puritans to biblical injunctions that necessarily limited any substantive change in the status of women. The rationale often cited for limiting the sphere of women was biblical, that they had been divinely ordained the mental and physical inferior of men. Adam says in Genesis, ‘This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.’ Corinthians elaborates a little. ‘For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man.’ And St Paul had said plainly, ‘wives submit to your husbands’. Mary Wollstonecraft insisted that these basic attitudes and principles which subordinated women must be repudiated before a real change in a woman’s condition could be gained permanently. But the overwhelming majority who wrote on women either assumed these traditional axioms were correct, or chose not to argue with them.

One of the first proposals for reform was Mary Astell’s A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the Advancement of their True and Greatest Interest (1694), suggesting a college for women to which they might withdraw temporarily to return inured against worldly evils. When Astell wrote, and indeed for a long while after, genteel education for women was provided, if at all, by private tutors at home, instruction only within the ability of the very rich, even as Astell herself plainly intended her academy for daughters of noble families. Although she does not challenge traditional attitudes about female inferiority, she does imply, as Wollstonecraft will later argue explicitly, that the character of women is developed by their environment. ‘Women are,’ complains Astell, one hundred years before Wollstonecraft, ‘from their very infancy debarr’d those advantages with the want of which they are afterwards reproached and nursed up in those vices which will hereafter be upbraided to them.’24 Astell wanted to shore up the religious faith of women by educating them. In fact her proposal for monastic withdrawal from the world drew more fire from those who thought it ‘popish’ than from traditionalists. Wollstonecraft would have agreed with Astell that virtue is dependent on knowledge and that an educated mother is a better one, but Wollstonecraft will give these notions the twist of Enlightenment liberalism: the educated woman will go into society to facilitate its progress and development; the educated woman may even make contributions to human wisdom; if she is talented, and wants to enough, she may be a vital constructive participant in reorganizing society. Astell didn’t envision a woman doing more than engaging in benevolent charity.

Even while Astell was writing, social and domestic changes were altering the nature of domestic life, a life which had for so long given women some direct participation in the economy of the community. The changes would create vast numbers of dependent women who, if their husbands had enough money, would turn to a kind of useless and frivolous routine, inspiring in its very insipidity a fusillade of attacks on women’s manners. With commercial and mechanical innovations in the Industrial Revolution demanding centralization of manufacture, the business premises were removed permanently from the home and built on a larger scale, leaving domestic life substantially altered. Women not only ceased to have an active share in their husband’s work, but, since they seldom had capital enough, they were prevented from setting up competing enterprises in what had traditionally been their own trades. Changes in the farmhouse followed the same pattern. Small farm owners were forced from their land by the reorganization of rural life which had been going on slowly for centuries and which accelerated in the eighteenth century. The scattered holdings and strip system was considered wasteful. Population became concentrated in newly industrialized cities, creating an increased demand for food production. Landlords dispossessed small farmers in favour of larger corn-growing farmers who could pay higher rents. Eventually the dispossessed found their way into the labour pools of the cities, or became agricultural workers. Neither employment was particularly enviable.

The lower-class woman, forced from small business or farm into long hours of employment far from home – as a seasonal harvester in the country or eventually as a factory worker in the city – was less able than ever to care for her family. While Wollstonecraft would continually emphasize the importance of economic independence, and longed to put all useless women behind a counter in a shop, she alone among writers on women seemed to be aware of the desperately poor woman, produced by the early stages of industrialization in England, who had neither the leisure nor the indirect income for vanity, and was quite beyond the protection of male chivalry which traditionalists liked to claim for women. While the central concern of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman will be seen to provide for the rehabilitation of the socially useless middle-class woman, Wollstonecraft, to her credit, understood the difference between drudgery, what she calls in the Vindication the ‘mindless toil’ of the poor, and the kind of rewarding labour she felt was necessary for building character and instilling virtue.

The kinds of skilled trades available to women whose husbands had not grown rich enough to support them were severely limited. The domestic industry continued to decline, although women could find employment in the clothing trade throughout the eighteenth century and it was not finally until the middle of the nineteenth that they had seriously to compete with machines. They might be milliners, mantua-makers and seamstresses, although one needed, again, some capital to set up a shop and apprentices were paid little for long hours and poor food and accommodation. For the most part, with food costs rising and employment not readily available, the woman who must support herself or, worse, dependent relatives as well, was hard pressed indeed. Single women like Mary Wollstonecraft, who were trying to achieve some kind of economic independence, were lucky to find, as she did, jobs as companions or governesses, but these positions were invariably poorly paid and the governess could expect to be treated little better than a household servant. So when Wollstonecraft plied her pen in the latter part of the century, the traditional economic function of the woman in the household had been displaced by a new ideal, of a woman dependent for total support upon her husband and, at least in theory, protected by him.

Nothing announces this changing concept of the woman’s role quite so dramatically as the ‘civil death’ of women written into the Commentaries on the English Constitution (1758) by William Blackstone, the distinguished and learned professor of law at Oxford. ‘By marriage’, interprets Blackstone,

the husband and wife are one person in law; that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, protection and cover, she performs everything.25

A married woman, then, could legally hold no property in her own right, nor enter into any legal contract, nor for that matter claim any rights over her own children. To be sure, families had got round these laws for many years and would continue to do so; still, the woman’s dependence on the economic productivity of her husband, a dependence which was becoming more and more manifest in the course of the eighteenth century, achieved a legal sanctity in Blackstone which formed the spirit, as well as the letter, of all traditional injunctions to women which writers on the subject would make.

For the most part, writers bent upon reforming female manners were speaking critically of the new middle class. The wives of the large farm owners, the wives of the new and prospering businessmen, no longer managing dairies, or working with their husbands behind a counter, turned towards the manners of the aristocracy for a model of proper behaviour. As early as 1697 Daniel Defoe, who had read Mary Astell, was proposing equal education for women in Essay on Projects, and criticizing the new style of female manners. ‘They act,’ he wrote, ‘as if they were ashamed of being tradesmen’s wives’ and ‘scorn to be seen in the counting house’.26 In the course of the eighteenth century boarding schools grew up to educate daughters of the newly affluent, schools which taught how to while away elegantly the leisure hours until marriage, and then the leisure hours after. One farmer complained:

Our Daughters, instead of being taught their Duty, and the Business of a Dairy at home, receive their Education at a Boarding School, are taught to dance, to speak French, and to play upon the Harpsichord.27

History, philosophy and classical languages were considered too rigorous for minds born uniformly unequal to the task. Indelicate subjects like botany were proscribed. Nor, unless one includes dancing and posture exercises, was the young girl encouraged in any manner of physical exercise. The new feminine ideal to which the young girl was taught to aspire would obviously have been rather remote to the busy life of a manageress of a dairy, or the active wife of a town shopkeeper.

Learned and moral men began to object. But these would-be reformers of female manners never called into question the economic dependence of woman, which had rendered her useless, or the axiom of female inferiority which rationalized her superficial education. Addison and Steele, writing in the Tatler, the Spectator and the Guardian in the early years of the eighteenth century, deplore the vanity of the ‘accomplished’ young girl.

To make her an agreeable person is the main purpose of her parents; to that is all their cost, to that all their care directed, and from this general folly of parents we owe all our present numerous race of coquettes.28

But did these reformers wish to improve the coquette for her own sake, or for theirs? Even such a friend of women as Defoe had rationalized: ‘I would have men take women for companions, and educate them to be fit for it.’29 Still, such well-intentioned reformers may be distinguished from their Augustan contemporaries like Pope and Swift, who criticized female manners and the vogue of mawkish sentimentality with which women were newly regarded without advocating any serious reform of their education. Jonathan Swift, in ‘The Furniture of a Woman’s Mind’, complained in 1727:

A set of Phrases learn’t by Rote;
A Passion for a Scarlet-Coat;
When at a Play to laugh, or cry,
Yet cannot tell the Reason why:
Never to hold her Tongue a Minute;
While all she prates has nothing in it.30

And were she to attempt her own reform, Hannah More recommended later, the young girl should remember Swift’s advice that ‘after all her boasted acquirements a woman will, generally speaking, be found to possess less of what is called learning than a common school boy’.31 Pope and Swift recommended no reform because they guessed that little was possible. Those who did attempt to awaken some seriousness in the female mind did so without threatening the dependent and submissive role in the relationship of women with their husbands and fathers. The most widely read books for girls on the subject of moral instruction, Dr James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women (1766) and Dr John Gregory’s Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774), echoed what the luminaries of London’s literary world implied or directly advised – that the proper duty of the female was to make herself pleasing to men.

Such skill was woman’s by nature. She didn’t need to be dedicated to academic study to play the role of charming wife or loving mother satisfactorily. Understandably, in the face of these traditional injunctions to be good, to get married, and to be quiet, very few women triumphed intellectually. The ‘Bluestockings’ were an interesting exception, but if they furthered the cause of women’s education in the eighteenth century it was in spite of, rather than because of, any position they took favourably on the subject. These decorous, learned and loquacious women, unwilling to jeopardize their own precarious hold on convention, accepted without cavil the traditional notions about a woman’s limited rational capacity and her proper domestic sphere. But while they made no attempt themselves to combat the system of limited education for women, they helped by their own intellectual achievements to cast some doubt on pessimistic attitudes about female intelligence; and such pioneering authors as Fanny Burney introduced women to the publishing world. Assembled in their various drawing-rooms, the ‘Blues’ included, in the latter part of the century, Elizabeth Carter, the classical scholar, Fanny Burney, author of the widely read and respected Evelina, Mrs Elizabeth Montagu, author and social leader, Mrs Thrale, woman of letters and Dr Johnson’s companion, Mrs Barbauld, writer of children’s stories, and Hannah More, who wrote religious and conservative political tracts for the poor. Not only did none of these women, contemporaries of Wollstonecraft, embrace her principles, but they were scrupulously careful to avoid any contamination by feminism. Mrs Barbauld refused to join Mrs Montagu’s short-lived scheme for founding a woman’s college, replying to her friend without embarrassment that ‘The best way for a woman to acquire knowledge is from conversation with a father or brother and such a course of reading as they may recommend.’32

Bluestocking Hannah More was one of the more outspoken of Wollstonecraft’s detractors, and invites an interesting contrast with her since they wrote on the subject of women’s education within a few years of each other and from widely divergent positions on the political spectrum. In her criticism of the existing education for girls, More sounds a great deal like Wollstonecraft. Indeed, since both were criticizing the failures of the present society to achieve what each considered virtue in a woman, they often sound similar. Like Wollstonecraft, Hannah More condemns a girl’s enervating indoor routine, her nonsensical curriculum with its emphasis on fashion and manners, and she emphasizes, like Wollstonecraft, that women must be educated to be better mothers. But whereas A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is built on an assumption that the sexes are equal, that, environmental impediments aside, a woman will rise as high as motivation and hard work will take her in intellectual life, Hannah More’s view of women ultimately returns to the limited and traditional attitude of her conservative politics. ‘Far be it from me,’ she writes, ‘to make scholastic ladies or female dialecticians.’ It is only ‘the vulgar and the ill informed’ who struggle most vehemently for power. Clearly answering Wollstonecraft, in Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (1799), Hannah More is contemptuous of the ‘woman who is vain of her wit’, who attempts to vindicate the ‘rights of women’. The more a woman’s understanding is improved, assures Hannah More, ‘the more accurate views will she take of the station she was born to fill.’33

This dreary round of learned women acquiescing in the notion of their own natural inferiority was not uninterrupted. The learned Mary Wortley Montagu, contemporary and one-time friend of Alexander Pope, had much to say about her own sex. In self-imposed exile in Italy for much of her life, Lady Mary wrote long candid letters home to her daughter in which she complained, often bitterly, about a woman’s lot. Women are everywhere in an appalling state of ignorance, she wrote, but the pity of it all is that ‘our knowledge must rest concealed and be as useless to the world as gold in a mine’,34 a vast resource, a creative potential which might have served the world if it had been developed. But Lady Mary is cautious. Women might as well accept that they pursue education to while away the leisure hours life gives them in abundance. With a kind of sad anxious-ness not to offend, she is careful to tailor her philosophy to suit her correspondent, and when writing to the Bishop of Salisbury, regretting that women are not encouraged to learn, she hastens to assure him that she is not disputing women’s essential inferiority. Only to her married daughter, and then with some apprehension that her daughter’s husband (the influential Lord Bute) might read the letter and become angry, she confides that a woman’s character is more likely formed by education ‘which inclines me to think (if I dare say it) that nature has not placed us in an inferior rank to men, no more than the females of other animals, where we set no distinction of capacity though I am persuaded if there was a commonwealth of rational horses (as Doctor Swift has supposed) it would be an established maxim amongst them that a mare could not be taught to pace’.35It is not unlikely, considering Lady Mary’s caution, that she is the anonymous author of a pamphlet published in 1737 by ‘Sophia’. The pamphlet goes much further. The anonymous writer exalts motherhood, but also demands admission for women to all employment. Sophia asks ‘why is learning useless to us?’ and answers, ‘Because we have no share in public offices, and why have we no share in public offices? Because we have no learning.’

The historian Catherine Macaulay agreed, and one of her readers was Mary Wollstonecraft. Writing Letters on Education in 1790, Macaulay does not criticize female manners so much as question the axioms themselves which control and limit a woman’s environment. Wollstonecraft reviewed the Letters for Johnson’s periodical, Analytical Review, and spoke warmly of Macaulay’s achievements in the Vindication itself. Macaulay had argued that women were limited mentally and physically by their environment. She urged physical exercise and academic studies for women, equal to those of men, dismissing the concept of innate inferiority and claiming in a principle which Wollstonecraft would urge tirelessly, ‘there is but one rule of right for the conduct of all rational beings.’36 But the issue of female emancipation was not a central concern for Macaulay. Macaulay is concerned equally with the management of infants and the education of princes. It was for Mary Wollstonecraft to take the argument of natural rights and make their application to women the subject of a sustained argument. It was for Wollstonecraft to isolate and emphasize the issue of education for women, taking Lady Mary’s ‘unmined gold’ and urging it to be used to enrich all of human society.

THE ‘FEMINIST MANIFESTO’ – THE ARGUMENT OF THE VINDICATION

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is not polite or ladylike. As Wollstonecraft says in the Introduction to the first edition, she means to be useful, not entertaining, and she will write with ‘energetic emotions’. One does not go far into the Vindication before being plunged into the very heart of her subject. She has lived the hardships of a woman who wanted to earn her own living and she means to be blunt. The energy and volatile personality of Mary Wollstonecraft are all here in its pages; her sense of humour and her anger are both easily apparent. How often she compares English middle-class women to inmates of a Turkish seraglio, or mutters indignantly of one man’s portrayal of a patient wife – ‘Such a woman ought to be an angel – or she is an ass’ (p. 121). ‘Idle empty words!’ she exclaims of an author’s description of romantic love, ‘lover-like phrases of pumped up passion’ (pp. 120, 119).

Godwin says the Vindication was written hastily in six weeks, and we accept that she probably dashed it off quickly to her publisher, Joseph Johnson, and as quickly set about another project. There are many digressions in the text, with the argument turning suddenly from one subject to another, as in the chapter on physical weaknesses in women when she trails off into a discussion of casuistry and religion. Wollstonecraft would probably have been somewhat defensive about her digression, however, for she says in Chapter II, when a train of thought invited her to digress on standing armies, that she would follow the associations that sprang naturally to mind, as if motivated by a natural order.

Mary Wollstonecraft set forth to vindicate the rights of women, but one of her earlier stipulations (p. 13), which may seem curious to the modern reader, is that her argument is intended to be directed towards middle-class women only; what is more, she is herself frankly dubious (p.30) that she will effect any great change with the Vindication. Both of these assertions, actually qualifications, raise such interesting issues that before proceeding into the heart of her argument one ought to attempt to reconstruct Wollstonecraft’s justification for excluding the upper – and lower-class woman from her call to reform, and suggesting limitations on even a middle-class woman’s capacity to change. These qualifications form the perimeters of the argument of the Vindication, and Wollstonecraft’s work is thrown into better perspective against them.

Wollstonecraft directs her argument to the middle-class woman because this woman lives in a ‘natural state’. By contrast the aristocratic woman, Wollstonecraft explains in her Introduction (p. 13), is dissipated by great wealth and is incapable of any redemption by education. Eventually the aristocratic woman’s class will be eradicated in a reformed society. Wollstonecraft does not explain, however, why she has excluded the poor woman from her audience, nor can her reader be certain what the status of the poor will be after reform, except that they will be less miserable. Wollstonecraft was far from indifferent to the sufferings of the poor, which makes her failure to provide for their relief in the Vindication all the more curious. Her pity for the poor had been sincere and profound throughout all her writing, and continued to be so after the Vindication was written. Three years later, while travelling in Scandinavia and preparing the Letters Johnson published, Wollstonecraft was moved to write with a mixture of sorrow and anger when watching peasant women scrub linen in cold water, their hands already cracked and bleeding. These were women ‘to whom the most menial and even laborious offices’ are left while ‘men stand up for the dignity of men’.37 And years earlier, Wollstonecraft’s most memorable criticism of Burke in the Rights of Men was that his proud chivalry was callous and indifferent to the brutality inflicted on poor women.38

While Wollstonecraft obviously sincerely pitied poor women, and while she found, individually, their simplicity and ‘frankness of heart’ appealing, she is not concerned in the bulk of her writing to suggest what kind of change they may look for in a reformed society, except that in overthrowing the tyranny of the aristocracy they will be restored to happiness. Except for an occasional suggestion for dividing up large estates into smaller farms in the Letters from Scandinavia,39 and a suggestion to Burke that he find employment for women rather than ‘squandering alms’ in the Rights of Men,40 Wollstonecraft leaves the issue of what the poor woman may expect after reform for the reader of the Vindication to determine alone. But the reader may easily assume from the Vindication that Wollstonecraft did not believe the poor lived in a ‘natural state’. The mind-numbing routine of domestic drudgery put the poor woman beyond the call of abstract argument. Wollstonecraft was not one to idealize the state of poverty. She had been too close to it herself. The life of the poor was more brutalizing than ennobling. The ideal existence, as this one described in the Vindication, was one in which women were

Raised sufficiently above abject poverty not to be obliged to weigh the consequence of every farthing they spend, and having sufficient to prevent their attending to a frigid system of œconomy, which narrows both heart and mind… (p. 178)

Addressing her reforms to the middle-class woman and to the men who could legislate these improvements, Wollstonecraft felt it was possible, but unlikely, that the middle-class woman could rise above the inhibiting influence of her own environment. Although she was not dissipated by great wealth, nor stupefied by hard work, the middle-class woman was enmeshed in a tradition which discouraged reasoning and which certainly discouraged defiance. Wollstonecraft was aware that, paradoxically, she was attempting to argue rationally with women, who, according to Wollstonecraft’s own understanding of the force of environmental influence, might be uninclined to follow her hard logic. The author of the Vindication was clearly hoping to reach an ambitious and courageous few, like herself. ‘To prevent any misconstruction’, she explains early in her argument,

I must add, that I do not believe that a private education can work the wonders which some sanguine writers have attributed to it. Men and women must be educated, in a great degree, by the opinions and manners of the society they live in. (p. 30)

The weight of ‘popular opinion’ might be stronger than any single virtuous argument like her own, she continues. ‘It may then fairly be inferred, that, till society be differently constituted, much cannot be expected from education.’

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman proceeds in spite of the author’s misgivings because some individuals, some talented few, might resurrect themselves. But the misgivings explain the anger and frustration which occasionally erupt behind such exclamations as this: ‘I have throughout supposed myself talking to ignorant women, for ignorant ye are in the most emphatical sense of the word’ (p. 225).

The main work of the Vindication, putting these qualifications aside, is establishing the basic principles on which the case for women’s rights is made (Chapters I–III) and examining closely the character of women as it is shaped by early environmental influences (Chapters IV, VI). Chapter V is a close reading of and commentary on notable eighteenth-century authors of conventional attitudes towards women, including sizeable quotations from Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The concluding chapters of the Vindication (VII–XII) are a consideration of ethical problems related to the status of women, which allows Wollstone-craft to discuss family life, the education of children, and the specific role to be played by a rehabilitated, educated woman. But Wollstonecraft was by no means scrupulously faithful to this organization, and the reader confronts an argument built concentrically rather than logically, progressively. To be faithful to the richness of Wollstonecraft’s apprehension of women in society, this presentation of her argument cannot follow strictly a sequential consideration chapter by chapter. One must expect to meet, even in the closing chapters of the work, defences of principles made in its early pages, as if Wollstonecraft felt that by dint of repetition alone she might make headway against the opposition she knew quite well her argument would face.

And there was no questioning that the Vindication would be received largely by a sceptical, in fact, a hostile readership. The middle-class women to whom Wollstonecraft says she will address her argument, women neither dissipated by inherited wealth nor brutalized by poverty, were comfortable and content. There was, to be sure, a small receptive circle of liberal reformers who would welcome the Vindication with enthusiasm; but for the most part, once concern grew over the association of English radicalism with the ideas of the French Revolution, Wollstonecraft’s assault on established authority, and her denial of the divine rights of kings and men, was greeted with predictable alarm and outrage.

In the first two chapters Wollstonecraft undertakes to refute the dogma on women which had long preceded her work. For hundreds of years people had written that God created woman inferior to man. Wollstonecraft simply said ‘nonsense’. This violated basic and self-evident principles of human nature, principles she had absorbed at Stoke Newington with the liberal reformer Dr Price. Both men and women were born with an innate capacity to reason, an apprehension of ‘the true nature of things’. God gave human beings reason so that they might, by acquiring knowledge, perfect themselves. Human beings formed societies which would become perfect through successive constructive experiences. If individuals in society did not educate themselves, they would remain in a flawed state of ignorance, never capable of true virtue, or what Wollstonecraft called ‘morals’, instead imitating what they thought was morality with what Wollstonecraft called ‘manners’. To conceive, she writes, of a just God who would create a woman and then deny her the rational capacity to seek the knowledge that would make her virtuous – is impossible. Her reason will not permit such a conception of divinity.

But the progress of civilization, and the progress of individuals, has been impeded by enemies Wollstonecraft calls ‘the pestiferous purple’. ‘It is the pestiferous purple,’ she says at the close of her first chapter (p.27), ‘which renders the progress of civilization a curse.’ Any group which coerces the individual by force, or collectively coerces society, eventually corrupts itself, and inhibits the development of reason in its victims. Wollstonecraft emphasizes again and again that power corrupts the powerful at the same time as it enslaves the weak. Institutions and individuals which exercise over others authority based on artificial criteria such as inherited wealth or noble names gradually undermine themselves, become slaves to flattery and are weakened by indolence. Her criticism of the aristocracy, the army and the Church in Chapter II is part of a longstanding Wollstonecraftian hostility to arbitrary authority. When these tyrannies are overcome, the natural order of equality will reassert itself and the sexes will find their proper spheres. It is useless, then, to seek changes in society until these institutions are put down and reason is allowed to assert itself. To suggest superficial changes in the condition of women, to alleviate an isolated grievance here or there, or to allow an élite number of women to rise in the social order, is not a direct confrontation with the problem. There can be no significant improvement in society while the social and economic system prevails which honours aristocratic titles and passes on great wealth from father to son without either having needed to exercise reason to attain status or comfort. Inherited property weakens character and is the great foe of reason.

It is useless, then, to seek reform for women alone, without speaking about a general reformation of all society. For the same economic and social system which oppresses women and limits their rational development, constrains and restricts with the exercise of arbitrary power vast numbers of men as well. These criticisms of established power are repeated often in the Vindication and, indeed, were a vital part of Wollstonecraft’s previous political writing. For the most part her criticism of established power is general and does not allude to the specific issues of parliamentary reform which were as familiar to her through her association with Dr Price and the circle around Joseph Johnson as the exploitation of women itself. But occasionally the radical dimension of her politics emerges, and, of course, it had been apparent enough all along in her descriptions of the ‘unnatural distinctions and pernicious effects’ of inherited property. It is a sharp reminder of how solidly Wollstonecraft adhered to radical proposals for political reforms when she says in Chapter IX, that ‘The whole system of British politics, if system it may courteously be called’, consists of ‘multiplying dependents and contriving taxes which grind the poor to pamper the rich’ (p.179). Ministers, she complained, were only interested in patronage and keeping their places. ‘Yet it is not necessary that a minister should feel like a man, when a bold push might shake his seat.’

The ‘bold push’ will reform women, as it reforms all of society by eliminating the degenerating influence of property and reconstructing an environment more favourable to the growth of enlightened, virtuous citizens. In arguing for reform, Wollstonecraft, like liberals before and after her, is led to manipulate the environment to improve the product. Wollstonecraft inherits a tradition of sensationalist psychology associated with John Locke and his notion that upon the tabula rasa or ‘clean slate’ of a person’s mind at birth are written all the experiences which will shape his or her character. Chapter VI, ‘The effect which an early association of ideas has upon the character’, will be a formal presentation of this principle, but the whole of the Vindication is based on this set of Lockean associational and environmental assumptions. To answer traditional dogma on women, Wollstonecraft must confront directly the conservative attitude that found women inferior by divine ordination, but an inferiority they proved daily with foolishness and ignorance.

Wollstonecraft does not for a moment pretend that her feminine contemporaries were more serious and more virtuous than they were. Her own criticism of the rich, indolent, aristocratic and would-be aristocratic ladies resembles the more scathing of the misogynist satirists of the eighteenth century. She is angry because of what she perceived was a waste of potential and because she realized that it was women themselves who, by their ignorance and uselessness, provided the fuel for the traditional anti-feminists. ‘[I]t is your own conduct, O ye foolish women!’ she says, ‘which throws an odium on your sex’ (p.225). But as she said elsewhere of Marie Antoinette, the idle aristocrat of Wollstonecraft’s time, ‘In such a voluptuous atmosphere, how could she escape contagion’?41 The fault lay not in their stars, nor even in themselves, but in their environment.

Young girls, Chapter VI of the Vindication argues, are encouraged by their parents, their teachers, by the very structure and sedentary nature of their daily routine, to become the kind of woman conceived of popularly as the feminine ideal. Few rebels can escape this moulding, not only because Wollstonecraft thought only a native genius was free from the influence of environment, but because young girls soon perceive that pleasure and power will be theirs only in proportion to their ability to please men. More than likely, then, a girl will be a willing participant in a process of socialization which leaves her finally dependent and feeble, intellectually and physically. Rather than robust, she would be delicate, instead of prudent, she’d be foolish; she’d not be learned, she’d be ignorant, not clever, but cunning, vain rather than self-respecting, sentimental rather than sensible, and good mannered rather than moral. But how does this happen?

The small girl, even before she was self-consciously instructed in femininity, had before her the example of her own mother. One of Wollstonecraft’s more amusing vignettes is set forth in Chapter III, where she argues that women are enervated by an inactive domestic routine.

I once 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 a sofa, and boast of her want of appetite as a proof of delicacy that extended to, or, perhaps, arose from, her exquisite sensibility. (p.58)

Little girls imitate their mothers, and physical delicacy was one of the ideals imitated. All too soon the delicacy would be real frailty, reinforced by a sedentary life. Boys frolic in the open air, complained Wollstonecraft, while girls are kept indoors and advised not to soil their frocks. Wollstonecraft allows men a natural superiority in bodily strength, but she feels that female frailty is no incurable affliction. ‘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 intended her to be?’ (p. 55). Not only is this carefully cultivated physical frailty achieved at the expense of the natural pleasures a young girl would find in playing hard out of doors, but it also undermines intellectual achievement. ‘Shakspeare never grasped the airy dagger with a nerveless hand, nor did Milton tremble when he led Satan far from the confines of his dreary prison’ (p. 52). Wollstonecraft is quite evidently talking about the real physical infirmity, not at all unusual in young women who seldom saw the light of day except from the windows of their carriages. The Vindication argues that the rigours of intellectual life, its long hours of study, demand a more study physical constitution than the fashionably delicate standard of femininity would allow.

The domestic routine is not only sedentary, explains Wollstonecraft, it is noisy, crowded and disjointed. A girl’s academic curriculum, superficial at best, is offered her ‘by snatches’ (p. 33). Interrupted, distracted, seldom alone, she is denied the long concentration necessary for good study. It was, after all, not at all unusual for several women to be part of the same household – sisters, sisters-in-law, cousins, a wife, a mother – all continually thrown into each other’s company, willing or not. The Vindication argues in Chapter IV, ‘Observations on the state of degradation to which woman is reduced by various causes’, that this familiarity among women denies them the solitude necessary for reflection. John Stuart Mill makes the same point almost one hundred years later in The Subjection of Women.42 Nor will the young girl read anything which might be considered indelicate, like botany or biology, so widespread was the notion that subjects like these were improper for women. In fact, that a lady should be knowledgeable enough to converse easily and learnedly with men at all offended, in itself, traditional notions of female modesty. The Vindication will confront this problem directly in Chapter VII, ‘Modesty’, arguing that nothing in God’s creation could be unlovely or unfit for human understanding, male or female. True modesty is not blushing ignorance. True modesty is a soberness of mind which knows its own worth. Not only is education compatible with modesty, education is its necessary precursor. It is impossible to be modest, obviously self-respecting in Wollstonecraft’s understanding of the word, without education.

When she does turn to read, then, this ‘delicate’ girl does not read the substantial material which will build her character and contribute to her store of wisdom. She will read little or no history, no philosophy. She will read mainly novels. Mary Wollstonecraft did not wholly disparage novels; ‘any kind of reading I think better than leaving a blank still a blank…’ (p. 229). And noble sentiments could be found in novels, indeed she had written one herself. But a steady diet of novel-reading, interrupted only by music and poetry, the whole undertaken in the cloying company of women much like herself, was no education. ‘All their thoughts’, said Wollstonecraft of young girls, ‘turn on things calculated to excite emotion; and feeling, when they should reason, their conduct is unstable, and their opinions are wavering’ (pp. 78–9). Furthermore, novel-reading was an exercise in fantasy. Girls, hopelessly sheltered from life, ignorant and vulnerable, were fed romantic illusions about their future which made them the natural prey of fortune hunters and rakes. Ignorance, as Wollstonecraft was fond of saying, was a frail base for virtue, and was frailer still if sensibility was for ever supplanting sense. But of course Wollstonecraft and the traditional educators of women did not agree about what constituted virtue in a woman. Wollstonecraft distinguishes between ‘decorum’ which is manners, such as any puppet might learn, and ‘morals’ which is based on an educated understanding. And the kind of ‘decorum’ considered feminine, cunning, vanity, immaturity, is often an offence against morality itself.

Chapter V of the Vindication surveys the field of important writers on women in the eighteenth century; but the figure who looms largest in this company is Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Wollstonecraft’s political ideas are not that far removed from those of Jean-Jacques. She had read Émile while a governess herself, approving its proposals for the education of a young boy, and she shared Rousseau’s disdain for aristocratic claims to privilege and power. The message of his Social Contract, with its emphasis on popular sovereignty and its egalitarian vision of society, were part of Wollstonecraft’s own radical sympathies, sympathies she would make quite clear in her defence of the French Revolution, in her answer to Burke, and in the Vindication. Like many English people, she had been impressed by Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse, the most widely translated of Rousseau’s books in England, with its lyrical description of romantic passion, and its moral resolution of willing submission to family and marriage. Rousseau was such a favourite of hers, she once teased Imlay, that she was half in love with Jean-Jacques all along. But favourite or not, Wollstonecraft would have no part of Rousseau’s views on women.

When she came to treat Rousseau’s opinion of women, Wollstonecraft was not remiss in explaining where Rousseau went astray. Much of the Vindication is a refutation of Rousseau’s theories about women, and clearly, to Wollstonecraft, Rousseau’s acceptance of traditional attitudes about female inferiority is a more painful betrayal of liberalism than the platitudinous fatherly preachings of a Gregory or a Fordyce. Wollstonecraft, like Catherine Macaulay before her, explains Rousseau’s attitudes towards women as an error in reasoning arising out of his sensibility. ‘When he should have reasoned,’ explained Wollstonecraft in the Vindication, ‘he became impassioned’ (p. 115). Rousseau, according to Wollstonecraft, is a victim of his own philosophy, for after instructing all women to be adorable and alluring, he loses all ability to evaluate their essential humanity. ‘Is this the man,’ asks Wollstonecraft, introducing the subject of Rousseau into the Vindication (p. 35), ‘who delights to paint the useful struggles of passion, the triumphs of good dispositions, and the heroic flights which carry the glowing soul out of itself? – How are these mighty sentiments lowered when he describes the pretty foot and enticing airs of his little favourite!’

‘Sophie’ is Rousseau’s creation of a young girl bred to be the ideal wife for ‘Émile’ and the antithesis of Wollstonecraft’s rational woman. Not only is she by nature inferior, but she exists only to provide entertainment for men. Wollstonecraft challenges Rousseau’s major assumptions about women: that a state of dependence is natural to them, therefore they should be dependent on men; that they are naturally uninclined to learn, therefore they should be given little opportunity; that they should have little liberty, but become accustomed to ‘habitual restraints’ since dissipation, levity and inconstancy are also natural to them. Wollstonecraft argues with all these assumptions. That women were created for the entertainment of men is offensive to Wollstonecraft’s notion of reason. She will argue that women’s faults are not a proof of their natural inferiority but proof instead of the intrinsic inferiority of their environment.

What Wollstonecraft finds most pernicious in Rousseau are the ethics he teaches women. If a virtue is one which is applied differentially to men and women, Wollstonecraft calls it a ‘sexual virtue’. Concern with one’s reputation, cunning, dissimulation, patience and forgiveness are all sexual virtues, or praiseworthy in a woman while demeaning to a man. Wollstonecraft’s evaluation of these feminine virtues is often pragmatic and seldom unconvincing. Concern for reputation alone, for example, is a shallow virtue, for

If the honour of a woman, as it is absurdly called, be safe, she may neglect every social duty; nay, ruin her family by gaming and extravagance; yet still present a shameless front – for truly she is an honourable woman! (pp. 170–71)

Furthermore, to be concerned always with mere appearances inevitably inhibits a woman’s adventurousness. But while, according to Rousseau, a young woman should cultivate a good reputation, she can be indifferent to the virtue of simple honesty, and rightly so. Rousseau enjoyed the notion of a feminine coquette, and he would actually encourage young girls to cultivate little schemes to have their own way with their teachers. But women, cautioned Wollstonecraft, having to exercise power only through men and at the same time to please them, were instructed enough in the fine art of deception. What Rousseau thought charming, Wollstonecraft thought immoral and dangerous. After all, if a woman thrives for many years wholly on flattery and admiration, and is schooled in deception, where will she turn when her husband no longer finds her amusing or attractive? Surely the appetite for flattery and the practice of deception can only lead her to infidelity and further neglect of her children.

The ideal woman Rousseau described was not only a mindless coquette but, according to Wollstonecraft in the Vindication, she was a cheerfully submissive one. It was not at all unlikely, Wollstonecraft reads from Rousseau on p. 105, that a husband might occasionally unfairly accuse his wife of a misdemeanour. Rather than defend herself, Rousseau teaches, a woman should bear the insults of her husband without complaining. Replies Wollstonecraft (p. 106), ‘Of what materials can that heart be composed, which can melt when insulted, and instead of revolting at injustice, kiss the rod?’ The character of a woman is continually corroded as she tries to mimic these unnatural manners. She cannot submit, dissimulate, flatter without finally doing permanent harm to the moral imperative to seek reason and justice with which she was born. Rousseau and teachers like him had encouraged the development of a non-reasonable human being, another kind of person, always seeming to be, never being. ‘Why are girls to be told that they resemble angels,’ she asks (p. 120), ‘but to sink them below women?’

One apprehends in the Vindication Wollstonecraft’s profound sense that the middle-class girl is not being raised in the world and for the world, but raised instead, protected from the world, for the man she will one day marry. Isolated, sequestered, she is taught that life is like an intricate dance she will one day be called upon to perform. She learns to move like a puppet on a string, imitating other puppets as artificial and as unreal as she is. She is applauded for accomplishments which are in themselves hollow, and encouraged to anticipate a future which is mostly fantasy. And why? To be called an angel, a truly feminine woman, to have handkerchiefs retrieved and doors shut behind her, which she could have done herself if she moved a pace or two – a false and empty sovereignty – raised upon a pedestal within a prison or as Wollstonecraft puts it, ‘Confined, then, in cages like the feathered race,’ pluming themselves, stalking ‘with mock majesty from perch to perch’ (p. 72).

But Wollstonecraft was more than merely contemptuous of this feathered majesty. She was genuinely concerned for the future of the often self-satisfied and self-confident middle-class girl who was so ill-prepared to leave the protection of a father’s home. Nothing could be quite so illusory as a young girl’s fantasies about romantic love. And nothing could so completely mislead her about the realities of married life. The reader may find a few of the pronouncements the Vindication makes on marriage and motherhood frankly surprising. ‘[T]he neglected wife is, in general, the best mother’ is one sober suggestion, and ‘an unhappy marriage is often very advantageous to a family’ another (p. 42). One can scarcely accept such sentiments from the same woman who in a few short years will attempt suicide for the unrequited love of Gilbert Imlay. Recent Wollstonecraft scholarship, as I explain in my discussion of her reception in our own time, has described these beliefs in a richer context of what she believed it was possible for her to argue. In part, Wollstonecraft may have been trying to tip the scales against romantic love, so heavily weighted down were young girls in its illusions. In Chapter VI Wollstonecraft makes a careful distinction between romantic love and ‘friendship’. The first, explains Wollstonecraft, is an ‘arbitrary passion’, a stalking mischief (p. 147), the very opposite of reason which cannot last long in marriage without exhausting itself. Friendship, on the other hand, is a more sublime affection, because it is founded on principle and cemented by time.

The young girl ought to look beyond superficial charms when she chooses a marriage partner, for a compatibility of interests and temperament which will endure. But unhappily for them, this kind of caution was unlikely in young girls, educated as they were to delight in flattery and chivalry, scarcely knowledgeable enough to recognize good sense in another if they should be so fortunate to find it. Perhaps later, Wollstonecraft would say, after a revolution in human affairs, love might be a nobler passion. If women were, says Wollstonecraft, ‘in some future revolution of time, to become, what I sincerely wish them to be, even love would acquire more serious dignity, and be purified in its own fires’ (p. 148).

Wollstonecraft is, then, no permanent detractor of romantic love; she is only wary of its excesses in an imperfect age. As she wrote, romantic love was the fantasy only of young girls, exhausting their imagination, starving their ambition while worldly experience and academic study modified this influence on the growing boy. Since marriage would inevitably dispel the rosy illusions, the young girl should be undeceived and expect to find satisfaction in life as a reward for achievements beyond that of finding an attractive husband. No woman ought ‘to rely for all her happiness on a being subject to like infirmities with herself’ (p. 39).

But, while girls were taught to exaggerate romantic love out of all proportion to reality, they were not taught to respect the duties of motherhood. That most women are destined to be mothers is Wollstonecraft’s best argument for educating them – in terms of the ease with which these arguments would be accepted; so it is an argument she will bring out again and again. Moreover, assigning the work of motherhood to a woman’s exercise of civic virtue rescues women from the corruption of uselessness. Not only does Enlightenment social meliorism require the agency of educated mothers, the cultivation of their own virtue depends upon it.

One must realize again, however, that the fundamental imperative for education in Wollstonecraft’s Vindication is that a woman has an innate capacity to reason which is its own moral justification for development. Wollstonecraft asserts candidly that a woman’s first responsibility is to herself as a rational creature, and should one conceive of a conflict between domestic duties, motherhood and reason, it is reason which should be served. But such a conflict was highly unlikely. Right conduct, motherhood and developing reason could never be at variance. ‘[R]eason is absolutely necessary to enable a woman to perform any duty properly,’ explains Wollstonecraft (p. 83), and no duty was as important as her duty to her children.

The Vindication places a great deal of importance on the role of women in the home, although Wollstonecraft is by no means convinced that this is the only place for her to be. ‘When I treat of the peculiar duties of women… it will be found that I do not mean to insinuate that they should be taken out of their families, speaking of the majority…’ (p. 82). She is frankly torn by this dilemma. On the one hand she believes that mothering is crucially important to the ongoing process of perfecting civilizations, on the other hand she accepts that great achievements and family life do not walk hand in hand. Her attempt to resolve this dilemma is curious, and one she would probably not have been long happy with. If the demands of family life were such that it would be difficult for a woman to achieve any worldly distinction, one was to be comforted with the following: ‘[T]he welfare of society is not built on extraordinary exertions; and were it more reasonably organized, there would be still less need of great abilities, or heroic virtues’ (p. 82). More progressive proposals for women were made later in the Vindication; meanwhile in acknowledging motherhood to be a responsibility, Wollstonecraft insists that education be provided for the future mother. If government is to be based on the consent of its citizens, then the citizens must be virtuous. If a change in the affairs of society must be made, the need for a change must be recognized by wise men and women. Not only was it an inherent right of women to be educated, it was a social imperative; if not, succeeding generations would inherit their parents’ ignorance, instead of their wisdom.

Wollstonecraft uses the same blend of environmentalist eugenics and ideology when she describes sexual promiscuity. When women are morally lax, the fault, argues the Vindication, is the man’s. Until her education is improved, it is unjust to consider a poor, ignorant, foolish girl, brought up only to reverence sensibility, a free moral agent. The Vindication suggests (in Chapter VIII, ‘Morality’), that until such time as women are educated, a man who fathers an illegitimate child should be required to support the mother and child; ‘… all the causes of female weakness… branch out of one grand cause – want of chastity in men’ (p. 172). But the real victim of moral laxity is neither man nor woman, but society itself, since

The weak enervated women who particularly catch the attention of libertines, are unfit to be mothers, though they may conceive; so that the rich sensualist, who has rioted among women, spreading depravity and misery, when he wishes to perpetuate his name, receives from his wife only an half-formed being that inherits both its father’s and mother’s weakness. (p. 173)

Ideology, ethics and simple humanity were not so well blended again until William Blake’s ‘London’:

But most thro’ midnight streets I hear
How the youthful Harlot’s curse
Blasts the new-born Infant’s tear,
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.

Beyond the general argument for the emancipation of women the Vindication advocates more specific social reforms in education and the family (Chapters X and XI, ‘Parental affection’ and ‘Duty to parents’). Wollstonecraft speaks now not of male or female children, but of all children, given equal advantages. The home, with an educated mother and father presiding over it, looms large in shaping good character in the child. In an affectionate and well-regulated home, children will develop a love for family life which will inspire their own home-making when they are adults. In return for parental affection and care, children will respond with loyalty and protection when they mature. Filial duty, in the Vindication, is treated in a manner consistent with Wollstonecraft’s progressive ideology. Children should acknowledge the authority of their parents until they have attained the age of reason. Then they must follow the dictates of their own conscience. There must be no tyranny over children when they are able to reason, just as the virtuous citizen should be free of the tyranny of the state. When they are ready for school, they will go, not to boarding school, where isolated from adults they would compound each other’s ignorance, but to a day-school near their home. In Chapter XII, ‘On national education’, Wollstonecraft, like Thomas Paine, considerably in advance of her time, recommends the establishment of a national system of instruction, which would operate co-educational day schools. Assuming a reformed state, which represents the collective wisdom of its citizenry, Wollstonecraft would, by nationalizing education, free schoolmasters from economic dependence on individual parents which might be injurious to good teaching. With a schoolteacher independent of individual prejudices, a child, in the more natural atmosphere of comradeship with both sexes, would receive basic instruction, after which the more able would continue academic work while the others learned a trade.

Girls, according to the Vindication, would not receive this excellent education merely for their eternal amusement. And it is with this distinction that Wollstonecraft must be so sharply distinguished from those who wanted to reform women’s manners either to make them more attractive companions for men, or to enrich their moments of leisure. Independence, said Wollstonecraft, is derived from the ability to earn one’s living. So long as women lean on another for support they will inevitably dissipate their native intelligence and imperil their virtue. ‘Happy is it when people have the cares of life to struggle with; for these struggles prevent their becoming a prey to enervating vices, merely from idleness’ (p. 71). Having to struggle with the cares of life is what Wollstonecraft calls the ‘virtue of necessity’, and she urges its embrace tirelessly.

Give a woman back, she says, the simple need to earn her own bread, take from her the false manners and artificial chivalry which isolate her and corrupt her, and put her to work. ‘It is true,’ she says of dependent women, ‘they are provided with food and raiment, for which they neither toil nor spin; but health, liberty, and virtue, are given in exchange’ (pp. 72–3). Wollstonecraft had her own remedy for the odd assortment of maladies and vapours which too often afflicted the delicate women of fashion. ‘I have often wished, with Dr Johnson,’ she said, ‘to place some of them in a little shop with half a dozen children looking up to their languid countenances for support’ (p. 182). Then some health and vigour might return to the pale cheeks, and a more thoughtful expression might accompany the dimples.

But what work was a woman to do? We have already seen that even as Wollstonecraft was writing, employment for women was becoming more limited. Not all women had capital enough to be a milliner or a mantua-maker with a shop, and the apprenticeship for these trades was gruelling. The women who had earned their living with a dairy farm, or a small brewery, or in domestic industry were finding employment eliminated by industrialization. Wollstonecraft is certain, however, that women should be allowed to rise as high as their industry and intelligence can take them. Chapter IX, with its ponderous title, would have left her reader breathless with its daring. If tradition and law stand as obstacles to a woman’s rise in working society, argues the Vindication, referring to Blackstone’s ‘civil death’ of women in marriage, such laws must be changed. ‘[I]n order to render their private virtue a public benefit, they must have a civil existence in the state,’ says Wollstonecraft (p. 185); adding, ‘How many women thus waste life away the prey of discontent, who might have practised as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a shop…’ She goes so far as to say that they ought to be represented in government, although in 1792 they were well accompanied among the many disenfranchised.

The force of the Vindication is clearly to derive education for women so that they might be the virtuous mothers of a reform-minded new generation of citizens, extending the republican requirement of civic virtue to women by schooling them in rational motherhood. In Wollstonecraft’s reformed society, the enlightened woman must inevitably depend on some assistance with domestic labour. She would have no flocks of servants to assist her, but she would be no household drudge. She would be ‘an active citizen’, says Wollstonecraft (p. 181), ‘equally intent to manage her family, educate her children, and assist her neighbours’. If she is this, one understands, then she fulfils an obligation to the community which earns her the support she derives from her husband, and frees her at least from the spirit of economic dependence, if not its actuality. The Vindication, then, offers no romanticization of motherhood, nor of housework, just as Wollstonecraft herself, although she despised luxury, was no romanticizer of poverty. The ideal woman pictured in the Vindication is active and intelligent, blending civic and familial responsibilities, freed from drudgery and debasing frugality. But Wollstonecraft will not yield the principle that the reformation of the community and the socialization of children is the important work of educated parents; and that society could ill afford to delay, considering the immensity of the task, to offer an equal partnership to women. ‘It is time’, she says, thinking of the great waste of human resources, ‘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 reforming themselves to reform the world’ (p. 60).

‘POSTERITY, HOWEVER, WILL BE MORE JUST’ – FEMINISM AFTER THE VINDICATION

In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Mary Wollstonecraft pleaded for a more sympathetic reading from posterity for her radical mentor Catherine Macaulay (p. 131). Had Wollstonecraft also hoped that her immediate posterity would pay ‘a sufficient respect’ to her own memory, her expectations would have been disappointed. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is so comprehensive an argument that one may say that all feminists, radical and conservative, who followed Wollstonecraft are her philosophic descendants. But for a long while after her death it was not the argument of the Vindication which formed the basis of the controversy surrounding it, but the personal life of its author. Wollstonecraft had openly challenged conventional morality by living with a man outside of marriage and bearing a child. Godwin, whose grief for Wollstonecraft was for a long while absorbed in writing her memoirs, had made this relationship with Imlay the subject of public knowledge. Wollstonecraft’s name, in the years following her death, years of political repression and a fear of French radicalism, became virtually synonymous with free love and Jacobinism. Very few who might have otherwise been sympathetic to feminist objectives dared risk, in this atmosphere of political hysteria, being tainted by association with her. The Vindication which espoused the supremacy of reason was not, then, given a reasonable rebuttal, but was answered instead with derision, ridicule and abuse. Such a long reach were the pernicious effects of the Vindication thought to have, that when the unhappy Fanny Imlay committed suicide as a young woman, and Mary Godwin eloped with the poet Shelley, many years after the death of their mother, public opinion considered Wollstonecraft’s feminism responsible.

A few women, like Mary Hays and Mary Robinson, novelists and essayists, did write about the emancipation of women in the years immediately following Wollstonecraft’s death, but their reputations were not improved by being thought in the ‘pernicious train of Mary Wollstonecraft’s followers’, one of the ‘impious amazons of Republican France’. Mary Hays, even though she was a good friend of Godwin’s and a disciple of Wollstonecraft’s, felt obliged to omit Wollstonecraft’s name from a volume on learned women which she prepared in 1803. For the most part, as part of a national mood of political conservatism, feminism was quiescent in England in the early nineteenth century, and when the movement did begin to gather force in the 1850s, with organizations to reform married women’s property rights, it was in a spirit uncongenial to the ideological basis of the Vindication.

If one isolates a Wollstonecraft tradition in feminist reform, it is an approach which considers all aspects of women’s condition, economic, psychological, cultural, as inter-related, with effective reform dependent on basic social changes in the distribution of political and economic power. Very few English or American feminists in the nineteenth century worked for such basic social change. The mainstream of feminism in both countries, after the Vindication, was concerned instead with achieving limited and specific reforms often for particular kinds of women like unmarried and working-class women, who, it was assumed, were without the conventional protection of the male sex.

Nor were all reformers associated with the feminist movement interested in the problem of the unequal treatment of women. The suffrage movement, for example, was perceived by many women as the means by which certain benevolent reforms concerning moral welfare might be enacted, rather than representing a woman’s right to participate fully in political and professional life. Some would say that the only tangible evidence of women’s influence in American political life was the passing of the Temperance Act of 1919, outlawing the sale of alcoholic beverages.

Paradoxically, the kind of women’s lives post-Wollstonecraft feminists were least interested in changing were lives like their own, middle-class, married and respectable, the very same Wollstonecraft wanted to galvanize into a new understanding of their potential as rational creatures. The fight for education, for suffrage, for job-training, for admission into the professions, seldom challenged the traditional verity that these were avenues for those who must of necessity make their own way. Among the limited piecemeal movements of the Victorians, there was little recognition of the unfulfilled potential of the married, economically secure, but dependent middle-class woman.

Seldom too in the nineteenth century was there anything like Wollstonecraft’s challenge to conventional sexual morality. Sexual morality for Wollstonecraft was, after all, wholly dependent upon a rational and just social order. She had said that one couldn’t call ‘virtuous’ a faithful wife whose freedom of choice was inhibited by the tyranny of the marriage contract. Similarly, how could one condemn a faithless woman if her education encouraged her to be coquettish, not reasonable. Most Victorian feminists, however, accepted prevailing notions of female modesty and were willing to attack individual bastions of male supremacy without actively challenging the notions of sexual morality, a morality which assumed that men needed to lead more active sexual lives than women and tolerated the infidelities of the husband, but not of the wife. When women did crusade for moral welfare, they often tried to pacify what they called male ‘viciousness’ rather than claim the right for sexual satisfaction themselves. Not only did the lack of awareness of female sexual response seem to justify a double standard in sexual morality, but so did the tradition of inherited property with its fear of foisting spurious heirs on an unsupecting husband. Although many aspects of the unfavourable status of women in marriage were changed by legislation from 1850 on, it was not until 1923 that courts in England allowed a woman to divorce her husband on grounds of adultery, although such grounds had long been within his province.

One of the more courageous Victorian feminist reformers, Josephine Butler, suggested the inter-relationship of economic exploitation of women and their moral degradation in her fight for repeal of the Contagious Disease Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869, which were prompted by growing alarm at the rise of venereal disease among the military, and which forced prostitutes in certain towns to undergo routine medical examinations. Butler noted before a Commission investigating these Acts that: ‘So long as men are vicious, and women have no employment, this will go on.’ Butler is at least suggesting that the fundamental causes of degradation in women were not aberrations in their character, but an economic system which denied desperately poor women adequate job-training and a reasonable choice of employment. But to defend the civil rights of prostitutes was in itself to threaten scandal; a respectable woman was presumed to be unaware of their existence. The suffrage movement was split by the Butler campaign. The more cautious feminists disowned her, as they would later disown Annie Besant’s fight for the right to publish material about birth control. Sadly, many feminists shrank even from respectably married fellow-feminists, if the latter’s work threatened notions of female delicacy. And cautious feminists avoided like the plague frankly nonconforming feminists like Wollstonecraft. Few rose to question this divisiveness within the feminist movement. But the American suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, defending Victoria Woodhull, an American feminist associated with a defence of free love, made the case with stirring rhetoric:

We have had enough women sacrificed to this sentimental hypocritical prating about purity… We have crucified the Mary Wollstonecrafts… If Victoria Woodhull must be crucified, let men drive the spikes and plait the crown of thorns.43

But in spite of the growing prudishness of Victorian society, it was inevitable that interest in feminist reforms should tolerate some rehabilitation of Mary Wollstonecraft’s reputation. In 1844, a heavily-edited third edition of the Vindication was published in London, and its editor, William Strange, noted, ‘the public mind has made considerable progress towards the attainment of juster views on this subject’. But at most, feminists like Millicent Fawcett, leader of the suffrage movement, were willing only to forgive Wollstonecraft, not to accept the implied challenge of her personal life to conventional tenets of sexual morality. Fawcett’s edition of the Vindication in 1891 still referred, if briefly, to ‘irregularities’ in her personal life and chose to emphasize that Wollstonecraft did not ‘sanction any deprecation of domestic duties’, without observing at the same time the apprehension in the Vindication of the waste of intelligence to an ailing society of the under-educated socially-useless middle-class housewife.

In spite of this divergence from the Vindication’s more revolutionary objectives, the nineteenth-century feminists were busy achieving limited reforms which had all been initially proposed by the Vindication within its larger context of complete societal change. The first women’s rights convention was held in the USA at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1849. Organizations in the 1850s agitating in England for reform of the status of the married woman won passage of a series of Acts that over the course of the century allowed a woman to sue for divorce, to own property and to charge her husband with abuse if he beat or raped her. The passage of these laws recognized a married woman’s right to litigation and reversed the concept of ‘civil death’ of women in marriage. Although Wollstonecraft did not concern herself in the Vindication with urging reform of specific laws, she referred to the absurdity of Blackstone’s codification of English common law considering a married man and woman as a single unit. Undoubtedly she would have made this an important part of the second volume of the Vindication, which, had she written it, was to have treated the subject of laws concerning women.

Perhaps the most important written argument for feminism in the nineteenth century was John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women, published in 1869, which gave to a wider audience many of the concerns the Vindication had raised seventy-nine years earlier. Mill, who became an active feminist reformer, argued, as did Wollstonecraft, for improved education for women, disparaging the environmental forces which appeared to consign them to coquettish imbecility. He spoke also of the deleterious effects of Victorian prudishness on a woman’s as well as a man’s worldly ambitions, saying ‘whoever has a wife and children has given hostages to Mrs Grundy’.44 Like Wollstonecraft, he believed that ‘the power of earning is essential to the dignity of women’.45 The character of a married woman’s life, however, must still be primarily domestic, her education a source of spiritual enrichment rather than the means by which she gains economic independence.

Although the mainstream of feminism in the nineteenth century challenged neither the basic social structure of society nor the quality of life of the married middle-class woman, it achieved important successes. By the end of the century women gained the right of entry to medical schools, the right to be educated at Cambridge University, entry to various professions and establishment of job-training programmes for working-class women. The great crusade of feminist reformers, however, was for the vote. From John Stuart Mill’s presentation of the first petition to Parliament in 1866 until suffrage was achieved in England in 1927 (in the USA in 1919), the constitutional movement for women’s suffrage, under the leadership of Millicent Fawcett, persevered against the hostile male legislators in whom they rested all their hopes. But in its single-minded pursuit, and its refusal to join forces with feminists whose work was tainted by the merest hint of scandal, the suffrage issue badly divided the feminist movement and exhausted the efforts of a generation of women who felt that when the vote was obtained, the struggle for equal rights was somehow won. The suffrage movement and the acquisition of a few places in higher education changed the lives of only a small group of women. The married woman’s life was still circumscribed by her domesticity. The working-class woman worked hard at two jobs, the one she went to in the morning, and the other to which she returned at home.

By the time Emma Goldman was writing in 1917 she found reason to accuse feminists of having accepted so carefully the tenets of conventional sexual morality that they had sacrificed their own womanhood. Goldman, a Russian-born, American-Jewish anarchist, spoke passionately for a woman’s right to be independent and yet still maintain a loving relationship with a man and rejoice in motherhood. ‘The greatest shortcoming of the emancipation of the present day,’ she wrote, ‘lies in its artificial stiffness and its narrow respectabilities, which produce an emptiness in woman’s soul that will not let her drink from the fountain of life.’46 Emma Goldman acknowledged Mary Wollstonecraft as a ‘pioneer of modern womanhood’, a true rebel, like herself.47 But victories at court or at the polls would be useless without a woman’s claiming unrestricted freedom over her own body. Goldman told the ‘majority of our emancipated professional women who fill the colleges, halls of learning, and various offices’ to listen to the voice of nature, ‘whether it call for life’s greatest treasure, love for a man, or her most glorious privilege, the right to give birth to a child’. ‘This does not mean a wish to return to the past,’ she cautioned, ‘nor does it condemn woman to her old sphere, the kitchen and the nursery.’48

As Mary Wollstonecraft had hoped for the works of her mentor Catherine Macaulay, by the late-twentieth-century readers had indeed taken the Vindication seriously. To be sure, readers had always been able to reshape Mary Wollstonecraft according to their own political literary and social agenda. She was either the philosophic and moral wanton of the conservatives who opposed the French Revolution, or she was the sentimental favourite of the early Romantics. She became the anarchist Emma Goldman’s courageous sexual revolutionary and Virginia Woolf’s reform-minded critic of women’s education. Another generation to come to the drawing-board has been influenced in the 1960s and 1970s by a feminism born out of the progressive politics of the American civil rights movement and dissent against the Vietnam War. As have other generations of readers, this more sexually free and professionally emancipated readership reshaped the Wollstonecraft it found, reclaiming her as the founding mother of feminism’s rebirth. Studying the corpus of her writings, newly issued in scholarly editions, these readers have brought Mary Wollstonecraft inside the academy and consecrated the Vindication as feminism’s founding text. Submitting her texts to new scrutiny, they claimed to have rescued Wollstonecraft from the abuses of misunderstanding and underrating that had earlier dismissed her arguments as the ravings of an unfortunate woman who had simply met the wrong kind of man.

Far from denying the contradictory representations of ‘wanton’ or heroine, reformer or revolutionary, Wollstonecraft’s more recent reception embraces and explains all of these paradoxes, without attempting their reconciliation. These readings stress an apparent paradox in the Vindication, her surprising denigration of sensibility and sexual passion in spite of her novel-writing, her own lived sexual liberation and her willingness to flout the conventions of bourgeois morality. In the Vindication, Wollstonecraft argued that ‘In order to fulfil the duties of life… master and mistress of a family ought not to continue to love each other with passion’ (p. 42). She claimed sexual feeling is itself only transient, ‘creating intolerable disgust’ (p. 240). ‘Pleasure,’ she argued, ‘is the business of woman’s life… and while it continues to be so, little can be expected from such weak beings’ (pp. 71–2). Having extended the Enlightenment credo of the rights of man to woman, Wollstonecraft had insisted that there were no male or female virtues, but only human ones; she had appealed to men’s reason to make women their companions not their slaves, and had claimed that there could be no improvement in women’s morality until men were themselves moral. With hopes for human happiness and societal improvement lodging in men’s capacity to reason, she found sexual passion not only useless but corrupting.

Although the logic of Wollstonecraft’s argument is unassailable, many argue that she has apparently given away too much. As Cora Kaplan has argued, ‘it is Mary Wollstonecraft who first offered women this fateful choice between the opposed and moralized bastions of reason and feeling, which continues to determine much feminist thinking’.49 In requiring that reason and passion could not cohabit the same conceptual space, Wollstonecraft bequeathed to her intellectual descendants a troubling dichotomy, not one the readers of her passionate letters to Gilbert Imlay would ever have imagined that she herself believed in.

Approaching such a paradox, the critics of the Vindication have divided themselves into several groups. The first of these, best exemplified by G. J. Barker-Benfield, imagines a Wollstonecraft who enters the political debate of the late Enlightenment to make a purposeful argument about women’s oppression.50 According to such a reading, Wollstonecraft offered her readers an argument for educating women to be virtuous. Influenced by the political thought of liberal Dissenters James Burgh and Richard Price, Wollstonecraft took her moral lexicon from the seventeenth-century British Commonwealth tradition and a masculine model of civic virtue that represented man’s fulfilling of the duties of rational citizenship as he engaged in public life. As an analogue to the public-spirited republican man, the virtuous woman given in the Vindication fulfilled the duties of citizenship in motherhood, or at least would do so if she were properly educated.

This Wollstonecraft promulgated a republican motherhood to bring society to all the perfection that the Enlightenment imagined possible, arguing, ‘When I treat of the peculiar duties of women, as I should treat of the peculiar duties of a citizen or father, it will be found that I do not mean to insinuate that they should be taken out of their families, speaking of the majority’ (p. 82). Limited in sphere, the woman represented in this reading of the Vindication is equally limited in her capacity for erotic life, perhaps necessarily so. Such interpretations argue that Wollstonecraft omitted sexual passion from her construction of civic virtue because of its associations with aristocratic voluptuousness and decadence. She has taken as her lead the puritan reformers of the previous century who claimed that both men and women must practise marital fidelity because ‘the tie is equal’, and required of both sexes a suppression of desire that might trouble this practice.51 A feminism derived from this reading of the Vindication places its hopes for improvement in men’s reasonableness and their willingness to reform the conditions that protect their own privilege. A politics critical of such hopes argues that Wollstonecraft left intact the rigid separation of male and female duties that gave political and economic power to men. In so doing, according to feminist theorist Zillah Eisenstein, the Vindication fatally relegated women to a subordinate and dependent portion of human work.52

A second reading, based too on what is readily apparent in Wollstonecraft’s argument, finds a more radical author, one quite willing to take women beyond the duties of motherhood so that they might support themselves ‘by their own industry’, practising as physicians, regulating a farm, or managing a shop (p. 185). Wollstonecraft had suggested as well, although she imagined laughter in response, that ‘women ought to have representatives, instead of being arbitrarily governed without having any direct share allowed them in the deliberations of government’ (p. 182). This more radical Wollstonecraft, as read by Elissa S. Guralnick, insisted that domestic spaces be governed by the same virtues that governed public ones, laying the basis, thereby, for a politics that militates against the rigid separation of middle-class social life into the private and domestic refuges provided by women, governed by sensibility, and the public, marketable work of men, governed by reason.53 According to such readings, when Wollstonecraft refused women’s identification with sensibility, she rejected as well the association of women with sentiment and feeling, an ideology that both trivialized their enterprises and legitimized their subordination.

A third reading, in which many contemporary critics participate, describes a Wollstonecraft less immediately apparent on the surface of the text, and her argument not as readily translatable into Enlightenment projects of reform or revolution.54 These interpretations take as their theoretical beginnings that all texts are shaped profoundly at a conscious and unconscious This Wollstonecraft promulgated a republican motherhood to bring society to all the perfection that the Enlightenment imagined possible, arguing, ‘When I treat of the peculiar duties of women, as I should treat of the peculiar duties of a citizen or father, it will be found that I do not mean to insinuate that they should be taken out of their families, speaking of the majority’ (p. 82). Limited in sphere, the woman represented in this reading of the Vindication is equally limited in her capacity for erotic life, perhaps necessarily so. Such interpretations argue that Wollstonecraft omitted sexual passion from her construction of civic virtue because of its associations with aristocratic voluptuousness and decadence. She has taken as her lead the puritan reformers of the previous century who claimed that both men level by gendered political, social and literary conventions. Because of such shaping, the Vindication takes its dimension not only from its historical moment in the late Enlightenment but also from its having been written by a woman. A woman writing political essays occupied a position from which, paradoxically, according to cultural convention, no public argument was considered either possible, or, in the unlikely event of its having emerged, of such substance that required serious consideration. To write as a woman to vindicate one’s own rights is, by this culturally imposed contradiction, to bespeak oneself as some kind of mutant, a monstrosity which provoked the anti-Jacobins to laughter and ridicule. A woman who wrote and wanted to be taken seriously, therefore, must disguise this monstrosity as much as possible by blurring the seams of her sexual difference.

Writing as if she were a man, such a writer adopts the conventionalized rhetorical modes and values of the dominant masculine culture, even when they may seem to contradict her own felt experience as a woman. According to such interpretations, Wollstonecraft denied female passion as she responded to the constraints of a masculine public discourse. While suppressing her femaleness to write for masculinized public places, the female body which she attempted to submerge surfaced in her text in spite of herself to disrupt and qualify her argument. Interpretations of the Vindication taking these theories as their critical assumptions have not only tried to reconnect the body, which cultural convention required Wollstonecraft to sever from her head, these readings have gone a long way as well to rescuing and restoring significance to Wollstonecraft’s style of writing.

By such lights Wollstonecraft has not quite rejected passion in order to claim reason, but has repressed it. Such repression has been compelled not by the conscious embrace of rational virtues but because cultural convention, either idealizing women as sexually passive or dismissing them as wantons, has predetermined the borders of articulation within which Wollstonecraft could make her argument. These readings claim that she has not quite given away a woman’s body to acquire her mind, nor completely accepted the rigid dichotomy of passion and intellect to secure human virtues for women. This Wollstonecraft is ambivalent, contradictory and paradoxical, but in the double valences of these rhetorical positions, she has left space for an erotic female sentience. Writing about rationality, Wollstonecraft repressed her own sensibility and desire, but these have risen to the surface of the text elliptically, accounting for its apparent disorganization, digressiveness, sporadic examples, apostrophes and outbursts. All of these are the surface rumblings of the author’s repression of feeling. It is as if a submerged, essential and undiscoursed woman is compelled to surface inside a conceptual terrain comprised of conventional political and literary shapes. The resulting earthquake is the prose tempest of the Vindication.

These several Wollstonecrafts, reformer and revolutionary, rationalist and woman of feeling, variously inhabit A Vindication of the Rights of Woman as it passed beyond its bicentenary. Mary Wollstonecraft has left a volatile and productive legacy for times momentous in political and social challenge. While we have, perhaps, less confidence than she in prospects for societal improvement based on the pure uncorrupted agency of human reason, we cannot do without her insistence on a single standard of human values. With her universal declaration of human rights, she has claimed the entitlement of all persons, however different from each other, in the long-standing project of creating social justice.
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A Note on the Text



The first edition of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was published in London by Joseph Johnson early in 1792. Mary Wollstonecraft had written the Vindication in such haste that it went into print with many errors. Later the same year, she produced a corrected second edition, which is considered to be the last authoritative edition. In the course of numerous subsequent reprintings, changes in diction and spelling and in punctuation have entered the text. This reprinting of the Vindication has been set from a photocopy of the second edition in the possession of the British Library.

Minimal emendations have been made for the Penguin reader. House styling, without further notification, is limited to: (1) quotation marks: the occasional double quotation marks are made singles (and doubles inside singles); for a quotation, the quotation marks at the start of second and following lines (as was the printing style of the period) have been removed; omitted closing quotation marks have been added; (2) full stops have been omitted at the end of chapter numbers and titles, and in personal titles (e.g. Dr, Mr, Mrs); (3) the unspaced M-dashes have been printed as spaced N-dashes (and 2M-dashes as M-dashes); (4) the symbols for Wollstonecraft’s footnotes have been printed after the punctuation; (5) the long s (f), a feature of eighteenth-century printing (e.g. difcuffion) has been printed as ‘s’.

The spelling of the second edition has been retained, even when it looks strange to the modern eye, e.g. expence, every thing, tythe, superiour, subtilty, haram, uncontrouled, relicks, cumberous, œconomy, imbitter, bawble. All other emendations of wording and punctuation are given here (this edition] 2nd edition):
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153:36 Modesty] Modesty,

155:14 November] november

158:6 remarks] remaks
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175:1 from] form

193:9 sense of] sense f
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TO

M. TALLEYRAND-PÉRIGORD,1

LATE BISHOP OF AUTUN

SIR,

Having read with great pleasure a pamphlet which you have lately published, I dedicate this volume to you;2 to induce you to reconsider the subject, and maturely weigh what I have advanced respecting the rights of woman and national education: and I call with the firm tone of humanity; for my arguments, Sir, are dictated by a disinterested spirit – I plead for my sex – not for myself. Independence I have long considered as the grand blessing of life, the basis of every virtue – and independence I will ever secure by contracting my wants, though I were to live on a barren heath.

It is then an affection for the whole human race that makes my pen dart rapidly along to support what I believe to be the cause of virtue: and the same motive leads me earnestly to wish to see woman placed in a station in which she would advance, instead of retarding, the progress of those glorious principles that give a substance to morality. My opinion, indeed, respecting the rights and duties of woman, seems to flow so naturally from these simple principles, that I think it scarcely possible, but that some of the enlarged minds who formed your admirable constitution, will coincide with me.

In France there is undoubtedly a more general diffusion of knowledge than in any part of the European world, and I attribute it, in a great measure, to the social intercourse which has long subsisted between the sexes. It is true, I utter my sentiments with freedom, that in France the very essence of sensuality has been extracted to regale the voluptuary, and a kind of sentimental lust has prevailed, which, together with the system of duplicity that the whole tenour of their political and civil government taught, have given a sinister sort of sagacity to the French character, properly termed finesse; from which naturally flow a polish of manners that injures the substance, by hunting sincerity out of society. – And, modesty, the fairest garb of virtue! has been more grossly insulted in France than even in England, till their women have treated as prudish that attention to decency, which brutes instinctively observe.

Manners and morals are so nearly allied that they have often been confounded; but, though the former should only be the natural reflection of the latter, yet, when various causes have produced factitious and corrupt manners, which are very early caught, morality becomes an empty name. The personal reserve, and sacred respect for cleanliness and delicacy in domestic life, which French women almost despise, are the graceful pillars of modesty; but, far from despising them, if the pure flame of patriotism have reached their bosoms, they should labour to improve the morals of their fellow-citizens, by teaching men, not only to respect modesty in women, but to acquire it themselves, as the only way to merit their esteem.

Contending for the rights of woman, my main argument is built on this simple principle, 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. And how can woman be expected to co-operate unless she know why she ought to be virtuous? unless freedom strengthen her reason till she comprehend her duty, and see in what manner it is connected with her real good? If children are to be educated to understand the true principle of patriotism, their mother must be a patriot; and the love of mankind, from which an orderly train of virtues spring, can only be produced by considering the moral and civil interest of mankind; but the education and situation of woman, at present, shuts her out from such investigations.

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 morality, and I have contended, that to render the human body and mind more perfect, 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 phenomenon that, according to abstract principles, it was impossible to explain.’ If so, on what does your constitution rest? If the abstract rights of man will bear discussion 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 families 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 be 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 slavery 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 arguments drawn from matters 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 above their comprehension.

Besides, whilst they are only made to acquire personal accomplishments, men will feek 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.

The box of mischief3 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 gravity prevailing, the sexes will fall into their proper places. And, now that more equitable 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 sentiments, 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 husband.

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,’4 choose to spend at their glass; for this exertion of cunning is only an instinct of nature to enable 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.

I 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 respect, and loudly demands JUSTICE for one half of the human race.

I am, SIR,

                            Yours respectfully,

M. W.


ADVERTISEMENT



When I began to write this work, I divided it into three parts, supposing that one volume would contain a full discussion of the arguments which seemed to me to rise naturally from a few simple principles; but fresh illustrations occurring as I advanced, I now present only the first part to the public.

Many subjects, however, which I have cursorily alluded to, call for particular investigation, especially the laws relative to women, and the consideration of their peculiar duties. These will furnish ample matter for a second volume,1 which in due time will be published, to elucidate some of the sentiments, and complete many of the sketches begun in the first.
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INTRODUCTION



After considering the historic page, and viewing the living world with anxious solicitude, the most melancholy emotions of sorrowful indignation have depressed my spirits, and I have sighed when obliged to confess, that either nature has made a 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 I deplore; and that women, in particular, are rendered weak and wretched by 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 sacrificed 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 education, gathered from the books written on this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than human creatures, have been more anxious to make them alluring 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 love, 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 refinement; 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 species, when improveable reason is allowed to be the dignified distinction which raises men above the brute creation, and puts a natural sceptre in a feeble hand.

Yet, because I am a woman, I 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 I cannot pass it over without subjecting the main tendency of my reasoning to misconstruction, I 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 be suspended or abrogated in favour of woman. A degree of physical superiority cannot, therefore, be denied – and it is a noble prerogative! But not content with this natural pre-eminence, men endeavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment; and women, 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.

I am aware of an obvious inference:– from every quarter have I heard exclamations 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, I 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, I should think, wish with me, that they may every day grow more and more masculine.

This discussion naturally divides the subject. I 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 I shall more particularly point out their peculiar designation.

I 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,1 be excepted; but, addressing my sex in a firmer tone, I pay particular attention to those in the middle class, because they appear to be in the 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 certain 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 I 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 contents of the work it introduces.

My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, instead 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 endeavour 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, exquisite sensibility, and sweet docility of manners, supposed to be the sexual characteristics 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, regardless of the distinction of sex; and that secondary views should be brought to this simple touchstone.

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 experience 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; – I 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, I 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 overstretched feelings, stifling the natural 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.

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 endeavour 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. – Surely these weak beings are only fit for a seraglio!2 – 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 passions that open and enlarge the soul; that the instruction which women have hitherto received has only tended, with the constitution of civil society, to render them insignificant objects of desire – mere propagators of fools! – 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 rational 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?

Women are, in fact, so much degraded by mistaken notions of female excellence, that I do not mean to add a paradox when I assert, that this artificial weakness produces 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 undermine esteem even whilst they excite desire. Let men become more chaste and modest, and if women do not grow wiser in the same ratio, it will be clear that they have weaker understandings. It 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.


VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN
PART I

CHAP. I

THE RIGHTS AND INVOLVED DUTIES OF MANKIND CONSIDERED

In the present state of society it appears necessary 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 built; though, when entangled with various motives of action, they are formally contradicted, either by the words or conduct of men.

In what does man’s pre-eminence over the brute creation consist? The answer is 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 individual, 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.

Men, in general, seem to employ their reason to justify prejudices, which they have imbibed, they can scarcely trace how, rather than to root them out. The mind must be strong that resolutely forms its own principles; for a kind of intellectual cowardice prevails which makes many men shrink from the task, or only do it by halves. Yet the imperfect conclusions thus drawn, are frequently very plausible, because they are built on partial experience, on just, though narrow, views.

Going back to first principles, vice skulks, with all its native deformity, from close investigation; but a set of shallow reasoners are always exclaiming that these arguments prove too much, and that a measure rotten at the core may be expedient. Thus expediency is continually contrasted with simple principles, till truth is lost in a mist of words; virtue, in forms, and knowledge rendered a sounding nothing, by the specious prejudices that assume its name.

That the society is formed in the wisest manner, whose constitution is founded on the nature of man, strikes, in the abstract, every thinking being so forcibly, that it looks like presumption to endeavour to bring forward proofs; though proof must be brought, or the strong hold of prescription will never be forced by reason; yet to urge prescription as an argument to justify the depriving men (or women) of their natural rights, is one of the absurd sophisms which daily insult common sense.

The civilization of the bulk of the people of Europe is very partial; nay, it may be made a question, whether they have acquired any virtues in exchange for innocence, equivalent to the misery produced by the vices that have been plastered over unsightly ignorance, and the freedom which has been bartered for splendid slavery. The desire of dazzling by riches, the most certain pre-eminence that man can obtain, the pleasure of commanding flattering sycophants, and many other complicated low calculations of doting self-love, have all contributed to overwhelm the mass of mankind, and make liberty a convenient handle for mock patriotism. For whilst rank and titles are held of the utmost importance, before which Genius ‘must hide its diminished head,’1 it is, with a few exceptions, very unfortunate for a nation when a man of abilities, without rank or property, pushes himself forward to notice. – Alas! what unheard of misery have thousands suffered to purchase a cardinal’s hat for an intriguing obscure adventurer, who longed to be ranked with princes, or lord it over them by seizing the triple crown!

Such, indeed, has been the wretchedness that has flowed from hereditary honours, riches, and monarchy, that men of lively sensibility have almost uttered blasphemy in order to justify the dispensations of providence. Man has been held out as independent of his power who made him, or as a lawless planet darting from its orbit to steal the celestial fire of reason; and the vengeance of heaven, lurking in the subtile flame, like Pandora’s pent up mischiefs, sufficiently punished his temerity, by introducing evil into the world.

Impressed by this view of the misery and disorder which pervaded society, and fatigued with jostling against artificial fools, Rousseau became enamoured of solitude, and, being at the same time an optimist, he labours with uncommon eloquence to prove that man was naturally a solitary animal.2 Misled by his respect for the goodness of God, who certainly – for what man of sense and feeling can doubt it! – gave life only to communicate happiness, he considers evil as positive, and the work of man; not aware that he was exalting one attribute at the expence of another, equally necessary to divine perfection.

Reared on a false hypothesis his arguments in favour of a state of nature are plausible, but unsound. I say unsound; for to assert that a state of nature is preferable to civilization, in all its possible perfection, is, in other words, to arraign supreme wisdom; and the paradoxical exclamation, that God has made all things right, and that error has been introduced by the creature, whom he formed, knowing what he formed, is as unphilosophical as impious.

When that wise Being who created us and placed us here, saw the fair idea, he willed, by allowing it to be so, that the passions should unfold our reason, because he could see that present evil would produce future good. Could the helpless creature whom he called from nothing break loose from his providence, and boldly learn to know good by practising evil, without his permission? No. – How could that energetic advocate for immortality argue so inconsistently? Had mankind remained for ever in the brutal state of nature, which even his magic pen cannot paint as a state in which a single virtue took root, it would have been clear, though not to the sensitive unreflecting wanderer, that man was born to run the circle of life and death, and adorn God’s garden for some purpose which could not easily be reconciled with his attributes.

But if, to crown the whole, there were to be rational creatures produced, allowed to rise in excellence by the exercise of powers implanted for that purpose; if benignity itself thought fit to call into existence a creature above the brutes,* who could think and improve himself, why should that inestimable gift, for a gift it was, if man was so created as to have a capacity to rise above the state in which sensation produced brutal ease, be called, in direct terms, a curse? A curse it might be reckoned, if the whole of our existence were bounded by our continuance in this world; for why should the gracious fountain of life give us passions, and the power of reflecting, only to imbitter our days and inspire us with mistaken notions of dignity? Why should he lead us from love of ourselves to the sublime emotions which the discovery of his wisdom and goodness excites, if these feelings were not set in motion to improve our nature, of which they make a part,† and render us capable of enjoying a more godlike portion of happiness? Firmly persuaded that no evil exists in the world that God did not design to take place, I build my belief on the perfection of God.

Rousseau exerts himself to prove that all was right originally: a crowd of authors that all is now right: and I, that all will be right.4

But, true to his first position, next to a state of nature, Rousseau celebrates barbarism, and apostrophizing the shade of Fabricius,5 he forgets that, in conquering the world, the Romans never dreamed of establishing their own liberty on a firm basis, or of extending the reign of virtue. Eager to support his system, he stigmatizes, as vicious, every effort of genius; and, uttering the apotheosis of savage virtues, he exalts those to demi-gods, who were scarcely human – the brutal Spartans,6 who, in defiance of justice and gratitude, sacrificed, in cold blood, the slaves who had shewn themselves heroes to rescue their oppressors.

Disgusted with artificial manners and virtues, the citizen of Geneva,7 instead of properly sifting the subject, threw away the wheat with the chaff, without waiting to inquire whether the evils which his ardent soul turned from indignantly, were the consequence of civilization or the vestiges of barbarism. He saw vice trampling on virtue, and the semblance of goodness taking place of the reality; he saw talents bent by power to sinister purposes, and never thought of tracing the gigantic mischief up to arbitrary power, up to the hereditary distinctions that clash with the mental superiority that naturally raises a man above his fellows. He did not perceive that regal power, in a few generations, introduces idiotism into the noble stem,8 and holds out baits to render thousands idle and vicious.

Nothing can set the regal character in a more contemptible point of view, than the various crimes that have elevated men to the supreme dignity. – Vile intrigues, unnatural crimes, and every vice that degrades our nature, have been the steps to this distinguished eminence; yet millions of men have supinely allowed the nerveless limbs of the posterity of such rapacious prowlers to rest quietly on their ensanguined thrones.*

What but a pestilential vapour can hover over society when its chief director is only instructed in the invention of crimes, or the stupid routine of childish ceremonies? Will men never be wise? – will they never cease to expect corn from tares, and figs from thistles?10

It is impossible for any man, when the most favourable circumstances concur, to acquire sufficient knowledge and strength of mind to discharge the duties of a king, entrusted with uncontrouled power; how then must they be violated when his very elevation is an insuperable bar to the attainment of either wisdom or virtue; when all the feelings of a man are stifled by flattery, and reflection shut out by pleasure! Surely it is madness to make the fate of thousands depend on the caprice of a weak fellow creature, whose very station sinks him necessarily below the meanest of his subjects! But one power should not be thrown down to exalt another – for 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, I 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,11 for instance, is incompatible with freedom; because subordination and rigour are the very sinews of military discipline; and despotism is necessary to give vigour to enter-prizes that one will directs. A spirit inspired by romantic notions 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 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 soldiers 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 frequently with well-bred women, catch a sentimental 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 a profession where more mind is certainly to be found; for the clergy have superior 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 courtly mien of a bishop. And the respect and contempt they inspire render the discharge of their separate functions equally useless.

It 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 countenance that wears 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.

In the infancy of society, when men were just emerging out of barbarism, chiefs and priests, touching the most powerful springs of savage conduct, hope and fear, must have had unbounded sway. An aristocracy, of course, is naturally the first form of government. But, clashing interests soon losing their equipoise, a monarchy and hierarchy break out of the confusion of ambitious struggles, and the foundation of both is secured by feudal tenures. This appears to be the origin of monarchical and priestly power, and the dawn of civilization. But such combustible materials cannot long be pent up; and, getting vent in foreign wars and intestine insurrections, the people acquire some power in the tumult, which obliges their rulers to gloss over their oppression with a shew of right. Thus, as wars, agriculture, commerce, and literature, expand the mind, despots are compelled, to make covert corruption hold fast the power which was formerly snatched by open force.* And this baneful lurking gangrene is most quickly spread by luxury and superstition, the sure dregs of ambition. The indolent puppet of a court first becomes a luxurious monster, or fastidious sensualist, and then makes the contagion which his unnatural state spread, the instrument of tyranny.

It is the pestiferous purple13 which renders the progress of civilization a curse, and warps the understanding, till men of sensibility doubt whether the expansion of intellect produces a greater portion of happiness or misery. But the nature of the poison points out the antidote; and had Rousseau mounted one step higher in his investigation, or could his eye have pierced through the foggy atmosphere, which he almost disdained to breathe, his active mind would have darted forward to contemplate the perfection of man in the establishment of true civilization,14 instead of taking his ferocious flight back to the night of sensual ignorance.


CHAP. II

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 allowed 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 appointed 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 ignorance! 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. Women 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 obtain for them the protection of man; and should they be beautiful, every thing else is needless, for, at least, twenty years of their lives.

Thus Milton describes our first frail mother; though when he tells us that women are formed for softness and sweet attractive grace,1 I cannot comprehend his meaning, unless, in the true Mahometan strain, he meant to deprive us of souls,2 and insinuate 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, recommended, 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!’3 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 more 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.

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 understandings, 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 forced to shape their course by the twinkling of a mere satellite. Milton, I grant, was of a very different opinion; for he only bends 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 bidst
Unargued I obey; so God ordains;
God is thy law, thou mine: to know no more
Is Woman’s happiest knowledge and her praise.’4

These are exactly the arguments that I have used to children; but I 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
Cannot well suit with either, but soon prove
Tedious alike: of fellowship I speak
Such as I seek, fit to participate
All rational delight –’5

In treating, therefore, of the manners of women, let us, disregarding sensual arguments, 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 defined, 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.

To prevent any misconstruction, I must add, that I do not believe that a private education can work the wonders which some sanguine writers have attributed to it. Men and women must be educated, in a great degree, by the opinions and manners of the society they live in. In every age there has been a stream of popular opinion that has carried all before it, and given a family character, as it were, to the century. It may then fairly be inferred, that, till society be differently constituted, much cannot be expected from education. It is, however, sufficient for my present purpose to assert, that, whatever effect circumstances have on the abilities, every being may become virtuous by the exercise of its own reason; for if but one being was created with vicious inclinations, that is positively bad, what can save us from atheism? or if we worship a God, is not that God a devil?

Consequently, the most perfect education, in my opinion, is such an exercise of the understanding as is best calculated to strengthen the body and form the heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain such habits of virtue as will render it independent. 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: I extend it to women,6 and confidently assert that they have been 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 convince 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. But for this epoch we must wait – wait, perhaps, till kings and nobles, enlightened by reason, and, preferring the real dignity of man to childish state, throw off their gaudy hereditary trappings: and if then women do not resign the arbitrary power of beauty – they will prove that they have less mind than man.

I may be accused of arrogance; still I must declare what I firmly believe, that all the writers who have written on the subject of female education and manners from Rousseau to Dr Gregory,7 have contributed to render women more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise have been; and, consequently, more useless members of society. I might have expressed this conviction in a lower key; but I am afraid it would have been the whine of affectation, and not the faithful expression of my feelings, of the clear result, which experience and reflection have led me to draw. When I come to that division of the subject, I shall advert to the passages that I more particularly disapprove of, in the works of the authors I have just alluded to; but it is first necessary to observe, that my objection extends to the whole purport of those books, which tend, in my opinion, to degrade one half of the human species, and render women pleasing at the expence of every solid virtue.

Though, to reason on Rousseau’s ground, if man did attain a degree of perfection of mind when his body arrived at maturity, it might be proper, in order to make a man and his wife one, that she should rely entirely on his understanding; and the graceful ivy, clasping the oak that supported it, would form a whole in which strength and beauty would be equally conspicuous. But, alas! husbands, as well as their helpmates, are often only overgrown children; nay, thanks to early debauchery, scarcely men in their outward form – and if the blind lead the blind, one need not come from heaven to tell us the consequence.

Many are the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, contribute to enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpening their senses. One, perhaps, that silently does more mischief than all the rest, is their disregard of order.

To do every thing in an orderly manner, is a most important precept, which women, who, generally speaking, receive only a disorderly kind of education, seldom attend to with that degree of exactness that men, who from their infancy are broken into method, observe. This negligent kind of guess-work, for what other epithet can be used to point out the random exertions of a sort of instinctive common sense, never brought to the test of reason? prevents their generalizing matters of fact – so they do to-day, what they did yesterday, merely because they did it yesterday.

This contempt of the understanding in early life has more baneful consequences than is commonly supposed; for the little knowledge which women of strong minds attain, is, from various circumstances, of a more desultory kind than the knowledge of men, and it is acquired more by sheer observations on real life, than from comparing what has been individually observed with the results of experience generalized by speculation. Led by their dependent situation and domestic employments more into society, what they learn is rather by snatches; and as learning is with them, in general, only a secondary thing, they do not pursue any one branch with that persevering ardour necessary to give vigour to the faculties, and clearness to the judgment. In the present state of society, a little learning is required to support the character of a gentleman; and boys are obliged to submit to a few years of discipline. But in the education of women, the cultivation of the understanding is always subordinate 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 manners. They dwell on effects, and modifications, without tracing them back to causes; and complicated rules to adjust behaviour are a weak 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 consequences 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 manners 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 judgment, formed by comparing speculation and experience, deserve such a distinction? Soldiers, as well as women, practise 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 enables the former to see more of life.

It is wandering from my present subject, perhaps, to make a political remark; but, as it was produced naturally by the train of my reflections, I shall not pass it silently over.

Standing armies can never consist of resolute, robust men; they may be well disciplined 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 venture to affirm, that it is as rarely to be found in the army as amongst women; and the cause, I 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 to 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 been duped by their lovers, as princes by their ministers, whilst dreaming that they reigned over them.

I now principally allude to Rousseau, for his character of Sophia is, undoubtedly, a captivating one, though it appears to me grossly unnatural;9 however it is not the superstructure, but the foundation of her character, the principles on which her education was built, that I mean to attack; nay, warmly as I admire the genius of that able writer, whose opinions I shall often have occasion to cite, indignation always takes place of admiration, and the rigid frown of insulted virtue effaces the smile of complacency, which his eloquent periods are wont to raise, when I read his voluptuous reveries. Is this the man, who, in his ardour for virtue, would banish all the soft arts of peace, and almost carry us back to Spartan discipline? Is this the man who delights to paint the useful struggles of passion, the triumphs of good dispositions, and the heroic flights which carry the glowing soul out of itself? – How are these mighty sentiments lowered when he describes the pretty foot and enticing airs of his little favourite! But, for the present, I wave the subject, and, instead of severely reprehending the transient effusions of overweening sensibility, I shall only observe, that whoever has cast a benevolent eye on society, must often have been gratified by the sight of humble mutual love, not dignified by sentiment, or strengthened by a union in intellectual pursuits. The domestic trifles of the day have afforded matters for cheerful converse, and innocent caresses have softened toils which did not require great exercise of mind or stretch of thought: yet, has not the sight of this moderate felicity excited more tenderness than respect? An emotion similar to what we feel when children are playing, or animals sporting,* whilst the contemplation of the noble struggles of suffering merit has raised admiration, and carried our thoughts to that world where sensation will give place to reason.

Women are, therefore, to be considered either as moral beings, or so weak that they must be entirely subjected to the superior faculties of men.

Let us examine this question. Rousseau declares that a woman should never, for a moment, feel herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise her natural cunning, and made a coquetish slave in order to render her a more alluring object of desire, a sweeter companion to man, whenever he chooses to relax himself.11 He carries the arguments, which he pretends to draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates that truth and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be cultivated with certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female character, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed with unrelenting rigour.

What nonsense! when will a great man arise with sufficient strength of mind to puff away the fumes which pride and sensuality have thus spread over the subject! If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not in degree, or virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their conduct should be founded on the same principles, and have the same aim.

Connected with man as daughters, wives, and mothers, their moral character may be estimated by their manner of fulfilling those simple duties; but the end, the grand end of their exertions should be to unfold their own faculties and acquire the dignity of conscious virtue. They may try to render their road pleasant; but ought never to forget, in common with man, that life yields not the felicity which can satisfy an immortal soul, I do not mean to insinuate, that either sex should be so lost in abstract reflections or distant views, as to forget the affections and duties that lie before them, and are, in truth, the means appointed to produce the fruit of life; on the contrary, I would warmly recommend them, even while I assert, that they afford most satisfaction when they are considered in their true, sober light.

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,12 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 creation 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 only 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.

I 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.’13

In what light this sally places men and women, I 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 subservient to love or lust.

To speak disrespectfully of love is, I 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,14 and equally offend against common sense; but an endeavour to restrain this tumultuous passion, and to prove that it should not be allowed to dethrone superior powers, or 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 enjoyment 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 followed his steps, have warmly inculcated that the whole tendency of female education ought to be directed to one point: – to render them pleasing.15

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 husband’s heart when they are seen every day, when the summer is passed and gone. Will she then have sufficient native energy to look into herself for comfort, and cultivate her dormant faculties? 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 languid, or become a spring of bitterness; and love, perhaps, the most evanescent of all passions, gives place to jealousy or vanity.

I 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 con vinced by the homage of gallantry that they are cruelly neglected by their husbands; 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.

The worthy Dr Gregory fell into a similar error. I 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. I 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 ambition in men, from a love of power.

Dr Gregory goes much further; he actually recommends dissimulation, and advises an innocent girl to give the lie to her feelings, and not dance with spirit, when gaiety of heart would make her feet 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?16 – Let the libertine draw what inference he pleases; but, I hope, that no sensible mother will restrain the natural frankness of youth by instilling such indecent cautions. Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh; and a wiser than Solomon hath said, that the heart should be made clean,17 – and not trivial ceremonies observed, which it is not very difficult to fulfil with scrupulous exactness when vice reigns in the heart.

Women ought to endeavour to purify their heart; but can they do so when their uncultivated understandings make them entirely dependent on their senses for employment and amusement, when no noble pursuit sets them above the little vanities of the day, or enables them to curb the wild emotions that agitate a reed over which every passing breeze has power? To gain the affections of a virtuous man is affectation necessary? Nature has given woman a weaker frame than man; but, to ensure her husband’s affections, must a wife, who by the exercise of her mind and body whilst she was discharging the duties of a daughter, wife, and mother, has allowed her constitution to retain its natural strength, and her nerves a healthy tone, is she, I say, to condescend to use art and feign a sickly delicacy in order to secure her husband’s affection? Weakness may excite tenderness, and gratify the arrogant pride of man; but the lordly caresses of a protector will not gratify a noble mind that pants for, and deserves to be respected. Fondness is a poor substitute for friendship!

In a seraglio, I grant, that all these arts are necessary; the epicure must have his palate tickled, or he will sink into apathy; but have women so little ambition as to be satisfied with such a condition? Can they supinely dream life away in the lap of pleasure, or the languor of weariness, rather than assert their claim to pursue reasonable pleasures and render themselves conspicuous by practising the virtues which dignify mankind? 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 a fellow-creature who is willing to be enlivened by her smiles and tricks, when the serious 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 husband’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.

Nature, or, to speak with strict propriety, God, has made all things right; but man has sought him out many inventions to mar the work. I now allude to that part of Dr Gregory’s treatise, where he advises a wife never to let her husband know the extent of her sensibility or affection.18 Voluptuous precaution, and as ineffectual as absurd. – Love, from its very nature, must be transitory. To seek for a secret that would render it constant, would be as wild a search as for the philosopher’s stone,19 or the grand panacea: and the discovery would be equally useless, or rather pernicious, to mankind. The most holy band of society is friendship. It has been well said, by a shrewd satirist, ‘that rare as true love is, true friendship is still rarer.’20

This is an obvious truth, and the cause not lying deep, will not elude a slight glance of inquiry.

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 moral 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 struggling for a crown, often becomes a voluptuous tyrant when it graces his brow; and, when the lover is not lost in the husband, the dotard, a prey to childish caprices, and fond jealousies, neglects the serious duties of life, and the caresses which should excite confidence in his children are lavished on the overgrown child, his wife.

In order to fulfil the duties of life, and to be able to pursue with vigour the various employments which form the moral character, a master and mistress of a family 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 engrossed by 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, I shall not touch on this branch of the subject. I will go 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. And this would almost always be the consequence if the female mind were more enlarged: for, it seems to be the common dispensation of Providence, that what we gain in present enjoyment should be deducted from the treasure of life, experience; and that when we are gathering the flowers of the day and revelling in pleasure, the solid fruit of toil and wisdom should not be caught at the same time. The way lies before us, we must turn to the right or left; and he who will pass life away in bounding from one pleasure to another, must not complain if he acquire neither wisdom nor respectability of character.

Supposing, for a moment, that the soul is not immortal, and that man was only created for the present scene, – I think we should have reason to complain that love, infantine fondness, ever grew insipid and palled upon the sense. Let us eat, drink, and love, for to-morrow we die, would be, in fact, the language of reason, the morality of life; and who but a fool would part with a reality for a fleeting shadow? But, if awed by observing the improbable powers of the mind, we disdain to confine our wishes or thoughts to such a comparatively mean field of action; that only appears grand and important, as it is connected with a boundless prospect and sublime hopes, what necessity is there for falsehood in conduct, and why must the sacred majesty of truth be violated to detain a deceitful good that saps the very foundation of virtue? Why must the female mind be tainted by coquetish arts to gratify the sensualist, and prevent love from subsiding into friendship, or compassionate tenderness, when there are not qualities on which friendship can be built? Let the honest heart shew itself, and reason teach passion to submit to necessity; or, let the dignified pursuit of virtue and knowledge raise the mind above those emotions which rather imbitter than sweeten the cup of life, when they are not restrained within due bounds.

I do not mean to allude to the romantic passion, which is the concomitant of genius. – Who can clip its wing? But that grand passion not proportioned to the puny enjoyments of life, is only true to the sentiment, and feeds on itself. The passions which have been celebrated for their durability have always been unfortunate. They have acquired strength by absence and constitutional melancholy. – The fancy has hovered round a form of beauty dimly seen – but familiarity might have turned admiration into disgust; or, at least, into indifference, and allowed the imagination leisure to start fresh game. With perfect propriety, according to this view of things, does Rousseau make the mistress of his soul, Eloisa, love St Preux,21 when life was fading before her; but this is no proof of the immortality of the passion.

Of the same complexion is Dr Gregory’s advice respecting delicacy of sentiment, which he advises a woman not to acquire, if she have determined to marry.22 This determination, however, perfectly consistent with his former advice, he calls indelicate, and earnestly persuades his daughters to conceal it, though it may govern their conduct: – as if it were indelicate to have the common appetites of human nature.

Noble morality! and consistent with the cautious prudence of a little soul that cannot extend its views beyond the present minute division of existence. If all the faculties of woman’s mind are only to be cultivated as they respect her dependence on man; if, when a husband be obtained, she have arrived at her goal, and meanly proud rests satisfied with such a paltry crown, let her grovel contentedly, scarcely raised by her employments above the animal kingdom; but, if, struggling for the prize of her high calling, she look beyond the present scene, let her cultivate her understanding without stopping to consider what character the husband may have whom she is destined to marry. Let her only determine, without being too anxious about present happiness, to acquire the qualities that ennoble a rational being, and a rough inelegant husband may shock her taste without destroying her peace of mind. She will not model her soul to suit the frailties of her companion, but to bear with them: his character may be a trial, but not an impediment to virtue.

If Dr Gregory confined his remark to romantic expectations of constant love and congenial feelings, he should have recollected that experience will banish what advice can never make us cease to wish for, when the imagination is kept alive at the expence of reason.

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 husband 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 husband 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 support a single life with dignity, I grant; but that she should avoid cultivating her taste, lest her husband should occasionally shock it, is quitting a substance for a shadow. To say the truth, I 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 decide 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 Godlike 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 affections as those that represent him abundant in mercy and willing to pardon. Gentleness, considered in this point of view, bears on its 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 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.’23

How women are to exist in that state where there is to be neither marrying nor giving in marriage,24 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. Gentleness, docility, and a spaniel-like affection are, on this ground, consistently recommended 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 whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused.

To recommend gentleness, indeed, on a broad basis is strictly philosophical. A frail being should labour to be gentle. But when forbearance confounds right and wrong, it ceases to be a virtue; and, however convenient it may be found in a companion – that companion will ever be considered as an inferior, and only inspire a vapid tenderness, which easily degenerates into contempt. Still, if advice could really make a being gentle, whose natural disposition admitted not of such a fine polish, something towards the advancement of order would be attained; but if, as might quickly be demonstrated, only affectation be produced by this indiscriminate counsel, which throws a stumbling-block in the way of gradual improvement, and true melioration of temper, the sex is not much benefited by sacrificing solid virtues to the attainment of superficial graces, though for a few years they may procure the individuals regal sway.

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 another 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:26 that he was probably a being of a superior order, accidently 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 must depend on the organs; or the heavenly fire, which is to ferment the clay, is not given in equal portions.

But avoiding, as I have hitherto done, any direct comparison of the two sexes collectively, or frankly acknowledging the inferiority of woman, according to the present appearance of things, I shall only insist that men have increased that inferiority till women are almost sunk below the standard of rational creatures. Let their faculties have room to unfold, and their virtues to gain strength, and then determine where the whole sex must stand in the intellectual scale. Yet let it be remembered, that for a small number of distinguished women I do not ask a place.

It is difficult for us purblind mortals to say to what height human discoveries and improvements may arrive when the gloom of despotism subsides, which makes us stumble at every step; but, when morality shall be settled on a more solid basis, then, without being gifted with a prophetic spirit, I will venture to predict that woman will be either the friend or slave of man. We shall not, as at present, doubt whether she is a moral agent, or the link which unites man with brutes. But, should it then appear, that like the brutes they were principally created for the use of man, he will let them patiently bite the bridle, and not mock them with empty praise; or, should their rationality be proved, he will not impede their improvement merely to gratify his sensual appetites. He will not, with all the graces of rhetoric, advise them to submit implicitly their understanding to the guidance of man. He will not, when he treats of the education of women, assert that they ought never to have the free use of reason, nor would he recommend cunning and dissimulation to beings who are acquiring, in like manner as himself, the virtues of humanity.

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 accountable 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.’27

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 turned, 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, 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, instead 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 truth, 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 present 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 dreams. – 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.

I love man as my fellow; but his sceptre, real, or usurped, extends not to me, unless 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?

It appears to me necessary to dwell on these obvious truths, because females have been insulated, as it were; and, while they have been stripped of the virtues that should clothe humanity, they have been decked with artificial graces that enable them to exercise a short-lived tyranny. Love, in their bosoms, taking place of every nobler passion, their sole ambition is to be fair, to raise emotion instead of inspiring respect; and this ignoble desire, like the servility in absolute monarchies, destroys all strength of character. Liberty is the mother of virtue, and if women be, by their very constitution, slaves, and not allowed to breathe the sharp invigorating air of freedom, they must ever languish like exotics, and be reckoned beautiful flaws in nature.

As to the argument respecting the subjection in which the sex has ever been held, it retorts on man. The many have always been enthralled by the few; and monsters, who scarcely have shewn any discernment of human excellence, have tyrannized over thousands of their fellow-creatures. Why have men of superiour endowments submitted to such degradation? For, is it not universally acknowledged that kings, viewed collectively, have ever been inferior, in abilities and virtue, to the same number of men taken from the common mass of mankind – yet, have they not, and are they not still treated with a degree of reverence that is an insult to reason? China is not the only country where a living man has been made a God.28 Men have submitted to superior strength to enjoy with impunity the pleasure of the moment – women have only done the same, and therefore till it is proved that the courtier, who servilely resigns the birthright of a man, is not a moral agent, it cannot be demonstrated that woman is essentially inferior to man because she has always been subjugated.

Brutal force has hitherto governed the world, and that the science of politics is in its infancy, is evident from philosophers scrupling to give the knowledge most useful to man that determinate distinction.

I shall not pursue this argument any further than to establish an obvious inference, that as sound politics diffuse liberty, mankind, including woman, will become more wise and virtuous.
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