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    A mind trained for ornament cannot build a just world. Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman confronts this truth with uncompromising clarity, insisting that society’s shallow schooling of women produces fragile manners instead of durable virtue. Written at a moment when revolutions promised universal rights but kept women at the threshold, the work challenges a culture that prized decorum over reason. It argues that equality is not a courtesy but a condition of moral growth, for individuals and nations alike. The book opens a debate that remains urgent: who counts as fully rational, fully educable, and fully human.

This book is a classic because it reshaped the vocabulary of rights, education, and citizenship, expanding Enlightenment ideals to include women as rational agents. Its arguments reverberate across literature, political philosophy, and social reform, inspiring authors and activists to test the boundaries of custom. The work’s endurance lies in its clarity of principle and its refusal to accept flattering subordination as progress. As a landmark in feminist thought, it established a tradition of critique that later writers would refine and contest, making it central not only to women’s history but to the broader story of modern liberal ideals.

Composed and published in 1792, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman emerges from the turbulent atmosphere of late eighteenth-century debates over revolution, education, and moral reform. Its author, Mary Wollstonecraft, brings to the page an insistence that women possess the same capacity for reason as men and should be educated accordingly. The book engages with prominent contemporary thinkers, challenging arguments that confined women to sentiment and dependency. Without narrating a story, it advances a program of critique and reform that connects private life to public virtue. Its purpose is clear: to show that a just society requires educated, independent women.

The treatise proceeds by examining prevailing assumptions about female nature, schooling, manners, and marriage, and by revealing the social systems that turn women into elegant dependents. Wollstonecraft’s method is analytic and cumulative: she contests fashionable conduct books, interrogates philosophical claims, and proposes principles for national education that treat girls and boys as future citizens first. The book does not demand sameness but insists on a shared standard of reason and virtue, measured by conduct rather than convention. It links personal dignity to civic responsibility, maintaining that habits of mind formed in childhood shape the strength of a community for generations.

Wollstonecraft declares her intention to defend women as moral beings whose excellence cannot grow in the shade of flattery. She writes to persuade lawmakers, educators, and readers that true virtue requires exercise, struggle, and independence, not protection that infantilizes. Her aim is not to invert a hierarchy but to dismantle a false one by grounding rights in human faculties rather than fashionable roles. She calls for an educational framework that cultivates judgment, resilience, and public spirit, contending that domestic affection itself rests on mutual respect. The book seeks reform through reasoned argument, not through appeals to novelty or fashion.

Stylistically, the work blends philosophical rigor with polemical heat, moving from calm analysis to sharp rebuke when custom contradicts principle. Wollstonecraft addresses influential voices of her day and reads them against their own standards, asking whether a society devoted to reason can exclude women from its formative institutions. She draws examples from daily life, literature, and pedagogy to demonstrate how trivial training weakens character. The prose is purposeful and precise, favoring clarity over flourish while using moral language to insist on the seriousness of the stakes. The result is an argumentative architecture that remains strikingly modern in its lucidity.

Upon publication, the treatise entered a charged public conversation and met with both admiration and resistance. Its boldness was undeniable: it questioned cherished habits, economic arrangements, and sentimental ideals that many considered natural. Over time, as debates over suffrage, education, and employment unfolded, readers returned to the book for its first principles. Scholars, reformers, and novelists found in it a framework for assessing cultural norms by their consequences for human flourishing. Its reputation as a classic grew not from quiet consensus but from its sustained power to provoke argument, refine objections, and clarify what a rights-bearing person must be allowed to become.

The book’s influence crosses genres and generations. Political philosophers engaged its claim that individual rights rest on capacities shared by all; educational reformers drew on its insistence that character is formed through disciplined study and active participation. Writers such as John Stuart Mill and Virginia Woolf responded, directly or indirectly, to questions Wollstonecraft posed about dependency, respect, and the life of the mind. Later feminist thinkers revisited her arguments to expand their scope and test their limits in new contexts. This legacy is not a single line of descent but an ongoing conversation in which her voice remains a clarifying presence.

Central themes include the moral necessity of education, the dangers of flattery, and the link between personal autonomy and public virtue. Wollstonecraft challenges a culture that confuses delicacy with goodness, arguing that sentiment without discipline breeds weakness rather than compassion. She exposes how dependence constrains moral growth, turning affection into manipulation and civility into performance. Against this, she proposes a standard of rational equality that enriches private life by grounding it in mutual respect. Her vision recognizes difference without translating it into hierarchy, asking readers to judge customs by whether they cultivate courage, sincerity, and responsibility in all citizens.

For contemporary readers, the work’s relevance is immediate. Conversations about equitable education, economic independence, care work, and political representation still circle the questions Wollstonecraft raises. Her insistence that rights must be matched by opportunities to develop one’s faculties speaks to current debates about access, accountability, and social design. The book offers tools for assessing institutions: Do they build strength of character or reward dependence and display? It also invites readers to scrutinize the subtle forms of praise that abridge freedom. In an era of rapid change, its call for reasoned reform and moral clarity remains both bracing and humane.

As literature, the treatise offers the pleasure of a lucid mind thinking aloud under pressure, testing principles against experience and refusing the comfort of easy answers. It demonstrates how style can serve argument: the steady cadence of analysis, the controlled indignation, the careful return to first principles. Readers encounter a writer who trusts them to weigh evidence and who asks, again and again, what kind of society their habits create. Its pages show that intellectual courage need not sacrifice civility, and that moral seriousness can be eloquent without ornament. This union of conviction and clarity gives the book its lasting vitality.

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman endures because it tells a simple truth with far-reaching consequences: human dignity requires the cultivation of reason and the freedom to exercise it. By redefining education as the engine of virtue and equality, Wollstonecraft expands the moral horizon of her age and ours. The book’s themes—citizenship, autonomy, mutual respect, and the testing of custom by principle—continue to animate public life. It challenges every reader to imagine institutions worthy of the people they shape. In doing so, it remains not just a historical artifact but a living invitation to democratic maturity.
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    A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) is Mary Wollstonecraft’s political and moral treatise arguing that women are rational beings entitled to the same fundamental rights and education as men. Addressed in its dedication to Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, it engages debates spurred by the French Revolution about citizenship and national education. Wollstonecraft sets out to examine the causes of women’s perceived inferiority and to propose remedies consistent with virtue and reason. She maintains that genuine morality depends on the cultivation of the understanding, not on obedience or delicacy, and that the standards of virtue must be one and the same for both sexes.

Opening with general reflections on the rights and duties of mankind, Wollstonecraft links private and public forms of tyranny. She argues that arbitrary power in government, the worship of rank, and luxury corrupt character, fostering slavishness in men and dependence in women. The chivalric ideal, she contends, flatters women’s weakness and infantilizes them, substituting caprice for principle. By encouraging “sensibility” and ornament instead of strength and judgment, society manufactures the very defects it imputes to women. Reform, therefore, must begin with principles that respect human nature universally: reason as the measure of virtue, and education as the means to form citizens.

In subsequent chapters, Wollstonecraft challenges prevailing theories of female character. She disputes the claim that women possess a distinct moral nature, suited primarily to pleasing men. Critiquing influential authors—including Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s portrait of Sophie in Émile, Dr. Gregory’s advice literature, and sermons by Fordyce—she argues that their prescriptions prize docility, coquetry, and obedience over sincerity and truth. She maintains that making modesty a merely sexual virtue degrades it, and that sincerity, fortitude, and justice must be equally required of both sexes. Praising flattery and dependence, she writes, deforms morality by subordinating rational principle to appearances and transient feelings.

Turning to education, she analyzes how early associations and habits shape character. From the nursery onward, girls are taught to value personal charms, fashionable accomplishments, and reputation over knowledge and self-command. Mothers, themselves poorly educated, perpetuate this cycle, while boarding schools and private tutors often reward display rather than understanding. Wollstonecraft calls for rigorous intellectual and moral training that cultivates judgment, sincerity, and useful skills. Physical exercise, plain dress, and habits of industry, she argues, strengthen both body and mind. The aim is not to erase differences, but to develop human faculties so that women can fulfill duties as accountable moral agents.

She devotes extended discussion to modesty, reputation, and the dangers of equating virtue with external decorum. When modesty is confined to sexual reserve or reputation to public opinion, she argues, morality is undermined. Women trained to prize appearance will often sacrifice truth to seeming propriety, while men excused by double standards learn license. Wollstonecraft insists that virtue resides in intention and consistent conduct grounded in reason, not in romantic sensibility or delicate manners. She criticizes fashionable reading and theatrical models that reward intrigue and vanity, urging instead frankness, simplicity, and respect for truth as the secure foundations of moral character.

Addressing domestic life, Wollstonecraft distinguishes fleeting passion from durable friendship as the proper basis of marriage. She proposes that mutual respect, shared duties, and rational companionship best sustain households and raise children. Women should be educated to manage families, instruct the young, and, when necessary, support themselves through useful occupations. She condemns jealousy, gallantry, and manipulation as corrosive to domestic peace. Parental affection, she adds, must be guided by principle rather than indulgence, cultivating independence and virtue in children of both sexes. The household, in her view, is a school of citizenship where habits of justice and truth are learned.

Wollstonecraft broadens her analysis to the social order, arguing that artificial distinctions of rank, inheritance, and idleness deform character across classes. She criticizes professions sustained by outward show or blind obedience—whether court sycophants, soldiers trained to servility, or clergy reliant on forms without conviction—as examples of how dependence corrupts. By analogy, women’s civil and economic dependence produces vanity and weakness. She recommends opening avenues for female employment and property management so that women may act from principle rather than necessity. Independence grounded in industry and competence, she contends, would replace coquetry and cunning with frankness and moral steadiness.

To remedy these defects, she outlines a plan for national education. Early schooling, she proposes, should be public, day-based, and coeducational, mixing children of different ranks and both sexes to cultivate civic equality and mutual respect. The curriculum would emphasize reading, writing, arithmetic, natural philosophy, history, and manual skills, alongside physical training and moral instruction. As abilities and interests develop, students could branch into trades, professions, or higher studies. Such a system, she argues, harmonizes private and public duties, strengthens family bonds, and equips women to be rational companions, capable mothers, and useful citizens rather than mere ornaments of society.

In conclusion, Wollstonecraft reiterates that the rights of women are human rights grounded in reason and virtue. She calls for gradual, practical reform—chiefly improved education and broadened opportunities—rather than sudden upheaval. Addressing legislators, educators, and readers of both sexes, she urges them to judge women as accountable beings and to adopt standards of morality common to all. If women are treated as rational creatures, she argues, marriages will be steadier, children better raised, and public morals strengthened. The treatise closes by appealing to consistency: society cannot be free or virtuous while half its members are rendered dependent and trivial.
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    Mary Wollstonecraft composed A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in London in 1792, at the epicenter of an Anglo-European world unsettled by revolution and reform. Britain’s print culture, centered around publishers like Joseph Johnson, enabled rapid circulation of political debate. London coffeehouses, debating societies, and dissenting chapels connected artisans, merchants, and intellectuals. Across the Channel, Paris was remaking the language of citizenship. The book’s setting is thus transnational: a British metropolis anchored in common law and commercial habits, responding to Parisian upheaval and claims of universal rights. Wollstonecraft wrote amid urgent, public arguments over authority, representation, and the purposes of education.

The period combined Enlightenment rationalism with early industrial change. In Britain, expanding trade and nascent factories altered family economies and social expectations. Legally, coverture subordinated married women to husbands; educational institutions largely excluded females. Religious Dissenters advocated civil liberty and reform, while the established church defended hierarchy. Internationally, the American and French Revolutions redefined the language of rights and popular sovereignty. In this milieu, prescriptions for female modesty and domesticity competed with calls for civic virtue and merit. Wollstonecraft’s London vantage offered both exposure to radical networks and the constraints of English law, shaping a treatise that used universalist rhetoric to interrogate national customs.

The French Revolution (1789–1799) transformed European politics, beginning with the Estates-General, the National Assembly, and the storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (August 1789) proclaimed liberty and equality, igniting debate in Britain. On 4 November 1789, the dissenting minister Richard Price praised the Revolution in a London sermon, celebrating the principles of consent and reform. Wollstonecraft absorbed this language of natural rights and civic virtue, channeling it in 1792 toward women. Her treatise adapts revolutionary claims about rational freedom, arguing that female citizens must be educated to fulfill republican morality.

Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) denounced abstract rights and defended inherited institutions. His scorn for French upheaval sparked a pamphlet war. Wollstonecraft responded first with A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), challenging Burke’s appeal to tradition. Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791–1792) further popularized democratic principles. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft extends this rights discourse to education, marriage, and citizenship. She contests Burkean sentimentality and aristocratic manners, insisting that virtue rests on reason, not pedigree. Her book thus participates directly in the Anglo-French controversy, repurposing its vocabulary to include half the nation.

Education policy in revolutionary France sharpened her focus. In 1791, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, then Bishop of Autun, presented a report on national instruction proposing limited, domestic education for girls. Wollstonecraft addressed her 1792 treatise to Talleyrand, rebutting his plan with a call for rigorous, co-educational schooling to produce independent moral agents. Simultaneously, Olympe de Gouges issued the Declaration of the Rights of Woman (1791), and Parisian women formed political clubs before their suppression in October 1793. French reforms of September 1792 introduced civil marriage and liberalized divorce. Wollstonecraft’s arguments for marriage as a civil contract and female civic competence align with these contested reforms.

The American Revolution (1775–1783) furnished a practical precedent for popular sovereignty. The Declaration of Independence (1776) articulated self-evident rights, while British radicals backed colonial resistance. Richard Price publicly supported the Americans, linking liberty abroad with reform at home. The transatlantic circulation of republican ideas informed British debates on representation and rights. Wollstonecraft draws on this Atlantic language of natural rights yet exposes its gendered limits: if taxation without representation was tyranny, so too was the exclusion of women from education and civic life. Her treatise thus measures British and American constitutional ideals against the unfreedom of half their populations.

English common law constrained women through coverture, described by William Blackstone in his Commentaries (1765–1769): a married woman’s legal identity merged with her husband’s, limiting property control and legal standing. The Marriage Act of 1753 regulated unions but preserved patriarchal authority. Full divorce required a costly private Act of Parliament, effectively reserving it for elites. Guardianship, wages, and inheritance rules reinforced dependency. Wollstonecraft’s insistence that marriage be a partnership of rational equals confronts these legal realities. By framing virtue as a product of education and independence, she implicitly critiques a system that renders women civil minors, incapable of the accountability expected of citizens.

Eighteenth-century education was stratified and gendered. Charity schools taught basic literacy to the poor; Sunday schools expanded rapidly after Robert Raikes’s initiatives in the early 1780s. Dissenting academies provided rigorous instruction outside the universities, which were closed to women. Reformers proposed national systems, but girls’ curricula emphasized accomplishments and decorum. Talleyrand’s 1791 plan exemplified this limitation. Wollstonecraft proposes state-supported, mixed schools cultivating reason, physical exercise, and useful skills. She links public education to republican virtue and social mobility, arguing that excluding girls wastes national talent and fosters vice. Her concrete proposals echo contemporary reform schemes while decisively broadening their scope.

Rational Dissent formed a crucial British reform current. At Newington Green in North London, Wollstonecraft encountered Richard Price, whose political sermons championed liberty, and a network advocating toleration and education. Joseph Priestley, another Dissenter, advanced scientific and political reform. Publisher Joseph Johnson, a hub for this milieu, founded the Analytical Review in 1788, employing Wollstonecraft as a reviewer. This circle debated constitutional change, pedagogy, and moral philosophy. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman bears the imprint of dissenting emphasis on reason, merit, and civic duty. Its advocacy of national education and critique of hereditary privilege reflect the program of religious and civil reformers.

Eighteenth-century Britain witnessed a pervasive cult of sensibility: social and moral discourse prized refined feeling, tears, and delicacy, especially in women. Conduct books, such as James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women (1766) and John Gregory’s A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (1774), codified subordination as virtue, urging modesty, dependence, and fragile grace. This sentimental regime shaped family expectations and female schooling. Wollstonecraft counters sensibility’s excesses, insisting that untrained emotion—encouraged by society—renders women trivial and men tyrannical. By opposing fashionable softness with disciplined reason and civic usefulness, the treatise transforms a dominant social code into evidence of structural injustice.

Elite female sociability offered another context. The Bluestocking circle, associated with Elizabeth Montagu and Elizabeth Vesey from the 1750s onward, promoted learned conversation and patronage of letters. Hester Chapone’s Letters on the Improvement of the Mind (1773) encouraged serious reading for women, within decorous bounds. These networks demonstrated women’s intellectual capacities while accepting social limits on public action. Wollstonecraft builds on their proof of female intellect but rejects the compromises of polite restraint. By demanding institutional change—co-education, civic participation, and legal reform—she converts salon accomplishments into a program for national improvement, moving from private wit to public right.

The British abolitionist movement crystallized in 1787 with the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, led by Thomas Clarkson and supported by William Wilberforce in Parliament. Olaudah Equiano’s 1789 Narrative galvanized public opinion. In 1792, a mass sugar boycott, driven in part by women consumers, pressured the slave economy; the Commons passed a gradual abolition resolution that the Lords stalled. Wollstonecraft repeatedly invokes slavery as a metaphor for women’s civil condition, linking arbitrary power in households to imperial domination. Her alignment with antislavery rhetoric strengthens her indictment of despotism and highlights women’s emerging political agency in organized moral campaigns.

Early industrialization altered gendered labor. Textile innovations—the spinning jenny (1760s), water frame (1769), and factory systems in the 1780s—reshaped work in Lancashire and the Midlands. Women and children labored in mills and domestic workshops, while ideologies of separate spheres increasingly celebrated female domesticity, especially among the middling classes. This economic-cultural tension exposed contradictions: dependence was praised even as women’s earnings were essential. Wollstonecraft addresses the material roots of subordination by calling for education that enables remunerative work and prudence. Her vision of economic independence challenges sentimental domesticity and anticipates later debates on women’s wages, property, and participation in the public economy.

Wollstonecraft’s Irish experience as a governess (1787–1788) to the Kingsborough family at Mitchelstown in County Cork exposed the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy’s hierarchies. Eighteenth-century Ireland, under Penal Laws and landlordism, saw deep class and confessional divisions; the 1782 constitutional settlement enlarged the Irish Parliament without broadening popular rights. Observing aristocratic privilege and dependent female roles within a great house sharpened her critique of rank and education by birth. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, she generalizes from such settings, arguing that entrenched inequality corrupts manners and morals, and that girls trained for display sustain systems of domination analogous to colonial rule.

British politics radicalized and narrowed between 1792 and 1795. The London Corresponding Society, founded in January 1792 by Thomas Hardy, campaigned for parliamentary reform. The Crown issued a Royal Proclamation Against Seditious Writings on 21 May 1792; habeas corpus was suspended in 1794 amid treason trials of reformers, including Hardy and John Horne Tooke (acquitted). The “Gagging Acts” of 1795—the Treasonable Practices and Seditious Meetings Acts—curbed assembly and expression. Wollstonecraft’s 1792 treatise appeared at the cusp of repression: its call for rational citizenship and public education stood against a tightening state, asserting that national virtue required the cultivation of female reason.

The book operates as a social critique by exposing how legal and educational systems manufacture dependency. It indicts coverture, aristocratic manners, and conduct-book morality for corrupting both sexes, replacing virtue with vanity and power with manipulation. By framing education as a public duty, it challenges Britain’s laissez-faire approach to schooling and insists that the nation’s strength depends on cultivating all minds. Its address to Talleyrand and engagement with revolutionary policies position domestic reform within an international conversation, making private life a matter of public justice.

Politically, the treatise denounces hereditary privilege and sentimental conservatism as incompatible with a rights-based constitutional order. It measures British and French declarations against practices that exclude women from property, representation, and civic responsibility. The analogies to slavery, the attention to working women amid industrial change, and the critique of aristocratic domestic regimes reveal class and gender as intertwined structures of domination. By redefining marriage as a civil partnership and education as a national infrastructure, the book unmasks the moral costs of inequality and urges a republican ethic of merit, accountability, and universal inclusion.
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    Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) was an English writer, educator, and political thinker of the late Enlightenment, best known for A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Across treatises, fiction, educational manuals, reviews, and travel writing, she argued that reason and virtue should be the basis of social and gender relations. Writing amid the upheavals of the 1790s, she joined debates about the French Revolution, education, and citizenship. Her prose combines moral philosophy with acute social observation, seeking practical reforms rather than abstract utopias. Though controversial in her lifetime, she is now widely regarded as a foundational voice in feminist intellectual history and in radical dissenting culture.

Her formal schooling was limited, and she largely educated herself through voracious reading and conversation. In early adulthood she supported herself through teaching and as a companion, then worked briefly as a governess in Ireland, experiences that sharpened her views on girls’ education and social dependence. In the mid‑1780s she helped run a small school at Newington Green, an English center of rational dissent. There she encountered sermons and political arguments associated with reformist thinkers such as Richard Price, whose emphasis on reason, civic virtue, and religious toleration shaped her outlook. These networks encouraged her to pursue authorship as a profession and to relocate to the London book world.

In London she entered the circle of the publisher Joseph Johnson, who employed her as a reviewer, translator, and editor for his periodical the Analytical Review. Her first books announced her principal concerns: Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787) urged practical training and moral independence; Mary: A Fiction (1788) explored sensibility, friendship, and female agency; and Original Stories from Real Life (1788) presented didactic tales for children. She translated and adapted works from French and German, including C. G. Salzmann’s Elements of Morality (1790), and produced reviews and educational materials. These labors established her reputation as a serious professional writer in a male‑dominated marketplace.

The political storms of the 1790s brought her major interventions. A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) answered Edmund Burke’s attack on the French Revolution, defending reform and criticizing inherited privilege. She soon extended these arguments in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), contending that women are rational beings entitled to education suited to citizenship and to the cultivation of virtue. Rather than separating “female” morals from general ethics, she advocated coeducational schooling and the reform of marriage and work as social institutions. The books were widely read, applauded by reformers and condemned by conservatives, securing her place in contemporary political debate.

Committed to observing events firsthand, she spent part of the early 1790s in France during the Revolution. From this experience and extensive reading she composed An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution (1794), a work that blended narrative, analysis, and ethical reflection. She praised aspirations toward liberty and civic equality while criticizing violence and factional excess. The book sought to trace how institutions and passions shape public outcomes, illustrating her method of grounding political judgment in history and moral psychology. It also showed her determination to write as an independent commentator rather than as a partisan of any single faction.

Practical circumstances led her to undertake a journey to Scandinavia in the mid‑1790s, which yielded Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796). Combining travel reportage with philosophical meditation, it treats commerce, landscape, domestic life, and justice, and is widely admired for its intimate voice and observational acuity. She continued to experiment with fiction as a vehicle for social critique. Maria, or The Wrongs of Woman, left unfinished and published posthumously in 1798, dramatizes legal and economic constraints on women and interrogates the culture of sensibility. Together these works broadened her audience beyond political controversy to include literary readers.

In her final years she remained active in London’s radical and literary circles and married the philosopher William Godwin. She died in the late 1790s from complications following childbirth. Godwin’s Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1798) celebrated her intellect but, by disclosing private matters, provoked scandal that clouded her nineteenth‑century reputation. From the late nineteenth century onward, scholars and activists reassessed her oeuvre, and twentieth‑century feminism positioned her as a progenitor of debates on education, citizenship, and rights. Today her works are read for their Enlightenment moral arguments, probing social analysis, and enduring challenge to gendered hierarchies.
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M. Wollstonecraft was born in 1759. Her father was so great a wanderer, that the place of her birth is uncertain; she supposed, however, it was London, or Epping Forest: at the latter place she spent the first five years of her life. In early youth she exhibited traces of exquisite sensibility, soundness of understanding, and decision of character; but her father being a despot in his family, and her mother one of his subjects, Mary, derived little benefit from their parental training. She received no literary instructions but such as were to be had in ordinary day schools. Before her sixteenth year she became acquainted with Mr. Clare a clergyman, and Miss Frances Blood; the latter, two years older than herself; who possessing good taste and some knowledge of the fine arts, seems to have given the first impulse to the formation of her character. At the age of nineteen, she left her parents, and resided with a Mrs. Dawson for two years; when she returned to the parental roof to give attention to her mother, whose ill health made her presence necessary. On the death of her mother, Mary bade a final adieu to her father’s house, and became the inmate of F. Blood; thus situated, their intimacy increased, and a strong attachment was reciprocated. In 1783 she commenced a day school at Newington green, in conjunction with her friend, F. Blood. At this place she became acquainted with Dr. Price, to whom she became strongly attached; the regard was mutual.

It is said that she became a teacher from motives of benevolence, or rather philanthropy, and during the time she continued in the profession, she gave proof of superior qualification for the performance of its arduous and important duties. Her friend and coadjutor married and removed to Lisbon, in Portugal, where she died of a pulmonary disease; the symptoms of which were visible before her marriage. So true was Mary’s attachment to her, that she entrusted her school to the care of others, for the purpose of attending Frances in her closing scene. She aided, as did Dr. Young, in “Stealing Narcissa a grave.” Her mind was expanded by this residence in a foreign country, and though clear of religious bigotry before, she took some instructive lessons on the evils of superstition, and intolerance.

On her return she found the school had suffered by her absence, and having previously decided to apply herself to literature, she now resolved to commence. In 1787 she made, or received, proposals from Johnson, a publisher in London, who was already acquainted with her talents as an author. During the three subsequent years, she was actively engaged, more in translating, condensing, and compiling, than in the production of original works. At this time she laboured under much depression of spirits, for the loss of her friend; this rather increased, perhaps, by the publication of “Mary, a novel,” which was mostly composed of incidents and reflections connected with their intimacy.

The pecuniary concerns of her father becoming embarrassed, Mary practised a rigid economy in her expenditures, and with her savings was enabled to procure her sisters and brothers situations, to which without her aid, they could not have had access; her father was sustained at length from her funds; she even found means to take under her protection an orphan child.

She had acquired a facility in the arrangement and expression of thoughts, in her avocation of translator, and compiler, which was no doubt of great use to her afterward. It was not long until she had occasion for them. The eminent Burke produced his celebrated “Reflections on the Revolution in France.” Mary full of sentiments of liberty, and indignant at what she thought subversive of it, seized her pen and produced the first attack upon that famous work. It succeeded well, for though intemperate and contemptuous, it was vehemently and impetuously eloquent; and though Burke was beloved by the enlightened friends of freedom, they were dissatisfied and disgusted with what they deemed an outrage upon it.

It is said that Mary, had not wanted confidence in her own powers before, but the reception this work met from the public, gave her an opportunity of judging what those powers were, in the estimation of others. It was shortly after this, that she commenced the work to which these remarks are prefixed. What are its merits will be decided in the judgment of each reader; suffice it to say she appears to have stept forth boldly, and singly, in defence of that half of the human race, which by the usages of all society, whether savage or civilized, have been kept from attaining their proper dignity—their equal rank as rational beings. It would appear that the disguise used in placing on woman the silken fetters which bribed her into endurance, and even love of slavery, but increased the opposition of our authoress: she would have had more patience with rude, brute coercion, than with that imposing gallantry, which, while it affects to consider woman as the pride, and ornament of creation, degrades her to a toy—an appendage—a cypher. The work was much reprehended, and as might well be expected, found its greatest enemies in the pretty soft creatures—the spoiled children of her own sex. She accomplished it in six weeks.

In 1792 she removed to Paris, where she became acquainted with Gilbert Imlay, of the United States. And from this acquaintance grew an attachment, which brought the parties together, without legal formalities, to which she objected on account of some family embarrassments, in which he would thereby become involved. The engagement was however considered by her of the most sacred nature, and they formed the plan of emigrating to America, where they should be enabled to accomplish it. These were the days of Robespierrean cruelty[1], and Imlay left Paris for Havre, whither after a time Mary followed him. They continued to reside there, until he left Havre for London, under pretence of business, and with a promise of rejoining her soon at Paris, which however he did not, but in 1795 sent for her to London. In the mean time she had become the mother of a female child, whom she called Frances in commemoration of her early friendship.

Before she went to England, she had some gloomy forebodings that the affections of Imlay, had waned, if they were not estranged from her; on her arrival, those forebodings were sorrowfully confirmed. His attentions were too formal and constrained to pass unobserved by her penetration, and though he ascribed his manner, and his absence, to business duties, she saw his affection for her was only something to be remembered. To use her own expression, “Love, dear delusion! Rigorous reason has forced me to resign; and now my rational prospects are blasted, just as I have learned to be contented with rational enjoyments.” To pretend to depict her misery at this time would be futile; the best idea can be formed of it from the fact that she had planned her own destruction, from which Imlay prevented her. She conceived the idea of suicide a second time, and threw herself into the Thames; she remained in the water, until consciousness forsook her, but she was taken up and resuscitated. After divers attempts to revive the affections of Imlay, with sundry explanations and professions on his part, through the lapse of two years, she resolved finally to forgo all hope of reclaiming him, and endeavour to think of him no more in connexion with her future prospects. In this she succeeded so well, that she afterwards had a private interview with him, which did not produce any painful emotions.

In 1796 she revived or improved an acquaintance which commenced years before with Wm. Godwin, author of “Political Justice,” and other works of great notoriety. Though they had not been favourably impressed with each other on their former acquaintance, they now met under circumstances which permitted a mutual and just appreciation of character. Their intimacy increased by regular and almost imperceptible degrees. The partiality they conceived for each other was, according to her biographer, “In the most refined style of love. It grew with equal advances in the mind of each. It would have been impossible for the most minute observer to have said who was before, or who after. One sex did not take the priority which long established custom has awarded it, nor the other overstep that delicacy which is so severely imposed. Neither party could assume to have been the agent or the patient, the toil-spreader or the prey in the affair. When in the course of things the disclosure came, there was nothing in a manner for either to disclose to the other.”

Mary lived but a few months after her marriage, and died in child-bed; having given birth to a daughter who is now known to the literary world as Mrs. Shelly, the widow of Percy Bysche Shelly.

We can scarcely avoid regret that one of such splendid talents, and high toned feelings, should, after the former seemed to have been fully developed, and the latter had found an object in whom they might repose, after their eccentric and painful efforts to find a resting place—that such an one should at such a time, be cut off from life is something which we cannot contemplate without feeling regret; we can scarcely repress the murmur that she had not been removed ere clouds darkened her horizon, or that she had remained to witness the brightness and serenity which might have succeeded. But thus it is; we may trace the cause to anti-social arrangements; it is not individuals but society which must change it, and that not by enactments, but by a change in public opinion.

The authoress of the “Rights of Woman,” was born April 1759, died September 1797.

That there may be no doubt regarding the facts in this sketch, they are taken from a memoir written by her afflicted husband. In addition to many kind things he has said of her, (he was not blinded to imperfections in her character) is, that she was “Lovely in her person, and in the best and most engaging sense feminine in her manners.”







TO M. TALLEYRAND PERIGORD, LATE BISHOP OF AUTUN.


Table of Contents








Sir:—

Having read with great pleasure a pamphlet, which you have lately published, on National Education, I dedicate this volume to you, the first dedication that I have ever written, to induce you to read it with attention; and, because I think that you will understand me, which I do not suppose many pert witlings will, who may ridicule the arguments they are unable to answer. But, sir, I carry my respect for your understanding still farther: so far, that I am confident you will not throw my work aside, and hastily conclude that I am in the wrong because you did not view the subject in the same light yourself. And pardon my frankness, but I must observe, that you treated it in too cursory a manner, contented to consider it as it had been considered formerly, when the rights of man, not to advert to woman, were trampled on as chimerical. I call upon you, therefore, now to 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 tenor of their political and civil government taught, have given a sinister sort of sagacity to the French character, properly termed finesse[2]; and 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 women, 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, 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 principles 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, the first constitution founded on reason, will ever show 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 seek for pleasure in variety, and faithless husbands will make faithless wives; such ignorant beings, indeed, will be very excusable when, not taught to respect public good, nor allowed any civil right, they attempt to do themselves justice by retaliation.

The box of mischief thus opened in society, what is to preserve private virtue, the only security of public freedom and universal happiness?

Let there be then no coercion ESTABLISHED in society, and the common law of 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,” 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.
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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[1q]; 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 that 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[3], 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 rational wives; 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 only considered as females, and not as a part of the human species, when improvable 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 and 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 general, is inferior to the male. The male pursues, the female yields—this is the law of nature; and it does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favour of woman. This physical superiority cannot 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 philosophical 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, 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 show 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, nor 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 nothings, these caricatures of the real beauty of sensibility, dropping glibly from the tongue, vitiate the taste, and create a kind of sickly delicacy that turns away from simple unadorned truth; and a deluge of false sentiments and over-stretched feelings, stifling the 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 the seraglio! Can they govern a family, 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 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[1], 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
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