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ary Wollstonecraft’s father inherited a substantial fortune and set himself up
as a gentleman farmer. He was, however, both extravagant and incompetent,
and as one farm after another failed, he became moody and violent and sought sol-
ace in heavy bouts of drinking and in tyrannizing his submissive wife. Mary was the
second of five children and the oldest daughter. She later told her husband, William
Godwin, that she used to throw herself in front of her mother to protect her from her
husband’s blows, and that she sometimes slept outside the door of her parents’ bed-
room to intervene if her father should break out in a drunken rage. The solace of
Mary’s early life was her fervent attachment to Fanny Blood, an accomplished girl
two years her senior; their friendship, which began when Mary was sixteen, endured
and deepened until Fanny’s death.

At the age of nineteen, Mary Wollstonecraft left home to take a position as com-
panion to a well-to-do widow living in Bath, where for the first time she had the
opportunity to observe—and scorn—the social life of the upper classes at the most
fashionable of English resort cities. Having left her job in 1780 to nurse her dying
mother through a long and harrowing illness, Wollstonecraft next went to live with
the Bloods, where her work helped sustain the struggling family. Her sister Eliza
meanwhile had married and, in 1784, after the birth of a daughter, suffered a ner-
vous breakdown. Convinced that her sister’s collapse was the result of her hushand’s
cruelty and abuse, Wollstonecraft persuaded her to abandon husband and child and
flee to London. Because a divorce at that time was not commonly available, and a
fugitive wife could be forced to return to her husband, the two women hid in secret
quarters while awaiting the grant of a legal separation. The infant, automatically
given into the father’s custody, died before she was a year old.

The penniless women, together with Fanny Blood and Wollstonecraft's other sis-
ter, Everina, established a girls’ school at Newington Green, near London. The proj-
ect flourished at first, and at Newington, Wollstonecraft was befriended by the
Reverend Richard Price, the radical author who was soon to play a leading role in
the British debates about the Revolution in France, and whose kindly guidance
helped shape her social and political opinions. Blood, although already ill with
tuberculosis, went to Lisbon to marry her longtime suitor, Hugh Skeys, and quickly
became pregnant. Wollstonecraft rushed to Lisbon to attend her friend’s childbirth,
only to have Fanny die in her arms; the infant died soon afterward. The loss threw
Wollstonecraft (alrcady subject to bouts of depression) into black despair, which was
heightened when she found that the school at Newington was in bad financial straits
and had to be closed. Tormented by creditors, she rallied her energics to write her
first book, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1786), a conventional and pious
series of essays, and took up a position as governess for several daughters in the
Anglo-Irish family of Viscount Kingshorough, a man of great wealth whose seat was
in County Cork, Ireland.

The Kingsboroughs were well intentioned and did their best to introduce Woll-
stonecraft into the busy trivialities of their social life. But the ambiguity of her posi-
tion as governess, halfway between a servant and a member of the family, was galling.
An antagonism developed between Wollstonecraft and Lady Kingsborough, in part
because the children feared their mother and adored their governess. Wollstonecraft
was dismissed. She returned to London, where Joseph johnson in 1788 published
Mary, a Viction, a novel, as Wollstonecralt described it, about “the mind of a woman
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who hus thinking powers” Juhisson also published her book for childven, Original
Stowies from Real Pife, w connidenable suceess that was translated into German and
quickly achieved i second Foplich edition illustrated with engravings by William
Blike. Wollstonecraft was belviended and subsidized by Johnson, the major publisher
i England of radical and reformist books, and she took a prominent place among the
writers (including notables such as Barbauld and Coleridge) whom he regularly enter-
tained at his rooms in St. Paul’'s Churchyard. She published translations from French
and German (she had taught herself both languages) and began reviewing books for
Jolinson's newly founded journal, the Analytical Review. Though still in straitened
circumstances, she helped support her two sisters and her improvident and importu-
wite Tather, and was also generous with funds—and with advice—to one of her
brothers and to the indigent family of Fanny Blood.

In 1790 Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France—an eloquent
and powerful attack on the French Revolution and its English sympathizers—
quickly evoked Wollstonecraft's response, A Vindication of the Rights of Men. This
was a formidable piece of argumentation; its most potent passages represent the dis-
abilities and sufferings of the English lower classes and impugn the motives and
sentiments of Burke. This work, the first book-length reply to Burke, scored an
immediate success, although it was soon submerged in the flood of other replies,
most notably Thomas Paine’s classic Rights of Man (1791-92). In 1792 Wollstone-
craft focused her defense of the underprivileged on her own sex and wrote, in six
weeks of intense effort, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

Earlier writers in both France and England had proposed that, given equivalent
¢ducations, women would equal men in achievement. Wollstonecraft was particu-
larly indebted to the historian Catharine Macaulay, whose Letters on Education
{1790) she had reviewed enthusiastically. At the same time Wollstoneeraft was
contributing to a long-running discussion of human rights that in Britain dated
back to John Locke’s publication of the Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690).
Prefaced with a letter addressed to the French politician Bishop Talleyrand, the
Vindication was in part her rejoinder to the inconsistent actions of France's National
Assembly, which in 1791 had formally denied to all Frenchwomen the rights of
citizens, even as, ironically enough, it set about celebrating the “universal rights
ol man.”

Her book was also unprecedented in its firsthand observations of the disabilities
and indignities suffered by women and in the articulateness and passion with which
it exposed and decried this injustice. Wollstonecraft's views were conspicuously
radical at a time when women had no political rights; were limited to a few lowly
vocations as servants, nurses, governesses, and petty shopkeepers; and were legally
nonpersons who lost their property to their husbands at marriage and were incapa-
ble of instituting an action in the courts of law. An impressive feature of her book,
lor all its vehemence, is the clear-sightedness and balance of her analysis of the
social conditions of the time, as they affect men as well as women. She perceives
that women constitute an oppressed class that cuts across the standard hierarchy of
social classes; she shows that women, because they are denied their rights as human
beings, have been forced to seek their ends by means of coquetry and cunning, the
weapons of the weak; and, having demonstrated that it is contrary to reason to
expect virtue from those who are not {ree, she also recognizes that men, no less than
women, inherit their roles, and that the wielding of irresponsible power corrupts the
oppressor no less than it distorts the oppressed. Hence her surprising and telling
comparisons between women on the one hand and men of the nobility and military
on the other as classes whose values and behavior have been distorted because their
social roles prevent them from becoming fully human. In writing this pioncering
work, Wollstonecraft found the cause that she was to pursue the rest of her lile.

In December 1792 Wollstonecraft went to Paris to observe the Revolution ot
firsthand. During the years that she lived in France, 1793 -94, the carly peniad ol
moderation was succeeded by extremism and violence. In Paris she joined o pronp




of English, American, and European expatrintes sympathetic to the Revolution nnd
fell in love with Gilbert Imlay, a personable American whao luad brelly been an ol b

cer in the American Revolutionary Army and was the anthan ol o widely read hook
on the Kentucky backwoods, where he had been an explorer. e played the role in
Paris of an American frontiersman and child of nature, but was in fact an adven

turer who had left America to avoid prosecution for debt and for reewheeling
speculations in Kentucky land. He was also unscrupulous in his relations with
women. The two became lovers, and their daughter, Fanny Imlay, was born in May
1794. Imlay, who was often absent on mysterious business deals, left mother and
daughter for a visit to London that he kept protracting. After the publication of her
book An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolu-
tion (1794), Wollstonecraft followed Imlay to London, where, convinced that he no
longer loved her, she tried to commit suicide. The attempt, however, was discovered
and prevented by Imlay. To get her out of the way, he persuaded her to take a trip as
his business envoy to the Scandinavian countries. Although this was then a region
of poor or impassible roads and primitive accommodations, the intrepid Wollstone-
craft traveled there for four months, sometimes in the wilds, accompanied by the
year-old Fanny and a French nursemaid.

Back in London, Wollstonecraft discovered that Imlay was living with a new mis-
tress, an actress. Finally convinced he was lost to her, she hurled herself from a bridge
into the Thames but was rescued by a passerby. Imlay departed with his actress to
Paris. Wollstonecraft, resourceful as always, used the letters she had written to Imlay
to compose a book, Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and
Denmark (1796), full of sharp observations of politics, the lives of Scandinavian
women, and the austere northern landscape.

In the same year Wollstonecralt renewed an carlier acquaintance with the philoso-
pher William Godwin. Vs Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), the most dras-
tic proposal for restructuring the political and social order yet published in England,
together with his novel of tervor, Caleh Williains (1794), which embodies his social
views, had made him the most famed radical writer of his time. The austerely ratio-
nalistic philosopher, then forty years of age, had an unexpected capacity for deep
feeling, and what began as a flirtation soon ripened into affection and (as their letters
show) passionate physical love. She wrote Godwin, with what was for the time
remarkable outspokenness on the part of & woman: “Now by these presents [i.e., this
document] let me assure you that you are not only in my heart, but my veins, this
morning. I turn from you half abashed—ycet you haunt me, and some look, word or

touch thrills through my whole frame. . . . When the heart and reason accord there is
no flying from voluptuous sensations, do what @ woman can.” Wollstonecraft was
soon pregnant once more, and Godwin {(who had in his Inquiry attacked the institu-
tion of marriage as a base form of property rights in human beings) braved the ridi-

cule of his radical friends and conservative encimics by marrying her.

They set up a household together, but Godwin also kept separate quarters in
which to do his writing, and they further salvaged their principles by agreeing to live
separate social lives. Wollstonecraft was able to cujoy this arrangement for only six
months. She began writing The Wrongs of Wontan, & novel about marriage and
motherhood that uses its Gothic setting inside a dilapidated madhouse to explore
how women are confined both by unjust marriage laws and by their own romantic
illusions. On August 30, 1797, she gave birth to a daughter, Mary Wollstonecraft
Godwin, later the author of Frankenstein and wife ol Percy Shelley. The delivery was
not difficult, but resulted in massive blood poisoning. Alter ten days of agony, she
lapsed into a coma and died. Her last whispered words were about her husband: “He
is the kindest, best man in the world.” Godwin wrote 1o a friend, announcing her
death: “I lirmly helieve that there does not exist her equal in the world. 1 know from
experience we were formed to make each other happy.”

To distract himself in his grief, Godwin published in 1798 Memoirs of the Author
of "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,” in which he 10ld, with the total candor on
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which he prided himsell, of hee altaivs with londay wnd himself, her attempts ai sui
cide, and her freethinking in matters of religion and sexual relationships. 1n four
cotupanion volumes of her Posthumous Works, he indiscreetly included her love let-
ters (o Tmlay along with the unfinished Wrongs of Woman. The reaction to these
revelations was immediate and ugly. The conservative satirist the Reverend Richard
Polwhele, for instance, remarked gloatingly on how it appeared to him providential
that as a proponent of sexual equality Wollstonecraft should have died in child-
hirth  “a death that strongly marked the distinction of the sexes, by pointing out the
destiny of women, and the diseases to which they are liable.” The unintended conse-
quence of Godwin’s candor was that Wollstonecraft came to be saddled with a scan-
dalous reputation so enduring that through the Victorian era advocates of the
equality of women circumspectly avoided explicit reference to her Vindication. Even
John Stuart Mill, in his Subjection of Women (1869), neglected to mention the work.
1t was only in the twentieth century, and especially in the later decades, that Woll-
stonecraft’s Vindication gained recognition as a classic in the literature not only of
women’s rights but of social analysis as well.

From A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

From The Dedication to M. Talleyrand-Périgord

e s e

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 gen-
eral 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 consider-
ing 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 conclu-
sive, 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 chas-
tity will never be respected in the male world till the person of a woman is not,
as it were, idolized, when little virtue or sense embellish it with the grand
traces of mental beauty, or the interesting simplicity of affection.

Consider, Sir, dispassionately, these observations—for a glimpse of this
truth seemed to open before you when you observed, ‘that to see one half of
the human race excluded by the other from all participation of government,
was a political pheenomenon that, according to abstract principles, it was
impossible to explain.’ If so, on what does your constitution rest?* If the

1. In 1791 Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-
Périgord submitted a report on public education
to France’s new Constituent Assembly.

2. Here as elsewhere in the Vindication, the
word sexual is equivalent to the modern term

“gender-specific.”

3. In France’s Constitution of 1791 only males
over twenty-five were citizens. Women were nol
to get the vote until 1944.
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abstract rights of man will bear discussion nd sxplunation, those of wonan,
by a parity of reasoning, will not shrink from the same test thouph a diller
ent opinion prevails in this country, built on the very srpamients 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 partici-
pation 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 madc to acquire personal accomplishments,
men will seek for pleasure in variety, and laithlcss husbands will make faith-
less wives; such ignorant beings, indced, 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 mischief thus opencd in socicty,” what is to preserve private
virtue, the only security of public freedom and universal happiness?

4. Samuel Johnson's Dictionary of the Lnglish
Language of 1755 (the later 18th century's author
itative guide to usage) defines prescription as
“rules produced and authorised by long custom:
custom continued till it has the force of Lw.” In
her first Vindication Wollstonecraft noted how
the doctrine of prescription motivated Fdnund
Burke’s antagonism toward the dismuntling of
inherited privileges in revolutionary France and,

accordingly, identified his Reflections on the Rev-
olution as championing the rich, who invoke “pre-
scription,” she asserted, as “an immortal boundary
against innovation.”

5. Refers to the story of Pandora, who in Greek
mythology was the first woman, and to her open-
ing of the box that Zeus, king of the gods, had
sent down 1o carth with her. That action released
evil into the world.

Let there be then no cocveion established in society, and the conmmon law
ol gravity prevailing, the seses will fall into their proper places. And, now that
more equitable Taws e torming your citizens, marriage may l)‘(:cm.nc more
wacred: your young men may choose wives from motives of affection, and
your maidens allow love 1o root out vanity.

The father of a family will not then weaken his constitution and debase
e sentiments, by visiting the harlot, nor forget, in obeying the. call of appe-
e, 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.the.ir genera-
tn, choose to spend at their glass; for this exertion of cunning is only an
instinet 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 perr'n?tted 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 Francle; a.nd
<hould they lead to a confirmation of my principles, \_}vhen your constitution
1~ revised the Rights of Woman may be respected, if it l)c‘ fully provcjd ‘that

reason calls for this respect, and loudly demands Justice for one half of the

human race. ‘
I am, Sii,

Your's respectlully,

M. W.

Introduction

\fter considering the historic page, and viewing the living world w'ith anx-
ious solicitude, the most melancholy emotions of sorrowful iQdignatlon bave
depressed my spirits, and 1 have sighed when obliged to confess, that entl.'le.r
nature has made a great difference between man and man, or that the civi-
lization which has hitherto taken place in the world has been very partial. 1
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
cducation of my fellow-creatures is the grand source of the misery I dep19re;
and that women, in particular, are rendered weak and wretched by a variety
of concurring causes, originating from one hasty conclusion. The condu.ct
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 r'ich 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
ol this barren blooming’ I attribute to a false system of education, gathered

6. Luke 16.8: “For the children of this world are
in their generation wiser than the children of
fight.” o
7. Wollstonecraft compares women to “luxuri-

ants,” botanical science’s technical term for those
plants that late 18th century gardeners, dinwing,
on the latest techniques, cultivated Tor then
showy blooms and at the cxpense ol then weedn



