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A Vindication of the Rights

of Woman
MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

Mary Wollstonecraft ( 1759-1797) was an English novelist and political
writer. In A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) she defended the
French Revolution against Edmund Burke’s attack (see selection 25 for
excerpts from Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France). In her
longer and more famous book, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(1792), Wollstonecraft argued that “the rights of man” must extend to the
other half of the human race, namely, women. In this second Vindication,
from which the following selection is taken, Wollstonecraft places particu-
lar stress upon the importance of education. Education is vital to men and
women alike, she believed, for it enables them to acquire knowledge and
to develop reason and virtue, Indeed, her claim is that women, “in com-
mon with men, are placed on this earth to unfold their faculties. . . .
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LIBERATION IDEOLOGIES AND THE POLITICS OF IDENTITY

OBSERVATIONS ON THE STATE OF DEGRADATION TO WHICH WOMAN IS
REDUCED BY VARIOUS CAUSES

That woman is naturally weak, or degraded by a
concurrence of circumstances, is, I think, clear.
But this position I shall simply contrast with a
conclusion, which I have frequendy heard fall
from sensible men in favour of an aristocracy;
that the mass of mankind cannot be anything, or
the obsequious slaves, who patiently allow them-
selves to be driven forward, would feel their own
consequence, and spurn their chains. Men, they
further observe, submit everywhere to oppres-
sion, when they have only to lift up their heads
to throw off the yoke; yet, instead of asserting
their birthright, they quietly lick the dust, and
say, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”
Women, I argue from analogy, are degraded by
the same propensity to enjoy the present
moment, and at last despise the freedom which
they have not sufficient virtue to struggle to
attain. But I must be more explicit.

With respect to the culture of the heart, it is
unanimously allowed that sex is out of the ques-
tion; but the line of subordination in the mental
powers is never to be passed over. Only “absolute
in loveliness,” the portion of rationality granted
to woman is, indeed, very scanty; for denying her
genius and judgment, it is scarcely possible to
divine what remains to characterise intellect.

The stamen of immortality, if I may be
allowed the phrase, is the perfectibility of human
reason; for, were man created perfect, or did a
flood of knowledge break upon him, when he
arrived at maturity, that precluded error, I should
doubt whether his existence would be continued
after the dissolution of the body. But, in the pre-
sent state of things, every difficulty in morals that
escapes from human discussion, and equally baf-
fles the investigation of profound thinking, and
the lightning glance of genius, is an argument on
which I build my belief of the immortality of the
soul. Reason is, consequently, the simple power

_of improvement; or, more properly speaking, of
discerning truth. Every individual is in this
respect a world in itself. More or less may be con-
spicuous in one being than another; but the
nature of reason must be the same in all, if it be

an emanation of divinity, the tie that connects the
creature with the Creator; for, can that soul be
stamped with the heavenly image, that is not per-
fected by the exercise of its own reason? Yet our-
wardly ornamented with elaborate care, and so
adorned to delight man, “that with honour he
may love,” the soul of woman is not allowed to
have this distinction, and man, ever placed
between her and reason, she is always represented
as only created to see through a gross medium,
and to take things on trust. But dismissing these
fanciful theories, and considering woman as a

whole, let it be what it will, instead of a part of |

man, the inquiry is whether she have reason or
not. If she have, . . . she was not created merely
to be the solace of man. . . .

The power of generalising ideas, of drawing
comprehensive conclusions from individual
observations, is the only acquirement, for an
immortal being, that really deserves the name of
knowledge. Merely to observe, without endeav-
ouring to account for anything, may (in a very
incomplete manner) serve as the common sense
of life; but where is the store laid up that is to
clothe the soul when it leaves the body?

This power has not only been denied to
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women; but writers have insisted that it is incon-
sistent, with a few exceptions, with their sexual
character. Let men prove this, and I shall grant

that woman only exists for man. I must, however,
previously remark, that the power of gencralising
ideas, to any great extent, is not very commoun
amongst men or women. But this exercise is the
true cultivation of the understanding; and every-
thing conspires to render the cultivation of the
understanding more difficult in the female than
the male world.

I am naturally led by the assertion to the
main subject of the present chapter, and shall
now attempt to point out some of the causes that
degrade the sex, and prevent women from gen-
eralising their observations.

I shall not go back to the remote annals of
antiquity to trace the history of woman; it is suffi-
cient to allow that she has always been either



slave or a despot, and to remark that each of these
situations equally retards the progress of reason.
The grand source of female folly and vice has ever
appeared to me to arise from narrowness of mind;
and the very constitution of civil governments has
put almost insuperable obstacles in the way to pre-
vent the cultivation of the female understanding;
yet virtue can be built on no other foundation.
The same obstacles are thrown in the way of the
rich, and the same consequences ensue.

Necessity has been proverbially termed the
mother of invention; the aphorism may be
extended to virtue, It is an acquirement, and an
acquirement to which pleasure must be sacri-
ficed; and who sacrifices pleasure when it is
within the grasp, whose mind has not been
opened and strengthened by adversity, or the
pursuit of knowledge goaded on by necessity?
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. But if from their birth men and women
be placed in a torrid zone, with the meridian sun
of pleasure darting directly upon them, how can
they sufficiently brace their minds to discharge
the duties of life, or even to relish the affections
that carry them out of themselves?

Pleasure is the business of woman’s life,
according to the present modification of society;
and while it continues to be so, little can be
expected from such weak beings. Inheriting in a
lincal descent from the first fair defect in
nature—the sovereignty of beauty—they have, to
maintain their power, resigned the natural rights
which the exercise of reason might have procured
them, and chosen rather to be short-lived queens
than labour to obtain the sober pleasures that
arise from equality. Exalted by their inferiority
(this sounds like a contradiction), they constantly
demand homage as women, though experience
should teach them that men who pride them-
selves upon paying this arbitrary insolent respect
to the sex, with the most scrupulous exactness,
are most inclined to tyrannise over, and despise
the very weakness they cherish. . . .

Ah! why do women—I write with affection-
ate solicitude—condescend to receive a degree of
attention and respect from strangers different
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from that reciprocation of civility which the dic-
tates of humanity and the politeness of civilisa-
tion authorise between man and man? And why
do they not discover, when “in the noon of
beauty’s power,” that they are treated like queens
only to be deluded by hollow respect, till they are
led to resign, or not assume, their natural pre-
rogatives? Confined, then, in cages like the feath-
ered race, they have nothing to do but to plume
themselves, and stalk with mock majesty from
perch to perch. It is true they are provided with
food and raiment, for which they neither toil nor
spin; but health, liberty, and virtue are given in
exchange. But where, amongst mankind, has
been found sufficient strength of mind to enable
a being to resign these adventitious preroga-
tives—one who, rising with the"calm dignity of
reason above opinion, dared to be proud of the
privileges inherent in man? And it is vain to
expect it whilst hereditary power chokes the
affections, and nips reason in the bud. . . .
Mankind, including every description, wish
to be loved and respected by something, and the
common herd will always take the nearest road
to the completion of their wishes. The respect
paid to wealth and beauty is the most certain and
unequivocal, and, of course, will always attract
the vulgar eye of common minds. Abilities and
virtues are absolutely necessary to raise men from
the middle rank of life into notice, and the nat-
ural consequence is notorious—the middle rank
contains most virtue and abilities. Men have thus,
in one station at least, an opportunity of exerting
themselves with dignity, and of rising by the exer-
tions which really improve a rational creature;
but the whole female sex are, till their character
is formed, in the same condition as the rich, for
they are born—I now speak of a state of civilisa-
tion—with certain sexual privileges, and whilst
they are gratuitously granted them, few will ever
think of works of supererogation to obtain the
esteem of a small number of superior people.
When do we hear of women who, starting
out of obscurity, boldly claim respect on account
of their great abilities or daring virtues? Where are
they to be found? “To be observed, to be attended
10, to be taken notice of with sympathy, compla-
cency, and approbation, are all the advantages
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which they seek.” True! my male readers will
probably exclaim; but let them, before they draw
any conclusion, recollect that this was not writ-
ten originally as descriptive of women, but of the
rich. In Dr. [Adam] Smith’s Theory of Moral Sen-
timents | have found a general character of peo-
ple of rank and fortune, that, in my opinion,
might with the greatest propriety be applied to
the female sex. I refer the sagacious reader to the
whole comparison, but must be allowed to quote
a passage to enforce an argument that I mean to
insist on, as the one most conclusive against a
sexual character. For if, excepting warriors, no
great men of any denomination have ever
appeared amongst the nobility, may it not be
fairly inferred that their local situation swallowed
up the man, and produced a character similar to
that of women, who are localised—if I may be
allowed the word—by the rank they are placed in
by courtesy> Women, commonly called ladies, are
not to be contradicted in company, are not
allowed to exert any manual strength; and from
them the negative virtues only are expected,
when any virtues are expected—patience, docil-
ity, good humour, and flexibility—virtues incom-
patible with any vigorous exertion of intellect.
Besides, by living more with each other, and
being seldom absolutely alone, they are more
under the influence of sentiments than passions.
Solitude and reflection are necessary to give to
wishes the force of passions, and to enable the
imagination to enlarge the object, and make it
the most desirable. The same may be said of the
ideas, collected by impassioned thinking or calm
investigation, to acquire that strength of charac-
ter on which great resolves are built, . . .

In the middle rank of life, to continue the
comparison, men, in their youth, are prepared for
professions, and marriage is not considered as the
grand feature in their lives; whilst women, on the
contrary, have no other scheme to sharpen their
faculties. It is not business, extensive plans, or any
of the excursive flights of ambition, that engross
their attention; no, their thoughts are not
employed in rearing such noble structures. To
rise in the world, and have the liberty of running
from pleasure to pleasure, they must marry
advantageously, and to this object their time is

sacrificed, and their persons often legally prosti-
tuted. A man when he enters any profession has
his eye steadily fixed on some future advantage
(and the mind gains great strength by having all
its efforts directed to one point), and, full of his
business, pleasure is considered as mere relax-
ation; whilst women seek for pleasure as the main
purpose of existence. In fact, from the education,
which they reccive from society, the love of plea-
sure may be said to govern them all; but does this
prove that there is a sex in souls? It would be just
as rational to declare that the courtiers in France,
when a destructive system of despotism had
formed their character, were not men, because
liberty, virtue, and humanity, were sacrificed to
plcasurc and vanity. Fatal passions, which have
ever domineered over the whole race!

The same love of pleasure, fostered by the
whole tendency of their education, gives a trifling
turn to the conduct of women in most circum-
stances; for instance, they are ever anxious about
secondary things; and on the watch for adven-
tures instead of being occupied by duties. . . .

In short, women, in general, as well as the
rich of both sexes have acquired all the follies and
vices of civilisation, and missed the useful fruit.
It is not necessary for me always to premise that
1 speak of the condition of the whole sex, leaving
exceptions out of the question. Their senses are
inflamed, and their understandings neglected,
consequently they become the prey of their
sense, delicately termed sensibility, and are blown
about by every momentary gust of feeling.
Civilised women are, therefore, so weakened by
false refinement, that, respecting morals, their
condition is much below what it would be were
they left in a state nearer to nature. Ever restless
and anxious, their over-exercised sensibility not
only renders them uncomfortable themselves,
but troublesome, to use a soft phrase, to others.
All their thoughts turn on things calculated to
excite emotion and fecling, when they should
reason, their conduct is unstable, and their opin-
ions are wavering—not the wavering produced
by deliberation or progressive views, but by con-
tradictory emotions. By fits and starts they arc
warm in many pursuits; yet this warmth, never
concentrated into perseverance, soon exhausts



itself; exhaled by its own heat, or meeting with
some other fleeting passion, to which reason has
never given any specific gravity, neutrality ensues.
Miserable, indeed, must be that being whose cul-
tivation of mind has only tended to inflame its pas-
sions! A distinction should be made between
inflaming and strengthening them. The passions
thus pampered, whilst the judgment is left
unformed, what can be expected to ensue?
Undoubtedly, a mixture of madness and folly! . . .

And will moralists pretend to assert that this
is the condition in which one-half of the human
race should be encouraged to remain with listless
inactivity and stupid acquiescence? Kind instruc-
tors! what were we created for? To remain, it may
be said, innocent; they mean in a state of child-
hood. We might as well never have been born,
unless it were necessary that we should be cre-
ated to enable man to acquire the noble privilege
of reason, the power of discerning good from
evil, whilst we lie down in the dust from whence
we were taken, never to rise again. . . .

I come round to my old argument; if woman
be allowed to have an immortal soul, she must
have, as the employment of life, an understand-
ing to improve. And when, to render the present
state more complete, though everything proves
it to be but a fraction of a mighty sum, she is
incited by present gratification to forget her
grand destination, nature is counteracted, or she
was born only to procreate and rot. Or, granting
brutes of every description a soul, though not a
reasonable one, the exercise of instinct and sen-
sibility may be the step which they are to take, in
this life, towards the arrainment of reason in the
next; so that through all eternity they will lag
behind man, who, why we cannot tell, had the
power given him of attaining reason in his first
mode of existence.

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
insinuatc that they should be taken out of their
families, speaking of the majority. “He that hath
wife and children,” says Lord [Francis] Bacon,
“hath given hostages to fortune; for they are
impediments to great enterprises, either of virtue
or mischief, Certainly the best works, and of great-
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est merit for the public, have proceeded from the
unmarried or childless men.” I say the same of
women. But the welfare of society is not built on
extraordinary exertions; and were it more reason-
ably organised, there would be still less need of
great abilities, or heroic virtues.

In the regulation of a family, in the education
of children, understanding, in an unsophisticated
sense, is particularly required—strength both of
body and mind; yet the men who, by their writ-
ings, have most earnestly laboured to domesticate
women, have endeavored, by arguments dictated
by a gross appetite, which satiety had rendered fas-
tidious, to weaken their bodies and cramp their
minds. But, if even by these sinister methods they
really persuaded women, by working on their feel-
ings, to stay at home, and fulfill the duties of a
mother and a mistress of a family, I should cau-
tiously oppose opinions that led women to right
conduct, by prevailing on them to make the dis-
charge of such important duties the main business
of life, though reason werc insulted. Yet, and I
appeal to experience, if by neglecting the under-
standing they be as much, nay, more detached
from these domestic employments than they
could by the most serious intellectual pursuit,
though it may be observed, that the mass of
mankind will never vigorously pursue an intellec-
tual object, I may be allowed to infer that reason
is absolutely necessary to enable a woman to per-
form any duty properly, and I must again repeat,
that sensibility is not reason.

The comparison with the rich still occurs to
me; for, when men neglect the duties of human-
ity, women will follow their example; a common
stream hurries them both along with thought-
less celerity. Riches and honours prevent a man
from enlarging his understanding, and encrvate
all his powers by reversing the order of nature,
which has ever made true pleasure the reward of
labor. Pleasure—enervating pleasure—is, like-
wise, within women’s reach without earning it.
But, till hereditary possessions are spread
abroad, how can we expect men to be proud of
virtue? And, till they are, women will govern
them by the most direct means, neglecting their
dull domestic duties to catch the pleasure that
sits lightly on the wing of time.



