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cultivation, and in modern days have subjected them to the censure and
ridicule of writers of all descriptions, from the deep thinking philosopher
to the man of ton * and gallantry, who, by the bye, sometimes distin-
guishes himself by qualities which are not greatly superior to those he

despises in women.

12. Mary Wollstonecraft (1792)

... The most perfect education, in my opinion, is such an exercise of the
understanding as is best calculated to strengthen the body and form the
heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain such habits of
virtue as will render it independent. In fact, it is a farce to call any being
virtuous whose virtues do not result from the exercise of its own reason.
This was Rousseau’s opinion respecting men: | extend it to women, and
confidently assert that they have been drawn out of their sphere by false
refinement, and not by an endeavour to acquire masculine qualities. Still
the regal homage which they receive is so intoxicating, that till the man-
ners of the times are changed, and formed on more reasonable principles,
it may be impossible to convince them that the illegitimate power, which
they obtain, by degrading themselves, is a curse, and that they must re-
turn to nature and equality, if they wish to secure the placid satisfaction
that unsophisticated affections impart. But for this epoch we must wait—
wait, perhaps, till kings and nobles, enlightened by reason, and, prefer-
ring the real dignity of man to childish state, throw off their gaudy hered-
itary trappings: and if then women do not resign the arbitrary power of
beauty—they will prove that they have less mind than man.

I may be accused of arrogance; still I must declare what | firmly believe,
that all the writers who have written on the subject of female education
and manners, from Rousseau to Dr. Gregory, have contributed to render
women more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise have
been; and consequently, more useless members of society. 1 might have
expressed this conviction in a lower key; but I am afraid it would have
been the whine of affectation, and not the faithful expression of my feel-
ings, of the clear result which experience and reflection have led me to
draw. . ..

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

Many are the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, con-

OED: “The fashion, the vogue, the mode” (1769).—eds.

12. Mary Wollstonecraft (1792) 57
tribute to enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpen-
ing their senses. One, perhaps, that silently does more mischief than all

the rest, is their disregard of order.
To do everything in an orderly manner, is a most important precept,

which women, who, generally speaking, receive only a disorderly kind of

education, seldom attend to with that degree of exactness that men, who

from their infancy are broken into method, observe. . ..
This contempt of the understanding in early life has more baneful con-
sequences than is commonly supposed; for the little knowledge which

women of strong minds attain, is, from various circumstances, of a more

desultory kind than the knowledge of men, and it is acquired more by

sheer observations on real life, than from comparing what has been indi-

vidually observed with the results of experience generalized by specula-

tion. Led by their dependent situation and domestic employments more

into society, what they learn is rather by snatches; and as learning is with

them, in general, only a secondary thing, they do not pursue any one

branch with that persevering ardour necessary to give vigour to the fac-

ulties, and clearness to the judgment. In the present state of society, a lit-
tle learning is required to support the character of a gentleman; and boys
are obliged to submit to a few years of discipline. But in the education of
women, the cultivation of the understanding is always subordinate to the
acquirement of some corporeal accomplishment; even while enervated by
confinement and false notions of modesty, the body is prevented from at-
taining that grace and beauty which relaxed half-formed limbs never ex-
hibit. Besides, in youth their faculties are not brought forward by emula-
tion; and having no serious scientific study, if they have natural sagacity
it is turned too soon on life and manners. They dwell on effects, and
modifications, without tracing them back to causes; and complicated
rules to adjust behaviour are a weak substitute for simple principles. . . .

. Riches and hereditary honours have made cyphers of women to
give consequence to the numerical figure; and idleness has produced a
mixture of gallantry and despotism into society, which leads the very men
who are the slaves of their mistresses to tyrannize over their sisters,
wives, and daughters. This is only keeping them in rank and file, it is true.
Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and there will be an end to
blind obedience; but, as blind obedience is ever sought for by power, ty-
rants and sensualists are in the right when they endeavour to keep women
in the dark, because the former only want slaves, and the latter a play-
thing. The sensualist, indeed, has been the most dangerous of tyrants,
and women have been duped by their lovers, as princes by their ministers,
whilst dreaming that they reigned over them.

1 now principally allude to Rousseau, for his character of Sophia is,
undoubtedly, a captivating one, though it appears to me grossly un-
natural; however it is not the superstructure, but the foundation of her
character, the principles on which her education was built, that 1 mean to
attack; nay, warmly as | admire the genius of that able writer, whose
opinions | shall often have occasion to cite, indignation always takes
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place of admiration, and the rigid frown of insulted virtue effaces the
smile of complacency, which his eloquent periods are wont to raise, when

I read his voluptuous reveries. . . .
. . . Rousseau declares that a woman should never, for a moment, feel

herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise her
natural cunning, and made a coquettish slave in order to render her a
more alluring object of desire, a siveeter companion to man, whenever he
chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, which he pretends to
draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates that
truth and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be
cultivated with certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female
character, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed
with unrelenting rigour.

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

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

Let it not be concluded that | wish to invert the order of things. . . .

Youth is the season for love in both sexes; but in those days of thought-
less enjoyment provision should be made for the more important years o!
life, when reflection takes place of sensation. But Rousseau, and mosto!
the male writers who have followed his steps, have warmly inculcated
that the whole tendency of female education ought to be directed to one
point:—to render them pleasing.

Let me reason with the supporters of this opinion who have any
knowledge of human nature, do they imagine that marriage can eradicate
the habitude of life? The woman who has only been taught to please will
soon find that her charms are oblique sunbeams, and that they canno!
have much effect on her husband’s heart when they are seen every day,
when the summer is passed and gone. Will she then have sufficient native
energy to look into herself for comfort, and cultivate her dormant (ac-
uities? or, is it not more rational to expect that she will try to please other

I rhe emotions raised by the expectation of new conquests.’
—«-ifiration her love or pride has received?
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When the husband ceases to be a lover—and the time will inevitably
come, her desire of pleasing will then grow languid, or become a spring
of bitterness; and love, perhaps, the most evanescent of all passions, gives

place to jealousy or vanity.
I now speak of women who are restrained by principle or prejudice;

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

1 have, probably, had an opportunity of observing more girls in their
infancy than J. J. Rousseau—I can recollect my own feelings, and | have
looked steadily around me; yet, so far from coinciding with him in opin-
ion respecting the first dawn of the female character, | will venture to af-
firm, that a girl, whose spirits have not been damped by inactivity, or in-
nocence tainted by false shame, will always be a romp, and the doll will
never excite attention unless confinement allows her no alternative. Girls
and boys, in short, would play harmlessly together, if the distinction of
sex was not inculcated long before nature makes any difference. 1 will go
further, and affirm, as an indisputable fact, that most of the women, in
the circle of my observation, who have acted like rational creatures, or
shown any vigour of intellect, have accidentally been allowed to run
wild—as some of the elegant formers of the fair sex would insinuate. . . .

I lament that women are systematically degraded by receiving the triv-
ial attentions, which men think it manly to pay to the sex, when, in fact,
they are insultingly supporting their own superiority. It is not condescen-
sion to bow to an inferior. So ludicrous, in fact, do these ceremonies ap-
pear to me, that | scarcely am able to govern my muscles, when | see a
man start with eager and serious solicitude to lift a handkerchief, or shut
a door, when the lady could have done it herself, had she only moved a
pace or two. . . .

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, docility, good-humour, and flexibility; virtues incompatible
with any vigorous exertion of intellect. Besides, by living more with each
other, and being seldom absolutely alone, they are more under the influ-
ence of sentiments than passions. Solitude and reflection are necessary to
give to wishes the force of passions, and to enable the imagination to en-

large the object, and make it the most desirable. . . .
In the middle rank of life, to continue the comparison, men, in their
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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 plea-
sure, they must marry advantageously, and to this object their time is sac-
rificed, and their persons often legally prostituted. 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 relaxation;
whilst women seek for pleasure as the main purpose of existence. In fact,
from the education, which they receive from society, the love of pleasure
may be said to govern them all; but does this prove that there is a sex in

souls? . ..
It would be an endless task to trace the variety of meannesses, cares,

and sorrows, into which women are plunged by the prevailing opinion,
that they were created rather to feel than reason, and that all the power
they obtain, must be obtained by their charms and weakness:

“Fine by defect, and amiably weak!”

I am fully persuaded that we should hear of none of these infantine
airs, if girls were allowed to take sufficient exercise, and not confined in
close rooms till their muscles are relaxed, and their powers of digestion
destroyed. To carry the remark still further, if fear in girls, instead of
being cherished, perhaps created, were treated in the same manner as
cowardice in boys, we should quickly see women with more dignified as-
pects. It is true, they could not then with equal propriety be termed the
sweet flowers that smile in the walk of man; but they would be more re-
spectable members of society, and discharge the important duties of life
by the light of their own reason. “Educate women like men,” says Rous-
seau, “and the more they resemble our sex the less power will they have
over us.” This is the very point 1 aim at. |1 do not wish them to have power
over men; but over themselves. . . .

It is vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree inde-
pendent of men; nay, it is vain to expect that strength of natural affection
which would make them good wives and mothers. Whilst they are abso-
lutely dependent on their husbands they will be cunning, mean, and self-
ish, and the men who can be gratified by the fawning fondness of spaniel-
like affection have not much delicacy, for love is not to be bought, in any
sense of the words; its silken wings are instantly shrivelled up when any-
thing beside a return in kind is sought. Yet whilst wealth enervates men.
and women live, as it were, by their personal charms, how can we expect
them to discharge those ennobling duties which equally require exertion
and self-denial? . . .

Women are, in common with men, rendered weak and luxurious by

* - -flavine pleasures which wealth procures; but added to this they arc
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made slaves to their persons, and must render them alluring that man
may lend them his reason to guide their tottering steps aright. Or should
they be ambitious, they must govern their tyrants by sinister tricks, for
without rights there cannot be any incumbent duties. The laws respecting
woman, which | mean to discuss in a future part, make an absurd unit of
a man and his wife; and then, by the easy transition of only considering
him as responsible, she is reduced to a mere cypher.

The being who discharges the duties of its station is independent; and,
speaking of women at large, their first duty is to themselves as rational
creatures, and the next in point of importance, as citizens, is that which
includes so many, of a mother. The rank in life which dispenses with their
fulfilling this duty necessarily degrades them by making them mere

dolls. . ..
. .. The maternal solicitude of a reasonable affectionate woman is very

interesting, and the chastened dignity with which a mother returns the
caresses that she and her child receive from a father who has been fulfill-
ing the serious duties of his station, is not only a respectable but a beauti-
ful sight. So singular indeed are my feelings, and 1 have endeavoured not
to catch factitious ones, that after having been fatigued with the sight of
insipid grandeur and the slavish ceremonies that with cumbrous pomp
supplied the place of domestic affections, 1 have turned to some other
scene to relieve my eye by resting it on the refreshing green everywhere
scattered by nature. | have then viewed with pleasure a woman nursing
her children, and discharging the duties of her station with, perhaps,
merely a servant maid to take off her hands the servile part of the house-
hold business. | have seen her prepare herself and her children, with only
the luxury of cleanliness, to receive her husband, who returning weary
home in the evening found smiling babes and a clean hearth. My heart
has loitered in the midst of the group, and has even throbbed with sym-
pathetic emotion, when the scraping of the well known foot has raised a
pleasing tumult.

Whilst my benevolence has been gratified by contemplating this artless
picture, 1 have thought that a couple of this description, equally neces-
sary and independent of each other, because each fulfilled the respective
duties of their station, possessed all that life could give.—Raised suffi-
ciently above abject poverty not to be obliged to weigh the consequence
of every farthing they spend, and having sufficient to prevent their at-
tending to a frigid system of economy, which narrows both heart and
mind. 1 declare, so vulgar are my conceptions, that I know not what is
wanted to render this the happiest as well as the most respectable situa-
tion in the world, but a taste for literature, to throw a little variety and
interest into social converse, and some superfluous money to give to the
needy and to buy books. . . .

I know that, as a proof of the inferiority of the sex, Rousseau has ex-
ultingly exclaimed, How can they leave the nursery for the camp!

e o . Though | consider that women in the common walks of life arc
called to fulfil the duties of wives and mothers, by religion and reason, |
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cannot help lamenting that women of a superior cast have not a road
open by which they can pursue more extensive plans of usefulness and
independence. | may excite laughter by dropping a hint which | mean to
pursue some future time, for | really think that women ought to have rep-
resentatives, instead of being arbitrarily governed without having any di-
rect share allowed them in the deliberations of government. . . .

But what have women to do in society? | may be asked, but to loiter
with easy grace; surely you would not condemn them all to suckle fools
and chronicle small beer! No. Women might certainly study the art of
healing, and be physicians as well as nurses. And midwifery, decency
seems to allot to them, though 1 am afraid the word midwife in our dic-
tionaries will soon give place to accoucheur, and one proof of the former
delicacy of the sex be effaced from the language.

They might also study politics. . . .

Business of various kinds they might likewise pursue, if they were edu-
cated in a more orderly manner, which might save many from common
and legal prostitution. Women would not then marry for a support, as
men accept of places under government, and neglect the implied duties;
nor would an attempt to earn their own subsistence—a most laudable
onel—sink them almost to the level of those poor abandoned creatures
who live by prostitution. For are not milliners and mantua-makers reck-
oned the next class? The few employments open to women, so far from
being liberal, are menial; and when a superior education enables them to
take charge of the education of children as governesses, they are not
treated like the tutors of sons. . . . [Thus] these situations are considered
in the light of a degradation; and they know little of the human heart,
who need to be told that nothing so painfully sharpens sensibility as such
a fall in life.

Some of these women might be restrained from marrying by a proper
spirit or delicacy, and others may not have had it in their power to escape
in this pitiful way from servitude; is not that government then very defec-
tive, and very unmindful of the happiness of one half of its members, that
does not provide for honest, independent women, by encouraging them
to fill respectable stations? . . .

Another argument that has had great weight with me, must, 1 think,
have some force with every considerate benevolent heart. Girls who have
been thus weakly educated, are often cruelly left by their parents without
any provision; and, of course, are dependent on, not only the reason, but
the bounty of their brothers. These brothers are, to view the fairest side
of the question, good sort of men, and give as a favour, what children of
the same parents had an equal right to. In this equivocal humiliating sit-
uation, a docile female may remain some time, with a tolerable degree of
comfort. But, when the brother marries, a probable circumstance, from
being considered as the mistress of the family, she is viewed with averted
looks as an intruder, an unnecessary burden on the benevolence of the

master of the house, and his new partner.
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Who can recount the misery, which many unfortunate beings, whose
minds and bodies are equally weak, suffer in such situations—unable to
work, and ashamed to beg? . . .

. 1 then would fain convince reasonable men of the importance of
some of my remarks; and prevail on them to weight dispassionately the
whole tenor of my observations. | appeal to their understandings; and, as
a fellow-creature, claim, in the name of my sex, some interest in their
hearts. | entreat them to assist to emancipate their companion, to make
her a help meet for them!

Would men but generously snhap our chains, and be content with ra-
tional fellowship instead of slavish obedience, they would find us more
observant daughters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more
reasonable mothers—in a word, better citizens. We should then love
them with true affection, because we should learn to respect ourselves;
and the peace of mind of a worthy man would not be interrupted by the
idle vanity of his wife, nor the babes sent to nestle in a strange bosom,
having never found a home in their mother’s. . . .

After the age of nine, girls and boys, intended for domestic employ-
ments, or mechanical trades, ought to be removed to other schools, and
receive instruction in some measure appropriated to the destination of
each individual, the two sexes being still together in the morning; but in
the afternoon the girls should attend a school where plain-work, mantua-
making, millinery, &c., would be their employment.

The young people of superior abilities, or fortune, might now be
taught, in another school, the dead and living languages, the elements of
science, and continue the study of history and politics, on a more exten-
sive scale, which would not exclude polite literature.

Girls and boys still together? | hear some readers ask: yes. And 1 should
not fear any other consequence than that some early attachment might
take place; which, whilst it had the best affect on the moral character of
the young people, might not perfectly agree with the views of the parents,
for it will be a long time, 1 fear, before the world will be so far enlightened
that parents, only anxious to render their children virtuous, shall allow
them to choose companions for life themselves.

Besides, this would be a sure way to promote early marriages, and
from early marriages the most salutary physical and moral effects natu-
rally flow. . ..

In this plan of education the constitution of boys would not be ruined
by the early debaucheries which now make men so selfish, or girls ren-
dered weak and vain by indolence and frivolous pursuits. But, | presup-
pose that such a degree of equality should be established between the
sexes as would shut out gallantry and coquetry, yet allow friendship and
lo\ e to temper the heart for the discharge of higher duties.

These would be schools of morality—and the happiness of man, al-
lowed to flow from the pure springs of duty and affection, what advances
might not the human mind make? Society can only be happy and free in
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proportion as it is virtuous; but the present distinctions, established in
society, corrode all private and blast all public virtue.

As the rearing of children—that is, the laying a foundation of sound
health both of body and mind in the rising generation—has justly been
insisted on as the peculiar destination of woman, the ignorance that inca-
pacitates them must be contrary to the order of things. And | contend
that their minds can take in much more, and ought to do so, or they will
never become sensible mothers. Many men attend to the breeding of
horses, and overlook the management of the stable, who would—strange
want of sense and feeling!—think themselves degraded by paying any at-
tention to the nursery; yet, how many children are absolutely murdered
by the ignorance of women! . . .

. .. Fulfilling the duties of a mother, a woman with a sound constitu-
tion may still keep her person scrupulously neat, and assist to maintain
her family if necessary, or, by reading and conversations with both sexes
indiscriminately, improve her mind. For nature has so wisely ordered
things, that did women suckle their children they would preserve their
own health, and there would be such an interval between the birth of
each child that we should seldom see a houseful of babes. And did they
pursue a plan of conduct, and not waste their time in following the fash-
ionable vagaries of dress, the management of their household and chil-
dren need not shut them out from literature, or prevent their attaching
themselves to a science with that steady eye which strengthens the mind,
or practising one of the fine arts that cultivate the taste. . . .

But, we shall not see women affectionate till more equality be estab-
lished in society, till ranks are confounded and women freed; neither
shall we see that dignified domestic happiness, the simple grandeur of
which cannot be relished by ignorant or vitiated minds; nor will the im-
portant task of education ever be properly begun till the person of a
woman is no longer preferred to her mind. For it would be as wise to
expect corn from tares, or figs from thistles, as that a foolish ignorant
woman should be a good mother. . . .

That women at present are by ignorance rendered foolish or vicious is,
I think, not to be disputed; and that the most salutary effects tending to
improve mankind might be expected from a revolution in female man-
ners, appears, at least with a face of probability, to rise out of the
observation. . . .

From the tyranny of man, 1 firmly believe, the greater number of female
follies proceed; and the cunning, which 1 allow makes at present a part of
their character, | likewise have repeatedly endeavoured to prove, is pro-
duced by oppression. . . .

Be just then, 0 ye men of understanding! and mark not more severely
what women do amiss, than the vicious tricks of the horse or the ass for
whom ye provide provender—and allow her the privileges of ignorance,
to whom ye deny the rights of reason, or ye will be worse than Egyptian
task-masters, expecting virtue where nature has not given understanding!
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Lord Edgarmond was my father. | was born in Italy; his first wife was a
Roman; and Lucy, whom they intended for your bride, is my sister by an
English lady—by my father’s second marriage. Now hear me! | lost my
mother ere | was ten years old, and as it was her dying wish that my edu-
cation should be finished ere | went to England, 1 was confided to an aunt
at Florence, with whom I lived till 1 was fifteen. My tastes and talents
were formed ere her death induced Lord Edgarmond to have me with
him. He lived at a small town in Northumberland, which cannot, | sup-
pose, give any idea of England, yet was all |1 knew of it for six years. My
mother from my infancy impressed on me the misery of not living in
Italy; my aunt had often added that this fear of quitting her country had
broken her heart. My good aunt herself was persuaded too that a Catho-
lic would be condemned to perdition for settling in a Protestant country;
and though | was not infected by this fear, the thought of going to
England alarmed me much. | set forth with an inexplicable sense of
sadness. . ..

Lady Edgarmond met me politely, but | soon perceived that my whole
manner amazed her, and that she proposed to change it if she could. Not
a word was said during dinner, though some neighbors had been invited.
1 was so tired of this silence that, in the midst of our meal, | strove to
converse a little with an old gentleman who sat beside me. | spoke English
tolerably, as my father had taught me in childhood; but happening to cite
some Italian poetry, purely delicate, in which there was some mention of
love, my step-mother, who knew the language slightly, started at me,
blushed, and signed for the ladies, earlier than usual, to withdraw, pre-
pare tea, and leave the men to themselves during the dessert. | know
nothing of this custom, which ‘would not be believed in Venice.” Society
agreeable without women! For a moment | thought her ladyship so dis-
pleased that she could not remain in the same room with me; but | was
reassured by her motioning me to follow and never reverting to my fault
during the three hours we passed in the drawing-room, waiting for the
gentlemen. At supper, however, she told me gently enough, that it was not
usual in England for young ladies to talk; above all, they must never
think of quoting poetry in which the name of love occurred. “Miss
Edgarmond,” she added, “you must endeavor to forget all that belongs to
Italy; it is to be wished that you had never known such a country.” 1
passed the night in tears, my heart was oppressed. In the morning | at-
tempted to walk; there was so tremendous a fog that | could not see the
sun, which at least would have reminded me of my own land; but I met
my father, who said to me: “My dear child, it is not here as in Italy; our
women have no occupations save their domestic duties. Your talents may
beguile your solitude and you may win a husband who will pride in
them; but in a country town like this all that attracts attention excites
envy and you will never marry at all if it is thought that you have foreign



