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The English writer Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97) argued against both Burke and 
Rousseau, defending the notion of natural rights, particularly rights for women, such as 
equal education. She insisted that women could not become virtuous, even as mothers, 
unless they won the right to participate in economic and political life on an equal basis 
with men. Although she did not specifically demand the right to vote for women, her 
emphasis on women’s rights made her an object of ridicule for some, heroism for 
others. 

From the Dedication to M. Talleyrand-Perigord 
Contending for the rights of woman, my main argument is built on this simple principle, that if 
she be not prepared by education to become the companion of man, she will stop the progress of 
knowledge and virtue; for truth must be common to all, or it will be inefficacious with respect to 
its influence on general practice. And how can woman be expected to co-operate unless she 
know why she ought to be virtuous? Unless freedom strengthen her reason till she comprehend 
her duty, and see in what manner it is connected with her real good? If children are to be 
educated to understand the true principle of patriotism, their mother must be a patriot; and the 
love of mankind, from which an orderly strain 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 phaenomenon that, according to abstract 
principles, it was impossible to explain." If so, on what does your constitution rest? If the 
abstract rights of man will bear discussion and explanation, those of woman, by a parity of 



reasoning, will not shrink from the same test: though a different opinion prevails in this country, 
built on the very arguments which you use to justify the oppression of woman—prescription. 

Consider, I address you as a legislator, whether, when men contend for their freedom, and to be 
allowed to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, it be not inconsistent and unjust 
to subjugate women, even though you firmly believe that you are acting in the manner best 
calculated to promote their happiness? Who made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake 
with him the gift of reason? 

In this style, argue tyrants of every denomination, from the weak king to the weak father of a 
family; they are all eager to crush reason; yet always assert that they usurp its throne only to be 
useful. Do you not act a similar part, when you force all women, by denying them civil and 
political rights, to remain immured in their families groping in the dark? for surely, Sir, you will 
not assert, that a duty can be binding which is not founded on reason? If indeed this be their 
destination, arguments may be drawn from reason: and thus augustly supported, the more 
understanding women acquire, the more they will be attached to their duty—comprehending it—
for unless they comprehend it, unless their morals be fixed on the same immutable principle as 
those of man, no authority can make them discharge it in a virtuous manner. They may be 
convenient slaves, but slavery will have its constant effect, degrading the master and the abject 
dependent. 

But, if women are to be excluded, without having a voice, from a participation of the natural 
rights of mankind, prove first, to ward off the charge of injustice and inconsistency, that they 
want reason—else this flaw in your NEW CONSTITUTION will ever shew that man must, in 
some shape, act like a tyrant, and tyranny, in whatever part of society it rears its brazen front, 
will ever undermine morality. 

I have repeatedly asserted, and produced what appeared to me irrefragable arguments drawn 
from matters of fact, to prove my assertion, that women cannot, by force, be confined to 
domestic concerns; for they will, however ignorant, intermeddle with more weighty affairs, 
neglecting private duties only to disturb, by cunning tricks, the orderly plans of reason which rise 
above their comprehension. 

Besides, whilst they are only made to acquire personal accomplishments, men will 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 
rights, they attempt to do themselves justice by retaliation. . . . 

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

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

I know that a kind of fashion now prevails of respecting prejudices; and when any one dares to 
face them, though actuated by humanity and armed by reason, he is superciliously asked whether 
his ancestors were fools. No, I should reply; opinions, at first, of every description, were all, 
probably, considered, and therefore were founded on some reason; yet not unfrequently, of 
course, it was rather a local expedient than a fundamental principle, that would be reasonable at 
all times. But, moss-covered opinions assume the disproportioned form of prejudices, when they 



are indolently adopted only because age has given them a venerable aspect, though the reason on 
which they were built ceases to be a reason, or cannot be traced. Why are we to love prejudices, 
merely because they are prejudices?[1] A prejudice is a fond obstinate persuasion for which we 
can give no reason; for the moment a reason can be given for an opinion, it ceases to be a 
prejudice, though it may be an error in judgment: and are we then advised to cherish opinions 
only to set reason at defiance? This mode of arguing, if arguing it may be called, reminds me of 
what is vulgarly termed a woman's reason. For women sometimes declare that they love, or 
believe, certain things, because they love, or believe them. . . . 

Chapter VI: The Effect Which an Early Association of Ideas Has upon the Character. 
Educated in the enervating style recommended by the writers on whom I have been 
animadverting; and not having a chance, from their subordinate state in society, to recover their 
lost ground, is it surprising that women everywhere appear a defect in nature? Is it surprising, 
when we consider what a determinate effect an early association of ideas has on the character, 
that they neglect their understandings, and turn all their attention to their persons? 
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