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A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

by Mary Wollstonecraft
SETTING THE STAGE Although a number of 18th-century British writers discussed the role

of women in society, none became as celebrated for her feminist views as Mary Wollstonecraft
(1759–1797). Early in her life, Wollstonecraft learned the value of independence and became
openly critical of a society that treated females as inferior creatures who were socially, financially, and legally dependent on men. In 1792, Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman, in which she called for an end to the prevailing injustices against females.
Although her opinions on women’s rights may seem conservative by modern standards, they
were radical in 18th-century Britain.

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 endeavor 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 [terms] 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. . . .
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 endeavor 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 [indecent] 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 a seraglio [harem]! Can they be expected to
govern a family with judgment, or take care of the poor babes whom
they bring into the world?

More About . . .
A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman
At the time Mary Wollstonecraft
published A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman, few women had the courage
or the ability to assert that they were
equal to men. Wollstonecraft’s book
caused an uproar, and it was met with
everything from enthusiasm to hatred.
One of Wollstonecraft’s contemporaries
called her “a hyena in petticoats.”

More About . . .
Mary Wollstonecraft

▲

Mary Wollstonecraft

Mary Wollstonecraft lived an adventurous,
dramatic, and dangerous life. In 1795,
an American businessman sent her on
a mission to Sweden. One of his trading
ships filled with silver had mysteriously
disappeared there, and he decided
Wollstonecraft would make a good
diplomat. At the time, the British knew
very little about Scandinavia, and it was
a long, treacherous journey between
England and Sweden. Wollstonecraft
stubbornly made her way to and from
Sweden accompanied by her daughter
and nanny. The trio had many adventures
along the way.

Vocabulary Note
1. What is the subject and purpose of
Wollstonecraft’s essay?
2. According to Wollstonecraft, why isn’t the system
of marriage beneficial to women?
3. Would you like to hear Wollstonecraft speak on
women’s rights? Why or why not?

4. How does a woman’s lack of education affect
her husband and children?
5. Do you think that Wollstonecraft believes in the
complete equality of men and women?
6. In your opinion, what social issues would
concern Wollstonecraft today? Would she still
feel a need to defend women’s rights?

frivolous: unworthy of serious attention
vindication: providing support for
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ANSWERS TO DOCUMENT-BASED QUESTIONS
1. Her subject is the place of women in society. Her purpose seems to be
to persuade her readers that the education of women must change for
the better.
2. Wollstonecraft thinks that women focus on improving their superficial
attributes, such as physical beauty, so they can marry but that they are
then dependent on their husbands. Such dependence makes them no
better than animals or children and renders them incapable of raising
and educating children of their own.

4. She may be a weak wife and a mother with little judgment in raising
her children.
5. Most students will probably think that Wollstonecraft is arguing for as
much equality as was conceivable in her time.
6. Possible Answers: inequality in the workplace, unequal access to
education, conflicts faced by women who want both to work outside
the home and to raise a family.

3. Some students would undoubtedly like to hear Wollstonecraft speak
and others would not. Ask students to provide reasons for their likes
and dislikes.
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