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CHAPTER 17

17-1

Mary Wollestonecraft: reason, and an altered view of women.

Though she has been virtually made into a Feminist icon, and despite the fact that her personal life
broke a great many conventional “norms,” Mary Wollestonecraft (1759-1797) was inevitably a
product of the Enlightenment and invariably wrote in terms of universal principles of reason. She was
spurred to write “Vindication of the Rights of Woman” by a series of events, beginning with the
enactment of the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen™ by the French National Assembly.
When Fdmund Burke attacked both the Declaration and the French Revolution as a whole,
Wollestonecraft wrote “Vindication of the Rights of Men” in reply and, in 1792, “Vindication of the
Rights of Woman,” to illustrate that nature and logic inevitably demanded that women be placed on a

par with men.

Source: Carol H. Poston, ed., A Vindication ofthe Rights of Woman (N.Y.: W.W. Norton, 1975), pp. 3-5, 19-20, 152-194.

TO M. TALLEYRAND-PERIGORD,

Late Bishop Of Autun

SIR, .

Having read with great pleasure a pamphlet which you
have lately published, I dedicate this volume to you; to
induce you to reconsider the subject, and maturely
weigh what 1 have advanced respecting the rights of
woman and national education: and T call with the firm
tone of humanity; for my arguments, Sir, are dictated
by a disinterested spirit—I plead for my sex—not for
myself. Independence I have Jong considered as the
grand blessing of life, the basis of every virtue—and
independence I will ever secure by contracting my
wants, though I were to live on a barren heath.

It is then an affection for the whole human race
that makes my pen dart rapidly along to support what 1
believe to be the cause of virtue: and the same motive
leads me earnestly to wish to see woman placed in a
station in which she would advance, instead of retard-
ing, the progress of those glorious principles that give
a substance to morality. My opinion, indeed, respecting
the rights and duties of woman, seems to flow so natu-
rally from these simple principles, that I think it scarce-
ly possible, but that some of the enlarged minds who
formed your admirable constitution, will coincide with
me.

In France there is undoubtedly a more general dif-
fusion of knowledge than in any part of the European
world, and I atiribute i, in a great measure, to the social
intercourse which has long subsisted between the
sexes. It is true, I utter my sentiments with freedom,
that in France the very essence of sensuality has been
extracted to regale the voluptuary, and a kind of senti-
mental lust has prevailed, which, together with the sys-

tem of duplicity that the whole tenour of their political
and civil government taught, have given a sinister sort
of sagacity to the French character, properly termed
finesse: from which naturally flow a polish of manners
that injures the substance, by hunting sincerity out of
society.~—And, modesty, the fairest garb of virtue! has
been more grossly insulted in France than even in
England, till their women have treated as prudish that
attention to decency, which brutes instinctively observe.
Manners and morals are so nearly allied that they
have often been confounded; but, though the former
should only be the natural reflection of the latter, yet,
when various causes have produced factitious and cor-
rupt manners, which are very early caught, morality
becomes an empty name. The personal reserve, and
sacred respect for cleanliness and delicacy in domestic
life, which French women almost despise, are the
graceful pillars of modesty; but, far from despising
themn, if the pure flame of patriotism have reached their
bosoms, they should labour to improve the morals of
their fellow-citizens, by teaching men, not only to
respect modesty in women, but to acquire it them-
selves, as the only way to merit their esteem.
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 cooper-
ate unless she know why she ought to be virtuous?
uniess freedom strengthen her reason till she compre-
hend 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 moth-
er must be a patriot; and the love of nrankind, from
which an orderly train of virtues spring, can only be
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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 prevail-
ing 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 observa-
tions—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 partici-
pation of government, was a political phenomenon
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 argu-
ments 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 sim-
ilar 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 august-
ly supported, the more understanding women acquire,
the more they will be attached to their duty—compre-
hending 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 CoONsTITUTION will ever shew that
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man must, in some shape, act like a tyrant, and tyran-
ny, in whatever part of society it rears its brazen front,
wilt ever undermine morality.

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

CHAP. I
The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual Character Discussed

To account for, and excuse the tyranny of man, many
ingenious arguments have been brought forward to
prove, that the two sexes, in the acquirement of virtue,
ought to aim at attaining a very different character: or, to
speak explicitly, women are not allowed to have suffi-
cient strength of mind to acquire what really deserves the
name of virtue, Yet it should seem, allowing them to
have souls, that there is but one way appointed by
Providence to lead mankind to either virtue or happiness.

If then women are not a swarm of ephemneron tri-
flers, why should they be kept in ignorance under the
specious name of innocence? Men complain, and with
reason, of the follies and caprices of our sex, when they
do not keenly satirize our headstrong passions and
groveling vices.~~Behold, I should answer, the natural
effect of ignorance! The mind will ever be unstable that
has only prejudices to rest on, and the current will run
with destroctive fury when there are no barriers to
break its force. Women are told from their infancy, and
taught by the example of their mothers, that a little
knowledge of human weakness, justly termed cunning,
softness of temper, ourward obedience, and a scrupu-
lous attention to a puerile kind of propriety, will obtain
for them the protection of man; and should they be
beautiful, every thing else is needless, for, at least,
twenty years of their lives.

Thus Milton describes our first frail mother;
though when he tells us that women are formed for
softness and sweet atiractive grace, I cannot compre-
hend his meaning, unless, in the true Mahometan
strain, he meant to deprive us of souls, and insinuate
that we were beings only designed by sweet attractive
grace, and docile blind obedience, to gratify the senses
of man when he can no longer soar on the wing of con-
templation.

How grossly do they insult us who thus advise us
only to render ourselves gentle, domestic brutes! For
instance, the winning softness so warmly, and frequently,
recommended, that governs by obeying. What childish
expressions, and how insignificant is the being—can it be
an immortal one? Who will condescend to govern by

: :.: .



290

such sinister methods! ‘Certainly,’ says Lord Bacon,
‘man is of kin to the beasts by his body; and if he be not
of kin to God by his spirit, he is a base and ignoble
creature!’” Men, indeed, appear to me to act in a very
unphilosophical manner when they try to secure the
good conduct of women by attempting to keep them
always in a state of childhood. Roussean was more
consistent when he wished to stop the progress of rea-
son in hoth sexes, for if men eat of the tree of knowl-
edge, women witl come in for a taste; but, from the
imperfect cultivation which their understandings now
receive, they only attain a knowledge of evil.

Children, I grant, should be innocent; but when
the epithet is applied to men, or women, it is but a civil
term for weakness. For if it be allowed that women
were destined by Providence to acquire human virtues,
and by the exercise of their understandings, that stabil-
ity of character which is the firmest ground to rest our
future hopes upon, they must be permitted to turn to the
fountain of light, and not forced to shape their course
by the twinkling of a mere satellite....

&k

That women at present are by ignorance rendered fool-
ish 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. For as marriage has been termed
the parent of those endearing charities which draw man
from the brutal herd, the corrupting intercourse that
wealth, idleness, and folly, produce between the sexes,
is more universally injurious to morality than all the
other vices of mankind collectively considered. To
adulterous lust the most sacred duties are sacrificed,
because before marriage, men, by a promiscuous inti-
macy with women, learned to consider love as a selfish
gratification—learned to separate it not only from
esteem, but from the affection merely built on habit,
which mixes a little humanity with it. Justice and
friendship are also set at defiance, and that purity of
taste is vitiated which would naturally lead a man to
relish an artless display of affection rather than affect-
ed airs. But that noble simplicity of affection, which
dares to appear unadorned, has few attractions for the
libertine, though it be the charm, which by cementing
the mairir ..nial tie, secures to the pledges of a warmer
passioi. the necessary parental attention; for children
will never be properly educated till friendship subsists
between parents. Virtue flies from a house divided
against itself—and a whole legion of devils take up
their residence there,

The affection of husbands and wives cannot be
pure when they have so few sentiments in common,
and when so little confidence is established at home, as
must be the case when their pursuits are so different.
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That intimacy from which tenderness should flow, will
not, cannot subsist between the vicious.

Contending, therefore, that the sexual distinction
which men have so warmly insisted upon, is arbitrary,
I have dwelt on an observation, that several sensible
men, with whom 1 have conversed on the subject,
allowed to be well founded; and it is simply this, that
the little chastity to be found amongst men, and conse-
quent disregard of modesty, tend to degrade both sexes;
and further, that the modesty of women, characterized
as such, will often be only the artful veil of wantonness
instead of being the natural reflection ot purity, till
modesty be universally respected.

From the tyranny of man, I firmly believe, the
greater number of female follies proceed; and the cun-
ning, which I allow makes at present a part of their
character, I likewise have repeatedly endeavoured to
prove, is produced by oppression.

Were not dissenters, for instance, a class of peo-
ple, with strict truth, characterized as cunning? And
may I not lay some stress on this fact to prove, that
when any power but reason curbs the free spirit of man,
dissimulation is practised, and the various shifts of art
are naturally called forth? Great attention to decorum,
which was carried to a degree of scrupulosity, and all
that puerile bustle about trifles and consequential
solemnity, which Butler’s caricature of a dissenter,
brings before the imagination, shaped their persons as
well as their minds in the mould of prim littleness. T
speak collectively, for I know how many ornaments to
human nature have been enrolled amongst sectaries;
yet, I assert, that the same narrow prejudice for their
sect, which women have for their families, prevailed in
the dissenting part of the community, however worthy
in other respects; and also that the same timid pru-
dence, or headstrong efforts, often disgraced the exer-
tions of both. Oppression thus formed many of the fea-
tures of their character perfectly to coincide with that
of the oppressed half of mankind; or is it not notorious
that dissenters were, like women, fond of deliberating
together, and asking advice of each other, till by a com-
plication of little contrivances, some little end was
brought about? A similar attention to preserve their rep-
utation was conspicuous in the dissenting and female
world, and was produced by a similar cause.

Asserting the rights which women in common
with men ought to contend for, I have not attempted to
extenuate their faults; but to prove them to be the nat-
ural consequence of their education and station in soci-
ety. If so, it is reasonable to suppose that they will
change their character, and correct their vices and fol-
lies, when they are allowed to be free in a physical,
moral, and civil sense.

Let woman share the rights and she will emulate
the virtues of man; for she must grow more perfect
when emancipated, or justify the authority that chains
such a weak being to her duty.—If the latter, it will be
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expedient to open a fresh trade with Russia for whips; a
present which a father should always make to his son-in-
law on his wedding day, that a husband may keep his
whole family in order by the same means; and without
any vioiation of justice reign, wielding this sceptre, sole
master of his house, because he is the only being in it
who has reason:—the divine, indefeasible earthly sover-
eignty breathed into man by the Master of the universe.
Allowing this position, women have not any inherent
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rights to claim; and, by the same rule, their duties van-
ish, for rights and duties are inseparable.

Be just then, O 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 pro-
vide provender—and allow her the privileges of igno-
rance, 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!

(1) Of what benefit would it be to men in particular and all humans in general for women to be grant-

ed full societal, legal, and political rights?

(2) In what way does the denial of such rights to women constitute a contradiction of reason?
(3) What female stereotypes does Wollestonecraft attack in Chapter 117
(4) How does Wollestonecraft argue that womens’ equality would strengthen the family unit?

17-2

The Irish Potato Famine: the lingering wound.

Ireland in the autumn of 1845: there was no reason to believe that things would not go on as they always
had. Most of Ireland’s population of 8 million subsisted exclusively on a crop which, despite its South
American origin, had flourished in the Irish soil and climate. On the surface the potato plants seemed
all right; but unseen by all, a fungus was turning the roots into a foul-smelling mush, This blight was
fo ravage potato crops for the next four years. At least a million people died, and others left the land
and piled on board the “coffin ships” for Canada, America, Australia, and elsewhere. The response of
the British goverment was half-hearted, ineffectual, and viewed by many Irishmen as genocidal, Though
this last does not seem to have been the case, the legacy of bitterness has not been assuaged to this day.

Source: John Killen, ed., The Famine Decade: Contemporary Accounts, 18411851 (Belfast, Northern Ireland; The Blackstaff

Press, 1995), pp. 35-38, 61-64, 257.

POTATO FAMINE

The failure of the potato crop in Ireland, which has for
some time been feared, is now confirmed by circum-
stantial accounts from almost all parts of the country. A
large portion of the crop turns out to be quite useless
for purposes of food. A dearth is inevitable; and a
famine is extremely probable.

A failure of the potato crop in Ireland is a calami-
ty of the greatest magnitude. The Irish peasantry rely
almost exclusively upon potatoes for their subsistence;
and when the crop fails, they have nothing to fall back
upon but grass, nettles, and seaweed, “Seven millions
rejoice in potatoes,” said a well-fed clergyman of
Oxford: and when the potatoes fail, the said “seven
millions™ have no alternative but to “rejoice” in desti-
tution and starvation.

The condition of a population dependent mainly
on potatoes for their subsistence, must inevitably be
wretched and miserable. They must always be verging
on the borders of starvation. For potatoes cannot keep
from year to year—they are not articles of import and

export—they cannot be stored in granaries as corn is—
they can scarcely be kept in a wholesome state until the
next year’s crop be ready—and if crop be a failure, the
result is famnine, unless some other provision has been
made to avert it-——which, it is well known, the Irish
peasaniry never think of making. When the coarse and
miserable diet of the Irish people fail, they have no
remaining resource or alternative. The peasant must
starve and pine until the next year’s crop is ready—that
is, if he should have the misfortune to survive so long.

Another evil of exclusive potato cultivation is,
that it makes a people idle and grovelling. Potatoes are
grown with the least possible effort of industry: the
ground is turned over, the potatoes are dibbled in, and
no more needs to be done until the crop is ready. The
peasaniry, who depend exclusively on their potato
crop, and do not look beyond it, may go to sleep or to
play, while the ’tatics are growing; and when the crop
is gathered up, they have got their winter’s food, and
may go to sleep or to play again for the rest of the vear.
This, unfortunately, is the state of matters in Ireland:
the people are satisfied with their potatoes, and when
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