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Mary Wollstonecraft
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

1792
Excerpts from the Original Electronic Text based on the Everyman Library edition.

Wollstonecraft followed the early events of the French Revolution with great interest, and in 1790 she
published a book in support of it (and critical of Edmund Burke). Two years later she published this, her
most famous work, applying to women the liberal ideas of the French revolutionaries. Most of her
contemporaries found her book too radical, especially when revelations of her private life allowed them to
dismiss her as immoral and irrational. Decades later, however, people turned to her ideas for inspiration
and explanation. Thus A Vindication of the Rights of Woman marks the beginning of the woman's rights
movement that ultimately led to modern feminism.

This excerpt is from the book's introduction and dedication. Talleyrand, to whom Wollstonecraft
dedicated her book, was among those revolutionaries demanding equality for all French citizens. He is
most famous for his later life as a wily diplomat in the Napoleonic era. - smv

(NB. Paragraph numbers apply to this excerpt, not the original source.)

{1}After considering the historic page, and viewing the living world with anxious solicitude, the most
melancholy emotions of sorrowful indignation have depressed my spirits. . . . I have turned over
various books written on the subject of education, and patiently observed the conduct of parents and
the management of schools; but what has been the result?--a profound conviction that the neglected
education of my fellow-creatures is the grand source of the misery I deplore, and that women, in
particular, are rendered weak and wretched by a variety of concurring causes, originating from one
hasty conclusion. The conduct and manners of women, in fact, evidently prove that their minds are
not in a healthy state; for, like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength and
usefulness are sacrificed to beauty; and the flaunting leaves, after having pleased a fastidious eye,
fade, disregarded on the stalk, long before the season when they ought to have arrived at maturity.
One cause of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education, gathered from the books
written on this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than human creatures,
have been more anxious to make them alluring mistresses than affectionate wives and rational
mothers; and the understanding of the sex has been so hobbled by this specious homage, that the
civilised women of the present century, with a few exceptions, are only anxious to inspire love,
when they ought to cherish a nobler ambition, and by their abilities and virtues exact respect. . . .

{2}Because I am a woman, I would not lead my readers to suppose that I mean violently to agitate the
contested question respecting the quality or inferiority of the sex; but as the subject lies in my way,
and I cannot pass it over without subjecting the main tendency of my reasoning to misconstruction, I
shall stop a moment to deliver, in a few words, my opinion. In the government of the physical world
it is observable that the female in point of strength is, in general, inferior to the male. This is the law
of Nature; and it does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favour of woman. A degree of
physical superiority cannot, therefore, be denied, and it is a noble prerogative! But not content with
this natural preeminence, men endeavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects
for a moment; and women, intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their
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senses, pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become the friends of
the fellow-creatures who find amusement in their society. . . .

{3}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 endeavour 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 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.

{4}Dismissing, then, those pretty feminine phrases, which the men condescendingly use to soften our
slavish dependence, and despising that weak elegancy of mind, exquisite sensibility, and sweet
docility of manners, supposed to be the sexual characteristics of the weaker vessel, I wish to show
that elegance is inferior to virtue, that the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a character as
a hurnan being, regardless of the distinction of sex. . . .

{5}If, then, it can be fairly deduced from the present conduct of the sex, from the prevalent fondness
for pleasure which takes place of ambition and those nobler passions that open and enlarge the soul,
that the instruction which women have hitherto received has only tended, with the constitution of
civil society, to render them insignificant objects of desire -- mere propagators of fools! -- if it can be
proved that in aiming to accomplish them, without cultivating their understandings, they are taken
out of their sphere of duties, and made ridiculous and useless when the short-lived bloom of beauty
is over, I presume that rational men will excuse me for endeavouring to persuade them to become
more masculine and respectable.

{6}Indeed the word masculine is only a bugbear; there is little reason to fear that women will acquire
too much courage or fortitude. . .

{7}Women are, in fact, so much degraded by mistaken notions of female excellence, that I do not
mean to add a paradox when I assert that this artificial weakness produces a propensity to tyrannise,
and gives birth to cunning, the natural opponent of strength, which leads them to play off those
contemptible infantine airs that undermine esteem even whilst they excite desire. Let men become
more chaste and modest, and if women do not grow wiser in the same ratio, it will be clear that they
have weaker understandings. It seems scarcely necessary to say that I now speak of the sex in
general. Many individuals have more sense than their male relatives; and, as nothing preponderates
where there is a constant struggle for an equilibrium without it has naturally more gravity, some
women govern their husbands without degrading themselves, because intellect will always govern. 

********** 

TO 

M. TALLEYRAND-PERIGORD

Late Bishop of Autun

. . . .



1/21/2021 Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

https://history.hanover.edu/courses/excerpts/111wollstone.html 3/4

{8}Pardon my frankness, but I must observe, that you treated [the subject of women's rights] in too
cursory a manner, contented to consider it as it had been considered formerly, when the rights of
man, not to advert to woman, were trampled on as chimerical--I call upon you, therefore, now to
weigh what I have advanced respecting the rights of woman and national education. . . .

{9}It is then an affection for the whole human race that . . . leads me earnestly to wish to see woman
placed in a station in which she would advance, instead of retarding, 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 naturally from these simple principles, that I think it scarcely possible but
that some of the enlarged minds who formed your admirable constitution will coincide with me. . . .

{10}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 knows why
she ought to be virtuous? unless freedom strengthens her reason till she comprehends 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 train 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. . . .

{11}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 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 arguments which
you use to justify the oppression of woman--prescription.

{12}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 of the
gift of reason?

{13}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.

{14}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 show 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. . . .

{15}The box of mischief thus opened in society, what is to preserve private virtue, the only security of
public freedom and universal happiness? . . .
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{16}But, till men become attentive to the duty of a father, it is vain to expect women to spend that
time in their nursery which they, "wise in their generation," choose to spend at their glass; for this
exertion of cunning is only an instinct of nature to enable them to obtain indirectly a little of that
power of which they are unjustly denied a share; for, if women are not permitted to enjoy legitimate
rights, they will render both men and themselves vicious to obtain illicit privileges.

{17}I wish, sir, to set some investigations of this kind afloat in France; and should they lead to a
confirmation of my principles when your constitution is revised, the Rights of Woman may be
respected, if it be fully proved that reason calls for this respect, and loudly demands JUSTICE for
one-half of the human race.

Return to the syllabus. 
Return to the History Department.
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