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4 Expansion of Human Rights
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The abolition of the special privileges of the aristocracy an'd the ideals pro-
claimed by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of Cinz?ns ‘aroused the
hopes of reformers in several areas: in what was considered radicalism, even by
the framers of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, some women began to
press for equal rights; humanitarians called for the a.bolition of the Slz}ve tradt?;
and Jews, who for ceaturies had suffered disabilities and degradation, peti-

tioned for full citizenship.

Mary Wollstonecraft
A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS

OF WOMAN

When in 1789 the French revolutionaries issued their “Declaration if the
Rights of Man,” it was only a matter of time before a woman published a “Dec-
laration of the Rights of Woman.” That feat was accomplished in 1791 in
France by Olympe de Gouges. In England, Mary Woﬂsronecrz%ft (‘175’9 -1797),
strongly influenced by her, published her own statement,.x‘.i Vzndzmzfza{z of the
Rights of Woman, in 1792. Her protest against the preval.lmg submissiveness
of women was reinforced by the philosophy of the Enlightenment and the
ideals of the French Revolution, which she observed firsthand from 1792 t.o
1794. A career woman, she made her living as a prolific writer' closely associ-
ated with the radicals of her time, one of whom, William Godwin, she r.narned
shortly before her death. Wollstonecraft became famous for her vigorous
protests against the subjection of women. Children, husbands, and society gen-
erally, she pleaded in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, were best ?erved l?y
well-educated, self-reliant, and strong women capable of holding their own in

the world.

. 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 pro-

found conviction that the neglected education
of my fellow creatures is the grand source of
the misery I deplore, and that women, in par-
ticular, are rendered weak and wretched. . ..

The conduct and manners of women, in fact,
evidently prove that their minds are not in 2
healthy state. . .. One cause of this ... I at-
cribute to a false system of education, gathered
from the books written on this subject by men
who, considering females rather as women
than buman creatures, have been more anxious
to make them alluring mistresses than affec-
tionate wives and rational morthers. . . .

- A degree of physical superiority of men
cannat . . . be denied, and it is a noble prerog-
ativel But not content with this narural pre-
eminence, men endeavour to sink us still
lower, merely to render us alluring objects fora
moment. . . .

My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat
them like rational creatures, instead of flacrer-
ing their fascinating graces, and viewing them
as if they were in a state of perpetual child-
hood, unable to stand alone. I earnestly wish to
point out in what true dignity and human hap-
piness consists. I wish to persuade women to
endeavour to acquire strength; both of mind
and body. .

Dismissing, then, those pretty feminine
phrases, which the men condescendingly use to
soften our slavish dependence, and despising
that weak elegancy of mind, exquisite sensibil-
ity, and sweet docility of manners, supposed to
be the sexual characteristics of the weaker ves-
sel, I wish to show that elegance is inferior to
virtue, that the first object of laudable ambi-
tion is ro obtain a character as 2 human being,
regardless of the distinction of sex. . . .

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 endeavour by satire
or instruction to improve them. It is acknowl-
edged that they spend many of the first years
of their lives in acquiring a smattering of ac-
complishments; meanwhile strength of body
and mind are sacrificed to libertine notions of
beauty, to the desire of establishing them-

selves—the only way women can rise in the .

world—by marriage. And this desire making
mere animals of cthem, when they marry they
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act as such children may be expected o act,—
they dress, they paint, and nickname God’s
creatures. Surely these weak beings are only fic
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? .

Contendmg for the rights of woman, my
main argument is built on this simple prin-
ciple, that if she be not prepared by educa-
tion 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 in-
efficacious with respect to its influence on
general practice. And how can woman be ex-
pected to co-operate unless she knows why she
ought to be virtuous? unless freedom strength-
ens her reason till she comprehends her duty,
and sees in what manner it is connected with
her real good. If children are to be educated
to understand the true principle of partriot-
ism, 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; buc the educarion and situarion of
woman at present shuts her our from such
investigations. . . .

Consider—I address you as a legislator—
whether, when men contend for their freedom,
and to be allowed to judge for themselves re-
specting their own happiness, it be not incon-
sistent 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?

In this style argue tyrants of every denomi-
nation, 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
[imprisoned} in their families groping in the
dark? for surely, sir, you will not assert thar a
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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 mote understand-
ing women acquire, the more they will be at-
tached 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 nat-
ural rights of mankind, prove first, to ward off
the charge of injustice and inconsistency, that
they [lack} 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. . . .

In what does man’s pre-eminence over the
brute creation consist? The answer is as clear
as that a half is less than the whole, in Rea-
son. ... Yet ... deeply rooted processes have
clouded reason. ... Men, in general, seem to
employ their reason to justify prejudices,
which they have imbibed, they can scarcely
trace how, rather than to root them out.

The power of generalising ideas, of drawing
comprehensive conclusions from individual
observations . . . has not only been denied to
women; but writers have insisted that it is in-

. consistent, with a few exceptions, with their
sexual characrer. Let men prove this, and I shall
grant that woman only exists for man. I must,
however, previously remark, that the power of
generalising ideas, to any great extent, is not
very common amongst men or women. Bur this
exercise is the true cultivation of the under-
standing; and everything conspires to render
the cultivation of the understanding more dif-
ficult in the fernale than the male world. . . .

I shall not go back to the remote annals of
antiquity to trace the history of woman; it is
sufficient to allow that she has always been

either a slave or a despot, and to remark thar
each of these situations equally retards the
progress of reason. The grand source of female
folly and vice has ever appeared to me to arise
from narrowness of mind; and the very consti-
tution of civil governments has put almost in-
superable obstacles in the way to prevent the
cultivation of the female understanding; yet
virtue can be built on no other foundation. . . .

When do we hear of women who, starting
out of obscurity, boldly claim respect on ac-
count of their great abilities or daring virtues?
Where are they to be found? . . .

With respect to women, when they receive a
careful education, they are either made fine
ladies, brimful of sensibility, and teeming-with
capricious fancies, or mere notable women.
The latter are often friendly, honest creatures,
and have a shrewd kind of good sense, joined
with worldly prudence, that often render them
more useful members of society than the fine
sentimental lady, though they possess neither
greatness of mind nor taste. The intellec-
tual world is shut against them. Take them out
of their family or neighbourhood, and they
stand still; the mind finding no employment,
for literarure affords a fund of amusement
which they have never sought to relish, but
frequently to despise. The sentiments and taste
of more cultivated minds appear ridiculous,
even in those whom chance and family connec-
tions have led them to love; but in mere ac-
quaintance they think it all affectation.

A man of sense can only love such 2 woman
on account of her sex, and respect her because
she is a trusty servant. He lets her, to preserve
his own peace, scold the servants, and go to
church in clothes made of the very best mate-
rials. . . . [Wjomen, whose minds are not en-
larged by cultivation, or . . . by reflection, are
very unfit to manage a family, for, by an undue
stretch of power, they are always tyrannising to
support a superiority that only rests on the ar-
bitrary distinction of fortune.

Women have seldom sufficient serious em-
ployment to silence their feelings; a round of
little cares, or vain pursuits frittering away all

strength of mind and organs, they become nat-
urally only objects of sense. In short, the whole
tenor of female education (the education of
society) tends to render the best disposed
romantic and inconstant; and the remainder
vain and {contemptible]. In the present state of
society this evil can scarcely be remedied, I am
afraid, in the slightest degree; should a more
laudable ambition ever gain ground they may
be brought nearer to nature and reason, and
become more virtuous and useful as they grow
more respectable. . . .

Women . . . all want to be ladies. Which is
simply to have nothing to do, but listlessly to
go they scarcely care where, for they cannot
tell what.

But what have women to do in sociery? I
may be asked, but to loiter with easy grace. . . .
Women might certainly study the art of heal-
ing, and be physicians as well as nurses. . . .
They might also study politics ... for the
reading of history will scarcely be more useful
than the study of romances. ... Business of
various kinds, they might likewise pursue, if
they were educated in a more orderly manner,
which might save many from common and le-
gal prostitution. ... The few employments
open to a woman, so far from being liberal, are
menial. . . .

Some of these women might be restrained
from marrying by a proper spirit of 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 defective, 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? . . .
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It is a melancholy truth; yer such is the
blessed effect of civilisation! the most respect-
able women are the most oppressed; and, un-
less they have understandings far superior to
the common run of understandings, taking in
both sexes, they must, from being treared like
contemptible beings, become contemptible.
How many women thus waste life away the
prey of discontent, who might have practised
as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a
shop, and stood erect, supported by their own
industry, instead of hanging cheir heads. . . .

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

. .. The sexual distinction which men have
so warmly insisted upon, is arbitrary: ... As-
serting the rights which women in common
with men ought to contend for, I have not ar-
tempted to [make light of] their faults; bur to
prove them to be the narural consequence of
their education and station in society. 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 fiee in a phys-

ical, 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. . . .




