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Abstract: In my investigation, I analyse aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought 

regarding the traditional education of women, her programme of education, the ques-

tion of women’s rights, and the condition of women. I moreover investigate Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s proposal of new theological foundations for religious belief. Mary 

Wollstonecraft aims to propose a revolution in female manners. Her revolution is a 

revolution of minds: she aims to reach a complete reform in the education and the 

formation of individuals, in general, and of women, in particular. Mary Wollstone-

craft’s revolution is a revolution for the spiritual independence of individuals. To 

reach the condition of independence, traditional education ought to be criticised and 

refused since traditional education is the system through which women are trans-

formed into dependent entities. Power over oneself, liberation from passions, and au-

tonomy of judgment are the main targets of Mary Wollstonecraft’s programme of ed-

ucation. The correct foundation of the individual ought to be reason. Mary Wollstone-

craft proves to be a deeply religious thinker: she steadily connects the promotion of the 

dignity of mankind to a new way of worship of Deity. The centrality of reason pro-

foundly influences her theological assumptions: Mary Wollstonecraft refuses all forms 

of reverence based on blind submission to God. The main texts of my inquiry are A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman and A Vindication of the Rights of Men. 

Keywords: Wollstonecraft, Vindication, education, virtue, reason, independence, 

wisdom. 

 

a) Preamble 

In my study, I shall analyse some aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas on educa-

tion. The main goal of Mary Wollstonecraft’s education programme could be syn-

thesised, in my opinion, in the promotion of individual’s reason, virtue and inde-
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pendence: Mary Wollstonecraft aims to give individuals, in general, and women, in 

particular, a moral structure. The faculty of reason in the individuals ought to be 

continuously cultivated. Correspondingly, individuals should be taught to domi-

nate their own passions. Individuals, in general, and women, in particular, ought 

to achieve, through a new system of education, a solid rational constitution.  

In the thought of Mary Wollstonecraft, education regards the whole dimen-

sion of the individual, thus also including the theological attitudes of the individu-

al. Therefore, Mary Wollstonecraft’s concept of education proves to be not exclu-

sively connected to the school formation and to the times of the school formation: 

education regards the whole life of the individual2.  

Before beginning my inquiry into the aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

thought which I have chosen for my text, I would like to begin my investigation by 

quoting a passage which, in my opinion, reveals basic characteristics of Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s personality and her criticism of the traditional education of wom-

en: 

‘But the system of education, which I earnestly wish to see exploded, seems to pre-

suppose what ought never to be taken for granted, that virtue shields us from the 

casualties of life; and that fortune, slipping off her bandage, will smile on a well-

educated female, and bring in her hand an Emilius or a Telemachus. Whilst, on the 

contrary, the reward which virtue promises to her votaries is confined, it seems clear, 

to their own bosoms; and often must they contend with the most vexatious worldly 

cares, and bear with the vices and humours of relations for whom they can never feel 

a friendship.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 162) 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s message expressed in these sentences represents a demy-

thologisation of some formulas regarding education: traditionally, it is said that 

virtue will give prices, and fortune will be favourable to the individual because of 

his being virtuous. Against these common positive formulas regarding the conse-

quences of being virtuous, Mary Wollstonecraft contends that an individual cannot 

expect any reward from being virtuous while the individual is facing the difficul-

ties of life3.  

 
2 Virginia Sapiro in her volume A Vindication of Political Virtue: The Political Theory of Mary 

Wollstonecraft expresses an opinion which is analogous to the interpretation which I am 

supporting: education involves the whole social dimension; it is not limited to the school 

time (see the paragraph ‘Education’ in chapter 7., ‘Toward the New Order’, pp. 237–249, in 

particular pp. 237–238). 
3 As regards biographies of Mary Wollstonecraft, I used the following studies: Moira Fergu-

son – Janet Todd, Mary Wollstonecraft; Diane Jacobs, Her Own Woman: The Life of Mary Woll-

stonecraft; Gary Kelly, Revolutionary Feminism: The Mind and Career of Mary Wollstonecraft; 

Claire Tomalin, The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft. For a reconstruction of the positions 

which characterise the beginning of feminism, I consulted M. Ferguson’s volume First Femi-

nists: British Women Writers 1578 – 1799. For an investigation on the condition of women in 
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I intentionally begin my study with these assertions of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

since these assertions give in the best way – at least in my opinion – a presentation 

both of Mary Wollstonecraft’s intents and of Mary Wollstonecraft’s character. 

Thanks to the quoted passage, we can observe Mary Wollstonecraft’s refusal of the 

traditional ways of education, her criticism of the illusions given by traditional 

education, her disenchantment as regards the possibility that being virtuous can 

protect from the hardships of life, her awareness that there is no reward for being 

virtuous, and, finally, her conviction that women must cope with troublesome 

conditions of life. Mary Wollstonecraft points out that women’s life is hard, ex-

tremely hard: no illusion as regards the trials which life will present is possible. On 

closer inspection, the woman’s condition proves to be a condition of loneliness. We 

can thereby obtain the living portrait of a resolute person who is, on the one hand, 

bitterly aware of the tribulations which women will find in their own life, but who, 

on the other hand, is ready to struggle against every adversity with all her own 

energy. Furthermore, we can see the significance which Mary Wollstonecraft aims 

to assign to education: education ought to produce a spiritual armour in women, in 

order that they could be prepared to successfully resist the trials of life.  

As we shall see, the main subject which comes out from Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

meditation on education is reason: reason should be the constitution of the indi-

vidual, and reason ought to be the principle of education4. Mary Wollstonecraft 

denounces that women are transformed, through the traditional system of educa-

tion, into entities which are slaves of their passions: her revolution consists, among 

other things, in the elimination of the traditional system of education5. In Mary 

 
the age of Enlightenment, I used the volume of Sarah Knott and Barbara Taylor Women, 

Gender and Enlightenment. For a reconstruction of the different components which merge into 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought, I recommend the study of Timothy J. Reiss Revolution in 

Bounds: Wollstonecraft, Women, and Reason. 
4 For an introduction to the different subjects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s works, I deeply rec-

ommend The Cambridge Companion to Mary Wollstonecraft, edited by Claudia L. Johnson. 
5 Mary Wollstonecraft’s reform programme is synthesised in the famous assertions: ‘It is 

time to effect a revolution in female manners – time to restore them their lost dignity – and 

make them, as a part of the / human species, labour by reforming themselves to reform the 

world.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 114) Further considerations of Mary Woll-

stonecraft are in my view interesting: ‘That women at present are by ignorance rendered 

foolish 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 manners, appears, 

at least, with a face of probability, to rise out of the observation.’ (A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman, pp. 264–265)  The reform of society can come about only through a previous re-

form of the minds: reform of the minds brings about a reform of the world. Ignorance is the 

cause of the negative condition of women. 
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Wollstonecraft’s view, it is high time to propose a kind of education which, by 

teaching women to master their passions, frees women from their slavery6. 

 

b) Introduction 

In my essay, I would like to analyse some aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought 

regarding the education of individuals, the formation of individuals, women’s 

rights, and human rights. I shall moreover investigate Mary Wollstonecraft’s pro-

posal of new theological foundations for religious belief. For my analysis, I am 

going to use A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and A Vindication of the Rights of 

Men7.  

Mary Wollstonecraft aims to propose a ‘revolution in female manners’. Her 

revolution is a revolution of minds: she aims to reach a complete reform in the 

education and the formation of individuals, in general, and of women, in particu-

lar. Mary Wollstonecraft’s revolution is a revolution for the spiritual independence 

of individuals. To reach this objective, traditional education ought to be criticised 

and to be abandoned. Power over oneself8, liberation from passions, and autonomy 

 
6 As regards a comparison between Mary Wollstonecraft and contemporary women writers, 

I refer to the essay of Anne K. Mellor, Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman and the women writers of her day. 
7 Quotations from the works of Mary Wollstonecraft’s passages are taken from the following 

edition of Mary Wollstonecraft’s works: The Works of Mary Wollstonecraft, edited by J. Todd & 

M. Butler, assistant editor: E. Rees-Mogg, Volume 5., A Vindication of the Rights of Men, A Vindi-

cation of the Rights of Woman, Hints. As regards the quotations, I adopted the editorial policy 

of the mentioned edition of Mary Wollstonecraft’s works (I refer to the chapter ‘Editorial 

Policy’ of the first volume of this edition, pp. 29–30). In my text, I am going to prevalently 

refer to A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. It is nonetheless to be noticed that, despite A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman’s being undoubtedly the most famous of Mary Wollstone-

craft’s works, all the works of Mary Wollstonecraft deserve great attention, in order that, 

among other things, variety, development, richness and depth of her thought could be ana-

lysed and reconstructed. Quotations from the works of Richard Price are taken from the 

following editions of Richard Price’s works: A Review of the Principal Questions in Morals, By 

Richard Price, edited by D. D. Raphael; Richard Price Political Writings, edited by D. O. Thomas. 
8 In particular, Mary Wollstonecraft’s intent is that women have power over themselves; she 

proves to be not interested at all in women’s having power over men. Polemising against 

some ideas of Rousseau, she asserts:  ‘‘Educate women like men,’ says Rousseau, ‘and the 

more they resemble our sex the less power will they have over us.’ This is the very point I 

aim at. I do not wish them to have power over men; but over themselves.’ (A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman, p. 131) The scheme as such of having power over somebody else is 

refused. Mary Wollstonecraft’s aim consists in giving women back the dignity that has been 

lost because of false models of education imposed on women. Having power over oneself 

means the attainment, or the recovery of one’s dignity (i.e., of one’s independence). Mary 

Wollstonecraft always proves to be interested in building and promoting the independence 

of individuals: she wants, therefore, to prevent people from taking possession of other peo-
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of judgment prove to be the main targets of Mary Wollstonecraft’s programme of 

education9.  

Power is, for Mary Wollstonecraft, power over oneself: this interpretation of 

power is connected to the right form of education, which ought to teach the control 

of passions10. This interpretation of power is connected to Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

search for the autonomy of the mind. An individual who is enslaved by passions is 

not autonomous; autonomy is dominance over one’s character. 

To criticise the system of education of a society means criticising the cultural 

foundations of society: the system of education is the instrument for moulding a 

society. On closer inspection, Mary Wollstonecraft’s project of transformation of 

the education system proves to be a project of transformation and of reform of the 

whole society. The revolution in education will produce a complete change in soci-

ety; the change in the minds of women and in the consideration of women will 

bring about a change in the minds of the whole society. Since the kind of education 

proposed by a specific society is connected to the orientation and to the interests of 

that specific society, in order to achieve the reform of any society a complete re-

form of education is necessary. If education is correct, society will be correct. Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s thought turns out to be a project for the reform of the minds: there 

 
ple. The concept of power is not interpreted by Mary Wollstonecraft as power over other 

people: power means, for instance, dominance over one’s passions. Her assertion, which 

could seem to be limited to a particular context, entails a radically different vision of power 

as such. The traditional logic of power is therewith completely modified: power is power 

over the weakness represented by one’s passions. Power is, therefore, the result of the cor-

rect education, which ought to be directed to the dominance over passions. 
9 The volume of V. Sapiro, A Vindication of Political Virtue: The Political Theory of Mary Woll-

stonecraft, exposes a detailed interpretation of the various aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

thought. For the analysis of the contents of Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Men 

and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, I refer to chapter 3., ’Natural and Unnatural Dis-

tinctions’, pp. 77–116, and to chapter 4., ‘The Same Subject Continued’, pp. 117–165. V. Sa-

piro’s whole volume deserves great attention for the richness of V. Sapiro’s observations 

and for the depth of V. Sapiro’s analysis. As regards the aspect of Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

political philosophy, I deeply recommend the study of Natalie Fuehrer Taylor, The Rights of 

Woman as Chimera: The Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft. 
10 I refer to the study of Graham J. Barker-Benfield The Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in 

Eighteenth-Century Britain for an analysis of the connections between sensibility, society, and 

literature. Mary Wollstonecraft’s positions are mainly analysed at the beginning of chapter 

one, ‘Sensibility and the Nervous System’, pp. 1–36, and in the seventh chapter of the book, 

‘Wollstonecraft and the Crisis over Sensibility in the 1790s’, pp. 351–395. For a study on 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s analysis of the language of sensibility, I deeply recommend the book 

of S. McMillen Conger, Mary Wollstonecraft and the Language of Sensibility: in particular, the 

opposition between the cultivation of sensibility in women and the development of the 

rights of women is investigated in chapter 7., ’The Rights of Woman and the Wrongs of 

Sensibility’, pp. 112–129. 



Analele Universităţii din Craiova. Seria Filosofie 52 (2/2023) | 223 

will be no reform of the society without a reform of the minds; a reform of the 

minds can be reached only through a complete reform of the orientation of the way 

of thinking and of the priorities of society: the authentic values of society ought to 

be reason – instead of passions and of blind obedience –, and virtue instead of rev-

erence for tradition. 

The change in the education of women is related, in Mary Wollstonecraft, to 

the change in the interpretation of women’s nature: women are not that which the 

traditional society wants women to be. In Mary Wollstonecraft’s view, women 

ought not to be subjected to a kind of education which makes them dependent 

entities. Women are something else than that which the traditional structures have 

considered them to be and have imposed them to be. After having been submitted 

to an appropriate inquiry, the traditional way of education proves to be, as such, 

an abuse of the nature of women: it is unmasked as an instrument of deformation 

of the women’s minds. Since the authentic women’s nature is different from the 

interpretation of women’s nature which is given in the traditional society, and 

since the interpretation of the women’s nature given by the traditional society rep-

resents a fundamental component of the traditional society itself, the traditional 

society may not exist any longer if an authentic change is to come about: i.e., the 

change of the interpretation of the woman’s nature means delegitimating the tradi-

tional order of the society: Mary Wollstonecraft is shaking the pillars of the society 

represented by the traditional interpretation of women, by the submission of 

women and by the kind of education of women which brings about the submission 

of women. 

The centrality of reason in the thought of Mary Wollstonecraft profoundly 

influences her theological assumptions: Mary Wollstonecraft refuses all forms of 

worship based on blind submission to God. She aims at a form of faith based on 

rationality. Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought on religion refuses the interpretation of 

God as an omnipotent entity whose moral rules are mysterious: the moral order 

established by God can be understood by the individual. God is not only omnipo-

tence but also wisdom: there is no divine omnipotence separated from divine wis-

dom. Moreover, Mary Wollstonecraft refuses any religious attitude inspired by 

conformation to traditions. In her view, the right faith ought to be inspired by ra-

tionality, understanding, and comprehension of the sense of the norms. 

We shall see that Mary Wollstonecraft develops a strategy of unmasking all 

conceptions which aim to present the results of a particular form of education for 

women as the essence of women themselves. Mary Wollstonecraft unmasks, as the 

product of a precise strategy of diminution of the value of women, all those pro-

grammes of education which present themselves as based on women’s nature, 

whereas they only correspond to a precise power strategy aiming to subdue wom-

en. These programmes are not based on the nature of women: they correspond to 

the ideology of society. The right education and the right formation of individuals 

will not come into being alone, though: nobody can expect that the right education 
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will arise without his intervention. Building a new system of education is, there-

fore, necessary. 

I furthermore wish to show in my analysis that many aspects of Mary Woll-

stonecraft’s thought are actual nowadays too: her absolute refusal of blind obedi-

ence, her insistence on the development of reason, her defence of individual inde-

pendence, and her religious thought can give suggestions both for the develop-

ment of autonomy in individuals and for a rational way of worship, i.e., for a ra-

tional kind of faith strongly opposed as such to any form of faith based on irration-

ality and on blind obedience, on fear and on fanaticism. 

The structure of society depends on mind orientation. Mind orientation de-

pends on education; therefore, in order that a change in society could come about, 

education needs to be changed. Mary Wollstonecraft does not direct her attention 

to a mythological past since the past has been characterised by false education. The 

future will be right; the past is useful exclusively to understand the falsity of the 

past: 

‘Rousseau exerts himself to prove that all was right originally: a crowd of authors 

that all is now right: and I, that all will be right.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 

p. 84) 

Mary Wollstonecraft is oriented towards the future. The change of education will 

produce correct conditions in society. The thought of Mary Wollstonecraft is not 

directed to nostalgia or to an attitude of acceptance of the present. Future is the 

dimension of time which is at the centre of her interest: since society is to be re-

formed and can be reformed Mary Wollstonecraft’s attention is directed to the 

future11. 

 
11 For a reconstruction of the foundations of both Vindications, I deeply recommend Mary 

Poovey’s study Man’s Discourse, Woman’s Heart: Mary Wollstonecraft’s Two Vindications, con-

tained in the volume The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works of 

Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen. In this introduction, I mentioned the con-

cepts “education” and “formation” together, whereas in the development of my essay, I 

shall mainly use “education”. The aim of mentioning “education” and “formation” together 

consists in pointing out that Mary Wollstonecraft’s concept of education does not regard 

exclusively school education. In Mary Wollstonecraft’s view, the concept “education” rather 

involves the whole development of the person; it corresponds to the complex of all those 

instructions that produce the formation of an individual, his way of being, his kind of be-

having, his interpretation of society, his values, his orientation in life, his attitudes, his dis-

positions, and so on. It is the process, in other words, which leads to the constitution of the 

whole individual’s mind. The right education is necessary for the correct kind of life in soci-

ety, as it can be seen in the following quotation: ‘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 gen-

eral practice. And how can woman be expected to co-operate unless she know why she 
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c) First examples 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s constant aim throughout her works is to improve the moral 

level of individuals and of society. To give a first presentation of Mary Wollstone-

craft’s ideas, I would like to quote a short passage in which Mary Wollstonecraft 

expresses her awareness of the effects caused on individuals by unjust environ-

ments: 

‘The being who patiently endures injustice, and silently bears insults, will soon be-

come unjust, or unable to discern right from wrong12.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, p. 153)13 

 
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 train of virtues spring, can only be produced by consider-

ing the moral and civil interest of mankind; but the education and situation of woman, at 

present, shuts her out from such investigations.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 

66) The model of the relation between woman and man proposed by Mary Wollstonecraft is 

a model of companionship and cooperation. This model will not come about unless the right 

form of education is established in society. The knowledge of the grounds why a woman 

ought to be virtuous is indispensable in order that women could understand that they ought 

to co-operate in society. Mary Wollstonecraft points out that women are excluded from the 

acquisition of this knowledge. The knowledge of the moral and civil interest of society too 

proves to be essential in her view. Without this knowledge, a real modification of the condi-

tion of women and of the whole society is not possible. 
12 Generally speaking, the condition of women at the time of Mary Wollstonecraft should 

not be forgotten: this condition was characterised by a complete absence of rights for wom-

en. I refer, for this subject, to the formerly mentioned book of V. Sapiro; see, for instance, p. 

7: ‘Women who suffered from their husbands’ abuse had virtually no options, largely be-

cause of the state-supported patriarchal rule of families by the male head of the household. 

By law, married women could not own property and they had no legal control over their 

children. Divorce was all but impossible until the Divorce Act of 1857, and only with par-

liamentary acts of 1878 and 1895 could abused women obtain legal separation. Parliamen-

tary acts of 1873 and 1886 gave mothers the possibility of obtaining custody over their minor 

children.’ For a reconstruction of the whole political situation in England at the time of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, I refer, for instance, to the introduction of Miriam Brody in her edition of A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 
13 I refer, for further editions of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, to the edition of M. Bro-

dy, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, to the edition of Deidre Shauna Lynch, Mary Woll-

stonecraft. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which is enriched by studies concerning the 

background, the contexts and the criticism of the works of Mary Wollstonecraft, to the edi-

tion of D.L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf, The Vindications: The Rights of Men – The Rights 

of Woman, which contains very useful appendixes with passages from writings of Olaudah 

Equiano, Richard Price, Edmund Burke, Olympe de Gouges, Talleyrand, Catherine Macau-



226 | Gianluigi SEGALERBA 

To be hit by injustice causes the incapability to distinguish between right and 

wrong. Injustice, therefore, worsens the moral condition of the victims of injustice. 

This general principle can be applied to women: 

‘Besides, how can women be just or generous, when they are the slaves of injustice?’ 

(A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 261) 

Women cannot be just if they undergo an atmosphere of injustice. In general, en-

during injustice morally corrupts individuals. In particular, women cannot be just 

since they are slaves of injustice. To endure injustice represents, therefore, no value 

at all. As we can see, the environment in which an individual lives is decisive for 

the development of the moral level of the individual. If injustice dominates, human 

beings will become worse, not better. Mary Wollstonecraft pays attention to the 

moral deterioration of an individual who is compelled by the events of life to bear 

injustice: to bear forms of injustice will render individuals worse than they origi-

nally were. If an individual is exposed to continuous abuses at home, he will lose 

the faculty of distinguishing right and wrong.  

A reform of society is necessary to have better individuals; conditions of 

abuse of individuals correspond to the conditions of deterioration of the moral 

level of individuals; just conditions in a society correspond to positive moral condi-

tions in the individuals. The right social conditions turn out to be, in the opinion of 

Mary Wollstonecraft, indispensable to reaching the correct moral formation of 

individuals. In a further passage, we can see that a correct system of education is 

the basis for a correct society; reform of education is the foundation of a global 

reform of society: 

‘I have turned over various books written on the subject of education, and patiently 

observed the conduct of parents and the managements 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 be-

fore the season when they ought to have arrived at maturity.’ (A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, p. 73) 

Due to the traditionally received education, individuals are not in a healthy mental 

condition. The analysis of the system of education shows that lack of education is 

the origin of the minority condition in which women are compelled to live. The 

problems for society derive from a wrong education: the traditional model of edu-

 
lay, and to the edition of Sylvana Tomaselli, A Vindication of the Rights of Men with A Vindica-

tion of the Rights of Woman and Hints. 
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cation for women is, as such, a form of abuse. Herewith, we do not have a case of 

abuse in the lives of women or of a series of abuses in their lives. Through this kind 

of education, we have a system of life, i.e., a programme of life that is as such an 

abuse of women’s nature: this programme represents the complete deformation of 

women’s capabilities. 

Mary Wollstonecraft expresses the strong conviction that liberty is indispen-

sable for the development of virtue: 

‘Liberty is the mother of virtue, and if women [be], by their very constitution, slaves, 

and not allowed to breathe the sharp invigorating air of freedom, they must ever 

languish like exotics, and be reckoned beautiful flaws in nature [].’ (A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman, p. 105) 

Liberty is defined by Mary Wollstonecraft as the mother of virtue: without liberty, 

there is no way to become virtuous. Liberty is indispensable for the moral devel-

opment of individuals. Individuals cannot reach an appropriate moral develop-

ment without liberty14. Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

proves to be a programme of reform of society: Mary Wollstonecraft proposes in 

her works, among other things, the following subjects: 

• a new model of education and formation for all individuals and, in particu-

lar, for women, 

• a new role of women in society,  

• a new proposal for the organisation of family life,  

• political representation for women15,  

 
14 The quoted passage has a direct relation to the position of women: if women are not edu-

cated to freedom and in freedom, any moral development for women turns out to be impos-

sible. In general, if there is no freedom in a society, any moral development is impossible; 

we have slaves, and we have no morally developed individuals. Consider, as a confirmation 

of the indispensability of liberty for virtue and for the individual’s achievement of virtue, 

the following passage: ‘Moralists have unanimously agreed, that unless virtue be nursed by 

liberty, it will never attain due strength – and what they say of man I extend to mankind, 

insisting that in all cases morals must be fixed on immutable principles; and, that the being 

cannot be termed rational or virtuous, who obeys any authority, but that of reason.’ (A Vin-

dication of the Rights of Woman, p. 264) The principle of conduct ought to be reason: if reason 

is not the principle and the aim of education, then an individual cannot be considered as 

rational or as virtuous. Liberty turns out to be indispensable for virtue: without liberty, 

virtue cannot reach the appropriate stability. Reason – and not, for instance, tradition – is the 

authority to be obeyed in order to become virtuous. To say that reason is the principle of 

conduct implies that reason is the evaluation criterion of all existing moral practices (this 

entails that tradition has no place if it is not compatible with reason’s principles). Reason is 

the principle which legitimates moral conduct. 
15 The possibility of the vote for women is not extraneous to Mary Wollstonecraft’s medita-

tion. As regards this subject, we can consider, for instance, the following assertions of Mary 

Wollstonecraft which regard political representation for women: 
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• the foundation of a national system of education16, 

• a common education for girls and boys17, 

• a modification of the theological assumptions describing the nature of God 

in order to promote a conception of God based on rationality and not on mystery. 

As regards Mary Wollstonecraft’s meditation on the female dimension, it could be 

said that the strategy of Mary Wollstonecraft consists, among other things, in put-

ting in doubt the existence of an essence of women: Mary Wollstonecraft refuses 

the very notion of an essence of women. Women are made to have precise charac-

teristics in correspondence with the kind of women which a particular kind of so-

ciety wants to produce. There is no determined essence of women: women are 

transformed into that which the orientation of society wants them to become. 

Likewise, there is no neutrality in education. Education is always directed to a 

precise goal: it is functional to the affirmation and to the conservation of specific 

values of a society. Mary Wollstonecraft’s inquiry into the structure of society 

shows that the leading cultural disposition of society has a precise programme of 

education for all individuals, in general, and for women, in particular. Every indi-

vidual, on closer inspection, becomes that which the specific traditions dominating 

a society have as a programme for the development of the individuals. Therefore, 

education is not neutral: it is functional to precise goals. The process of uncovering 

 
‘I may excite laughter, by dropping a hint, which I mean to pursue, some future time, for I 

really think that women ought to have representatives, instead of being arbitrarily governed 

without having any direct share allowed them in the deliberations of government. But, as 

the whole system of representation is now, in this country, only a convenient handle for 

despotism, they need not complain, for they are as well represented as a numerous class of 

hard working mechanics, who pay for the support of royalty when they can scarcely stop 

their children’s mouth with bread.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 217) Mary Woll-

stonecraft is convinced of the indispensability of political representation for women; she is 

also aware, though, that the vote for women would not solve all problems in the female 

dimension, since, in order that political representation for women can produce real changes 

in society, other aspects of society need to be previously changed. Mary Wollstonecraft is 

aware that women’s being deprived of a civil life means that women lose every interest in 

the community and in the public sphere, thus retiring themselves in the private sphere. 
16 See A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, chapter XII, ‘On national education’. The study of 

Alan Richardson, Mary Wollstonecraft on education proves to be extremely useful for the re-

construction and for the analysis of Wollstonecraft’s meditation on education. Richardson 

underlines, among other things, the importance of the influence of the Rational Dissenters 

on Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought about education (see, for instance, p. 25 of his essay). A. 

Richardson points out, however, the differences too between Mary Wollstonecraft’s favour-

ing a national school system, on the one hand, and some Dissenters’ being against a national 

system of education, on the other hand, since, in the view of these Dissenters, a national 

system of education could easily have been controlled by the Anglican church, so that the 

programme of education of the Rational Dissenters would have been compromised. 
17 See A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, chapter XII, ’On national education’. 
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the aims of society which Mary Wollstonecraft fulfils consists in showing that an 

individual becomes the kind of individual which society has programmed and 

prescribed for him. Women acquire precise characteristics since women are 

moulded to have these characteristics by the policy orientation which dominates in 

society. Mary Wollstonecraft’s strategy proves to be, on closer inspection, a study 

of the ideology dominating society. 

The system of education which is reserved for women is a kind of education 

which aims to assign women to a specific place and position within society. In 

other words, the education system of a society is not independent of the power 

strategy of the dominant group in society. On the contrary, the education system is 

directly functional to the affirmation of the values and of the interests of the domi-

nant groups of society. Since the interest of the dominant groups of society consists 

in assigning women to a subaltern position in society, the model of education pro-

posed by the dominant groups aims to render women subaltern. The education of 

women is the foundation of the whole structure of society: changing the system of 

education of women means changing the whole society. The presence of a non-

submissive woman who is master of herself implies a different structure of the 

family, a different interpretation of the relationships which hold between individ-

uals, a different vision of marriage, a different conception of society, a different 

conception of citizenship, and so on. Therefore, to say that the education of women 

ought to be different is to say that the whole society ought to be different. 

Individuals have precise dispositions since a particular kind of society wants 

them to have these dispositions. All the characters that are habitually assigned to 

women are characters produced by a particular kind of education which aims to 

acquire power over women: if women are educated to be the prey of their pas-

sions, this kind of education, in truth, corresponds to a precise programme of a 

particular kind of society which aims to make women the prey of passions. Wom-

en’s being the prey of passions is, therefore, not natural, but artificial: it is the result 

of a kind of education which aims to render women slaves of passions and, there-

fore, dependent beings. The individual who is the slave of his passions and cannot 

dominate them is an individual who is exposed to the dominance of other individ-

uals. The individual who is master of himself is a being which is mentally inde-

pendent of other beings. 

There is no essence of women, at least as regards their lack of reason and 

their being slaves of passions. It is a precise scheme of society, and it is a precise 

organisation of the society that wants to have women considered as essentially 

consisting in emotions, feelings, and passions. Every form of passion is, for Mary 

Wollstonecraft, a form of dependence: the first abuse exercised against an individ-

ual is to render that individual dependent on his passions. Passions are a phenom-

enon through which a person is no longer able to dominate herself, to have power 

over herself and to use reason. Mary Wollstonecraft’s strategy of unmasking tradi-

tional education consists in showing that the whole traditional programme of edu-
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cation of women is an instrument of empowerment over women since it deprives 

them of reason, independence, and liberty. That which is presented as women’s 

nature proves to be a product of a specific kind of society which has specific aims: 

therefore, it is not something that derives from an eternal nature. Through her pro-

ject of reform of women’s education and through her strategy of uncovering the 

concealed interests which are at the basis of a specific education programme, Mary 

Wollstonecraft shows that another society is possible, that society, as regards the 

way in which it is concretely organised, is not the only possible model of society, 

and that the leading values of a society correspond to the particular interests of 

precise power groups. 

To obtain a complete description of the model of education due to which 

women become the prey of passions, the whole chapter 4, ‘Observations on the 

state of degradation to which woman is reduced by various causes’ of A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman is to be analysed. Let us consider, for instance, the following 

observations, in which the symptoms of women who receive the traditional educa-

tion are described (pp. 129–131): 

‘Their senses are inflamed, and their understanding neglected, consequently they be-

come the prey of their senses, delicately termed sensibility, and are blown about by 

every momentary gust of feeling (…) Ever restless and anxious, their over exercised / 

sensibility not only renders them uncomfortable themselves, but troublesome, to use 

a soft phrase, to others. All their thoughts turn on things calculated to excite emotion; 

and feeling, when they should reason, their conduct is unstable, and their opinions 

are wavering – not the wavering produced by deliberation or progressive views, but 

by contradictory emotions. (…) Miserable indeed, must be that being whose cultiva-

tion of mind has only tended to inflame its passions! A distinction should be made 

between inflaming and strengthening them. The passions thus pampered, whilst the 

judgment is left unformed, what can be expected to ensue? – Undoubtedly, a mixture 

of madness and folly!  

(…) This overstretched sensibility naturally relaxes the other powers of the mind, 

and prevents intellect from attaining that sovereignty which it ought to attain to ren-

der a rational creature useful to others, and content with its own station: for the exer-

cise of the understanding, as life advances, is the only method pointed out by nature 

to calm the passions.  

(…) Yet, to their senses, are women made slaves, because it is by their sensibility that 

they obtain present power.  

(…) It would be an endless task to trace the variety of meannesses, cares, and sor-

rows, into which women are plunged by the prevailing opinion, that they were cre-

ated rather to feel than reason, and that all the power they obtain, must be obtained 

by their charms and weakness…’ 

Mary Wollstonecraft points out that the development of sensibility and the devel-

opment of reason exclude each other: education to the slavery of passions is educa-

tion to general enslavement. Women are a product of a specific education strategy 

which aims to render them permanently slaves of their character: the enslavement 
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and the self-enslavement of women are the goals of this education system. Women 

will become enslaved by their character: consequently, they will always be de-

pendent entities. Mary Wollstonecraft’s criticism of the mental environment of 

passions in which girls and women are intentionally relegated by the social struc-

tures is clear: any development of reason for women proves to be impossible in 

these conditions. Women’s senses are inflamed so that women’s understanding is 

made weaker. Mary Wollstonecraft supports a model of education of the soul 

which brings about a condition in which reason subdues passions: not sensibility, 

but reason and intellect ought to be improved and strengthened. Senses and pas-

sions gain the upper hand in the individual and deteriorate the nature of the indi-

vidual if the individual is not educated to oppose passions. The correct way of 

development for the individual is the development of reason and intellect. 

If the faculty of understanding is weak, individuals are not able to oppose pas-

sions. The cultivation of the mind of women inflames the passions of women. The 

excitement of the senses and the neglect of the cultivation of the intellect bring 

about a situation in which women become the prey of passion. If the intellect is not 

strong, passions will gain the upper hand. Mary Wollstonecraft sees an opposition 

between understanding and passion: if the intellect is cultivated, then passions are 

under control. If, on the contrary, the intellect is weak, passions gain the domi-

nance of the individual. Stability is given only by the education of the intellect. 

 

d) Education and independence 

The value of independence is a foundational aspect of the thought of Mary Woll-

stonecraft. Mary Wollstonecraft asserts on the condition of independence: 

‘I plead for my sex – not for myself. Independence I have long considered as the 

grand blessing of life, the basis / of every virtue – and independence I will ever se-

cure by contracting my wants, though I were to live on a barren heath.’ (A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman, p. 65) 

Independence represents, for Mary Wollstonecraft, the basis for every virtue, or it 

represents the most important virtue. Without independence, there cannot be a 

basis for virtues18. Independence implies, in the thought of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

independence in thought, independence in education, and independence in life: 

future citizens ought to be put in the condition of becoming and being independent 

in all aspects of their existence. This involves a transformation of education, of 

 
18 Mary Wollstonecraft exhorts women to acquire wisdom. See, for instance, the following 

passage: ‘Happy would it be for the world, and for individuals, of course, if all this unavail-

ing solicitude to attain worldly happiness, on a confined plan, were turned into an anxious 

desire to improve the understanding. – ‘Wisdom is the principal thing: therefore get wisdom; 

and with all thy gettings get understanding.’ – ‘How long, ye simple ones, will ye love sim-

plicity, and hate knowledge?’ Saith Wisdom to the daughters of men.’ (A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, p. 170) 
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property relations19, of marriage organisation20, and of political institutions. It does 

not matter what field of society is taken into consideration: the degree of inde-

 
19 In many passages of her works, Mary Wollstonecraft shows interest to social questions: 

she resolutely supports greater equality and a better distribution of property in society. The 

continuous attempt at imitation of the upper class by the middle class is a source of vice and 

misery (see, for instance, A Vindication of the Rights of Men, pp. 23–24; see A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, chapter IX, ’Of the pernicious effects which arise from the unnatural dis-

tinctions established in society’, pp. 211–220). Throughout these passages, we can observe 

the presence of a mutual contraposition of models of society. Mary Wollstonecraft aims at 

the promotion of virtues as the principles directing the orientation of society: virtues ought 

to constitute the directives which organise society. Consequently, she criticises the model of 

society based on the imitation of the way of life of specific classes. The authentic aim of 

society should consist in instilling virtues, not in promoting the imitation of the upper class. 

Mary Wollstonecraft proposes a new model for society and a change of orientation as re-

gards the priorities of society. I would like to quote the following passage in order to give an 

idea of Mary Wollstonecraft’s radical criticism of the British system: ‘The whole system of 

British politics, if system it may courteously be called, consisting in multiplying dependents 

and contriving taxes which grind the poor to pamper the rich …’ (A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman, p. 214) The passage is interesting as such. It is also interesting if it is compared 

with some criticism directed against Mary Wollstonecraft. For example, Zillah R. Eisenstein 

analyses some aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought in the fifth chapter, Mary Wollstone-

craft: the feminist embrace and criticism of liberalism of her book The Radical Future of Liberal 

Feminism (pp. 89–112): Eisenstein is of the opinion that Mary Wollstonecraft was limited in 

her observations by the liberal individual dispositions of the contemporary thought, thereby 

not showing a strong interest for any form of criticism directed to social aspects. I think that, 

on the contrary, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s criticism of the organisation of society a social 

criticism of the economic relationships too can be found. I do not think, therefore, that Mary 

Wollstonecraft is not interested in the social questions of the time. 
20 Mary Wollstonecraft strongly criticises, for instance, the traditional structure of marriage, 

since it is based on the obedience of women towards their husbands (see A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, p. 141). She proposes, as a model for marriage relationships, the compan-

ionship and cooperation between women and men (see A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 

p. 66); furthermore, she expresses her favour for a condition of friendship between wives 

and husbands and, at the same time, her refusal of a condition of dependence of wives on 

husbands (see A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 98). The adoption of a relationship 

between women and men based on fellowship instead of obedience will improve the spir-

itual condition of women: ‘Would men but generously snap our chains, and be content with 

rational fellowship instead of slavish obedience, they would find us more observant daugh-

ters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more reasonable mothers – in a word, 

better citizens.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 220).  Mary Wollstonecraft’s view 

implies a programme of education for men too: men ought not to want to subdue women. 

There is a female question consisting in women’s being educated to be inferior, but there is 

also a male question, consisting in men’s aiming to reach power over women and to bring 

about the submission of women. Men ought to interpret marriage as fellowship instead of 

interpreting marriage as a form of dominance; see also p. 250: ’make women rational crea-
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pendence of the citizens is a criterion to be used in order that the progress of a so-

ciety could be evaluated. 

The previously quoted passage could give the impression that the concept of 

independence is exclusively referred to the female dimension; it could seem, in 

other words, that Mary Wollstonecraft mentions “independence” as a condition 

which exclusively regards a target which women ought to reach. In truth, the con-

cept “independence” is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought, the basis of every virtue. 

It does not matter what the specific field dealt with is. The promotion of independ-

ence regards the whole society and all the spheres of the individual life: it does not 

matter whether an individual is male or female. Independence involves, for in-

stance, the whole sphere of education. Mary Wollstonecraft supports a system of 

education in which children are taught to think for themselves: 

‘In order to open their faculties they should be excited to think for themselves; and 

this can only be done by mixing a number of children together, and making them 

jointly pursue the same objects.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 229) 

The following criticism of traditional education too deserves consideration: 

‘The child is not left a moment to its own direction, particularly a girl, and thus ren-

dered dependent – dependence is called natural.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Wom-

an, p. 110) 

The problem with the model of education of the times of Mary Wollstonecraft con-

sists in children’s being made dependent instead of being made independent. De-

pendence is presented as a natural condition, whereas it is the result brought about 

by a specific system of education. 

We can obtain further elements on the importance of the acquisition of an 

autonomous attitude thanks to the following passage: 

‘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 endeav-

our 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 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 

 
tures, and free citizens, and they will quickly become good wives, and mothers; that is – if 

men do not neglect the duties of husbands and fathers.’) Mary Wollstonecraft’s model of 

marriage consists in rational fellowship. The basis of the new form of marriage consists in 

women being educated to and through reason: if women become, through education, ra-

tional creatures, they will be good wives and mothers. Education as rational creatures and 

as free citizens will bring about all the correct dispositions. Any change in society depends 

on the change of minds. 
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God’s creatures. – Surely these weak beings are only fit for a seraglio! Can they [be 

expected to] govern a family with judgment, or take care of the poor babes whom 

they bring into the world?’ (A Vindication of the Right of Woman, p. 76) 

There is no point in wondering why women have no or only a little faculty of 

judgment if the education which they undergo tends in every way to transform 

them into beings which do not possess any capacity of judgment. For a new system 

of education to be thought out, women ought to be considered as individuals to be 

educated to autonomy, independence, self-conduct, and responsibility. The way of 

considering women ought to be completely changed. We can find in the just quot-

ed passage the following points: 

- Women are considered as a frivolous and, therefore, inferior sex. 

- The education of women is dedicated, or better said, is limited and restrict-

ed, in the first years of their own lives, to a smattering of accomplishment. The 

education of women is, therefore, completely insufficient. It is insufficient since 

women must remain inferior creatures. 

- The cultivation of the mind is abandoned in order to instil in women liber-

tine notions of beauty, which only promote the passions of women, while at the 

same time preventing the development of knowledge, of virtue and of reason. 

- The education which women undergo only aims at the strengthening of pas-

sions in women, thus rendering women unstable characters and unstable individ-

uals. Unstable entities are entities which can be easily dominated. 

- Women are considered as inferior and the system of education renders them 

inferior. 

- The system of education, which proves to be a system of dis-education, 

moves in the opposite direction to the direction of cultivating reason, of cultivating 

the capacity for self-conduct, for independence and for reflection. 

- The education of women aims to build in women the desire to establish 

themselves through marriage. This system of education closes all the perspectives 

for women; only marriage remains as a life perspective for women. 

- Education to passions deprives women of the attainment of reason, which is 

the only quality that differentiates mankind from animals and from brutes. 

- The enchilding21 process which women undergo produces a situation in 

which women become the prey of their own passions. 

The education for women has always interpreted the nature of women as some-

thing which is already given, established, and determined once and for all. This 

system has given women a role, a function, and a duty in society. It has prevented, 

at the same time, women from apprehending other functions. Education for wom-

 
21 For the adoption of the word “enchilding”, I am indebted to Cora Kaplan’s essay Wild 

Nights: Pleasure/Sexuality/Feminism (see p. 48). I deeply recommend C. Kaplan’s study Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s reception and legacies since it is a very deep inquiry into the influence exer-

cised by Mary Wollstonecraft. 
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en has represented, first of all, the binding of women to determined functions and 

the connected exclusion of women from other functions22. The image of women 

ought to change: this change can come about only in an environment which is 

ready to consider women as rational beings and is ready to educate women to de-

velop their potentiality as rational beings. A reform of minds is therefore needed in 

order that the environment could change. The reform of minds is difficult since it 

involves the change of the entire system of traditional education. On closer inspec-

tion, the programme of the reform involves all aspects of society. 

Mary Wollstonecraft points out that the only way for women to ascend in 

society is marriage: there is no other way than marriage as a possibility of ascent in 

society for women. She is therewith criticising any organisation of society which 

does not give women any other chance to elevate their position in society than 

marriage. 

Further elements on the relations between education and independence can 

be gained through the following quotations: 

‘By individual education, I mean, for the sense of the word is not precisely defined, 

such an attention to a child as will slowly sharpen the senses, form the temper, regu-

late the passions as they begin to ferment, and set the understanding to work before 

the body arrives at maturity; so that the man may only have to proceed, not to begin, 

the important task of learning to think and reason. (…) 

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 re-

sult from the exercise of its own reason.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 90) 

The promotion of independence in children ought to be the aim of education: edu-

cation ought to produce independent individuals who are capable of autonomous 

thinking. The following points of the passage are to be underlined, in my opinion: 

- Education is an exercise of understanding, i.e., education is connected to ra-

tional exercise. It has no relation with the stimulation of passions or with the exci-

tation of emotions; it has no connection with emotionalism or with sentimentalism. 

- Any virtue derives from the exercise of reason; there is no virtue without 

reason. 

 
22 See, for instance, the following considerations of Mary Wollstonecraft as regards the aims 

of the traditional education: ‘Gentleness, docility, and a spaniel-like affection are, on this 

ground, consistently recommended as the cardinal virtues / of the sex; and, disregarding the 

arbitrary economy of nature, one writer has declared that it is masculine for a woman to be 

melancholy. She was created to be the toy of man, his rattle, and it must jingle in his ears 

whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Wom-

an, p. 102). 
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- The only source of virtue is reason: there is no possibility that virtue arises 

without reason. 

Mary Wollstonecraft clearly situates the cause of the problems in the tradi-

tional education of women, since this education completely deforms the faculties 

of women: 

‘One cause of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education, gath-

ered from the books written on this subject by men23 who, considering females rather 

as women than human creatures, have been more anxious to make them alluring 

mistresses than [affectionate wives and rational mothers]24…’ (A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, p. 73) 

Mary Wollstonecraft is criticising the system of education. The organisation of a 

society lies in its system of education: if the system is wrong, it cannot but produce 

wrong effects. 

- Responsible for the wrong system of education are books in which women are 

considered as having an essence which is completely different from the essence of 

men, instead of being considered as human creatures that have the same character-

istics as any other human creature. 

- The authors of these works aim to separate men from women, aim to separate 

the system of education dedicated to men from the system of education dedicated 

to women, and aim to produce an organisation of the society in which women are 

assigned different duties and a different way of life from the duties and the way of 

life assigned to men. 

- These works have proposed as a model for women the model of alluring mis-

tresses instead of the model of affectionate wives and rational mothers25. The pro-

 
23 Mary Wollstonecraft is alluding to Jean-Jacques Rosseau’s Émile, to John Gregory’s A Fa-

ther’s Legacy to his Daughters, and to James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women and The Char-

acter and Conduct of the female sex. These authors are investigated and criticised in A Vindica-

tion of the Rights of Woman. 
24 A. Richardson in his essay Mary Wollstonecraft on education observes, as regards the model 

for mother proposed by Mary Wollstonecraft (see p. 33): ‘The proper mother is not an amia-

ble, fashionable house-slave but a reasonable, liberated intellectual.’ Through Mary Woll-

stonecraft’s programme of education for women, the dimension of motherhood too radically 

changes: for a right motherhood an independent mind is needed, whereas to be independ-

ent is impossible for all women entirely depending on their husbands (see A Vindication of 

the Rights of Women, pp. 222–223; see also pp. 211–212, where Mary Wollstonecraft considers 

as incompatible, for women, being virtuous and being dependent on husbands). 
25 The model of marriage which is proposed by Mary Wollstonecraft is interesting: the mod-

el of marriage is fellowship. In order that marriage could be an authentic fellowship, women 

need to become enlightened citizens: 

‘If marriage be the cement of society, mankind should all be educated after the same model, 

or the intercourse of the sexes will never deserve the name of fellowship, nor will women 
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gramme of these works is a programme of devaluation of women in comparison to 

men. The aim of these works is to transform women into entities which are com-

pletely dependent on men. 

- Women’s education is organised to instil in women passions in order that 

women are always dependent on their feelings. To be the prey of passions is to be 

unstable and inconstant; it means having a mind which is without a direction, 

without inner structure and organisation.  

- An individual is educated to be the prey of passions in order that he is the 

prey of the individuals who educate him to have specific characteristics. Passions 

oppose the formation of stability of mind, of character, of a stable psychic constitu-

tion. An individual who is educated to be the prey of his passions is an individual 

who is the prey of the individuals who have educated him to be the slave of his 

passions and to be the prey of the system which wants him to be educated that 

way. 

- Unstable individuals can be directed. Therefore, all those who want to direct 

individuals aim to render the individuals unstable. 

- Passions enslave the individual, whereas reason gives the individual an au-

tonomous structure. 

- To contend that women have a determined nature is to say that society ought 

to be organised in a way which corresponds to the nature of women. Since women 

are considered as entities which are liable to passions, society should correspond-

ingly be organised in a way which reckons with the mental fragility of women, so 

that women are put in a condition of submission to men. 

- To contend that women do not have the specific nature which has been used 

as a principle of organisation of society is to say that society can be different from 

the way it is. To say that women do not have the nature which traditional society 

attributes to them is, as such, an attack against the traditional view of society. If the 

 
ever fulfil the peculiar duties of their sex, till they become enlightened citizens, till they 

become free by being enabled to earn their own / subsistence, independent of men; in the 

same manner, I mean, to prevent misconstruction, as one man is independent of another. 

Nay, marriage will never be held sacred till women, by being brought up with men, are 

prepared to be their companions rather than their mistresses; for the mean doublings of 

cunning will ever render them contemptible, whilst oppression renders them timid. So con-

vinced am I of this truth, that I will venture to predict that virtue will never prevail in socie-

ty till the virtues of both sexes are founded on reason; and, till the affections common to 

both are allowed to gain their due strength by the discharge of mutual duties.’ (A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman, p. 237) Mary Wollstonecraft considers as an indispensable condition 

for the affirmation of the model of marriage as a fellowship between wife and husband that 

women become enlightened citizens and that they are economically independent of men. 

Women ought to be brought up with men; thus, they ought not to be separated from them. 

Furthermore, Mary Wollstonecraft contends that virtue cannot prevail in society unless 

virtue is founded on reason. Reason is the basis of the virtues of men and women. 
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nature of women is different from the way which has been traditionally adopted, 

society ought to be different from the way in which it has been traditionally organ-

ised.  

- Mary Wollstonecraft’s criticism of the traditional interpretation of women’s 

nature proves to be, on closer inspection, both an uncovering of the ideological 

grounds of the traditional society and a delegitimisation of the traditional order of 

society. Since the traditional order of society is based on the separation of duties 

for men and women – which is grounded on the assumption of the different nature 

of men, on the one hand, and of women, on the other hand – to say that the idea of 

the difference of nature has no authentic ground means delegitimising the whole 

structure of society. 

- The first way of rendering women dependent entities is to transform them in-

to beings dependent on their passions. To educate women to be the prey of pas-

sions is the first form of violence and of abuse on women: if a girl is educated in a 

way which considers passions as if they were the natural condition of the woman 

as such and, consequently and as if they were positive for women, this is to orien-

tate the preferences of women towards the slavery of passions. The education of 

women as such is an abuse since the education of women destroys every possibil-

ity of autonomous development of women. 

As regards the way of positive action of parents in relation to the education 

of children, Mary Wollstonecraft observes: 

‘The parent who sedulously endeavours to form the heart and enlarge the under-

standing of his child, has given that dignity to the discharge of a duty, common to 

the whole animal world, that only reason can give. This is the parental affection of 

humanity, and leaves instinctive natural affection far behind. Such a parent acquires 

all the rights of the most sacred friendship, and his advice, even when his child is 

advanced in life, demands serious consideration.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Wom-

en, p. 225) 

To form the heart and to enlarge the understanding of the child ought to be the 

goal of the parents. The objective of the correct education consists in the develop-

ment of the mind of the child. The aim of education, therefore, does not lie in 

transmitting to the children an attitude of blind obedience. Mary Wollstonecraft 

clearly expresses that obedience is due exclusively to the directive of reason. The 

promotion of blind obedience should never be the goal of education: 

‘Females, it is true, in all countries, are too much under the dominion of their par-

ents; and few parents think of addressing their children in the following manner, 

though it is in this reasonable way that Heaven seems to command the whole human 

race. It is your interest to obey me till you can judge for yourself; and the Almighty 

Father of all has implanted an affection in me to serve as a guard to you whilst your 

reason is unfolding; but when your mind arrives at maturity, you must only obey 

me, or rather respect my opinions, so far as they coincide with the light that is break-

ing in on your own mind.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 226) 
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Mary Wollstonecraft is aware that there is a problem with the use of authority. The 

traditional structure of society foresees that females obey their parents: they are 

subjected to the authority of their parents. This submission is not related, though, 

to a period of formation of reason; it is a submission of entities which are consid-

ered as inferior beings. Since women are considered as inferior beings, women 

must remain submissive. 

Mary Wollstonecraft accepts that individuals are submissive to their parents 

when they are still in the process of development of reason: until their reason has 

not reached the condition of maturity, a person remains submissive to the authori-

ty of reason represented by their parents. When their reason has reached the condi-

tion of maturity, they are free. The condition of submission holds since the reason 

has not reached the due development. Therefore, submission is not due to a natu-

ral hierarchy but is due to the stewardship of parents over children until children 

reach a developed level of reason. 

 

e) Reason, Virtue, Knowledge 

Reason, virtue, and knowledge prove to be the foundations of the individual’s 

education for life. We shall now see the way in which Mary Wollstonecraft inter-

prets them. 

‘The being who can think justly in one track, will soon extend its intellectual empire 

…’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 249) 

The correct way of thinking is indispensable. In order to give elements regarding 

the targets which human nature ought to reach, I would like to quote a passage in 

which Mary Wollstonecraft individuates in reason, virtue, and knowledge the cri-

teria through which the development and the perfection of our nature can be eval-

uated. Thanks to the following text we shall see, moreover, that Mary Wollstone-

craft considers reason, virtue and knowledge as the principles that ought to direct 

society: 

‘In the present state of society it appears necessary to go back to first principles in 

search of the most simple truths, and to dispute with some prevailing prejudice eve-

ry inch of ground. To clear my way, I must be allowed to ask some plain questions, 

and the answers will probably appear as unequivocal as the axioms on which reason-

ing is built; though, when entangled with various motives of action, they are formal-

ly contradicted, either by the words or conduct of men.  

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 Reason.  

What acquirement exalts one being above another? Virtue26; we spontaneously reply.  

 
26 As regards virtues, it is to be said that Mary Wollstonecraft refuses the division of virtues 

into virtues for men and virtues for women; virtues are virtues. Virtues are virtues; no fur-

ther specification is needed, and any further specification whatsoever would be wrong. See, 

for instance, the following passage: ‘I here throw down my gauntlet, and deny the existence 
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For what purpose were the passions implanted? That man by struggling with them 

might attain a degree of knowledge denied to the brutes; whispers Experience.  

Consequently the perfection of our nature and capability of happiness, must be esti-

mated by the degree of reason, virtue, and knowledge, that distinguish the individu-

al, and direct the laws which bind society: and that from the exercise of reason, 

knowledge and virtue naturally flow, is equally undeniable, if mankind be viewed 

collectively27.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 81) 

The perfection of the individual’s nature depends on the degree of reason, virtue, 

and knowledge which the individual manages to reach. Virtue is the evaluation 

criterion of the value of the citizens. Reason, virtue, and knowledge – and not, for 

instance, tradition – are the values to be promoted. Mary Wollstonecraft considers 

them as the foundations of both individual education and of the structure of socie-

ty – provided, of course, that the education of individuals and the structures of the 

society are well organised. The justification of education and laws ought to consist 

in their correspondence to reason, knowledge, and virtue. Furthermore, the real 

foundation of the correct mind disposition is reason: from reason both virtue and 

knowledge derive. 

This passage represents a true declaration of the intents of Mary Wollstonecraft: 

 
of sexual virtues, not excepting modesty.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 120; see 

also A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 95) Consider, on this subject, the following ob-

servations of A. Richardson in his study Mary Wollstonecraft on education, p. 33: ‘Her uncom-

promising dismissal of uniquely “feminine” virtues – which would facilitate her demoniza-

tion in the reactionary period soon to follow – allowed Wollstonecraft to revise the existing 

system of female socialization, from the cradle up.’ Equality in virtue between man and 

woman is a precise sign of Mary Wollstonecraft’s aim to eliminate, in society, all institutions 

that separate men and women from each other and that, consequently, assign men and 

women different duties for their own lives. See, for instance, the following passage:  ‘Igno-

rance is a frail base for virtue! Yet, that it is the condition for which woman was organized, 

has been insisted upon by the / writers who have most vehemently argued in favour of the 

superiority of man; a superiority not in degree, but essence; though, to soften the argument, 

they have laboured to prove, with chivalrous generosity, that the sexes ought not to be 

compared; man was made to reason, woman to feel: and that together, flesh and spirit, they 

make the most perfect whole, by blending happily reason and sensibility into one character’ 

(A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 132). Women are considered as entities which feel 

rather than reason: traditional education follows this conviction. The refusal, in Mary Woll-

stonecraft, of specific female and male virtues and of specific female and male faculties be-

longs to a precise programme of reform of society aiming at the affirmation of a new kind of 

relation between the sexes which is founded on companionship, equality and cooperation. 
27 Mary Wollstonecraft’s conviction that no morality is possible without knowledge is ex-

pressed, for instance, in the following assertions: ‘Without knowledge there can be no mo-

rality!’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p.132), and: ‘Ignorance is a frail base for virtue!’ 

(A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 132) 
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- The superiority of men in comparison to brutes consists in possessing rea-

son. 

- The presence of passions is to be explained as a kind of exercise: struggling 

with their passions, human beings can obtain a degree of knowledge that brutes 

cannot reach. Individuals become better by struggling with passions: this means, 

among other things, that individuals ought to have control of their passions, and 

that individuals ought to fight against them.  

- The perfection of our nature and the capability of happiness which individ-

uals can reach depend on the degrees of reason, of virtue, of knowledge which 

individuals can obtain. In order to improve their nature, individuals ought to de-

velop their reason, their virtue, and their knowledge28. 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s presentation of virtue, reason and knowledge is, as such, 

a programme for the aims of education. An education promoting the development 

of virtue, reason, and knowledge in the individuals is the appropriate education; 

all other forms are false. Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas constitute, at the same time, a 

revolutionary programme towards a future society and a criticism of the present 

society. Reason, virtue, and knowledge are the measures which ought to be used in 

order to evaluate the principles of a society. 

The traditional society is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s opinion, not a morally 

well-organised society, since reason, virtue and knowledge are not the basis of the 

traditional society. The new society ought to be organised to instil these principles 

as principles of the society. A new society ought to be founded on these princi-

ples29. Consequently, education for women should be changed, since the education 

 
28 If reason is the guide of a moral system, morality has the same foundation in every socie-

ty: it does not matter which kind of society is considered. The principles of morality are 

identical: ‘The manners of men may change without end; but, wherever reason receive the 

least cultivation – wherever men rise above brutes, morality must rest on the same base. 

And the more man discovers of the nature of his mind and body, the more clearly he is 

convinced, that to act according to the dictates of reason is to conform to the law of God.’ (A 

Vindication of the Rights of Men, p. 51) The morality of mankind changes only if reason is not 

the guide of morality. If reason is the guide of morality, morality is the same for the whole 

mankind. 
29 Mary Wollstonecraft clearly expresses that the education of women goes in the opposite 

direction to the promotion of virtue: ‘To give an example of order, the soul of virtue, some 

austerity of behaviour must be adopted, scarcely to be expected from a being who, from its 

infancy, has been made the weathercock of its own sensations. Whoever rationally means to 

be useful must have a plan of conduct; and, in the discharge of the simplest duty, we are 

often obliged to act contrary to the present impulse of tenderness or compassion.’ (A Vindi-

cation of the Rights of Woman, pp. 136–137) Women are made by traditional education to be 

the weathercock of their passions: they are completely dominated by their passions since no 

education founded on the stability of reason has been given to them. If an individual has 

been educated to be the prey of one’s passions, there will not be any possibility for this indi-
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of women does not have as its aim the promotion of reason in women: the promo-

tion of passions and of dependence are the goals which the correct education for 

women aims to reach. 

To put reason, knowledge, and virtue as the correct foundations of individ-

uals and of the laws of society means that all that does not promote or respect rea-

son, knowledge and virtue in society is false. Education, society, and social rela-

tionships should be evaluated through the criteria of reason, knowledge, and vir-

tue. Mary Wollstonecraft considers knowledge as being a necessary condition for 

the development of morality in individuals: without knowledge, morality cannot 

arise. Mary Wollstonecraft is convinced that morality can be reached only after a 

process of correct education30. The condition of reason will not arise by itself. A 

system of education is needed in which reason is developed: 

‘Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and there will be an end to blind obedi-

ence; but, as blind obedience is ever / sought for by power, tyrants and sensualists 

are in the right when they endeavour to keep women in the dark, because the former 

only want slaves, and the latter a play-thing.’ 31 (Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman, p. 93) 

 
vidual to learn to dominate his passions. Wollstonecraft insists on the necessity of having a 

plan of conduct in order to be able to act rationally: this means, though, that a subject ought 

to act against passions. Passions ought not to be the aim of education: passions are to be 

fought against through the right kind of education. 
30 Mary Wollstonecraft is able to express severe judgments on society: ‘It would be an ardu-

ous task to trace all the vice and misery that arise in society from the middle class of people 

apeing the manners of the great. All are aiming to procure respect on account of their prop-

erty; and most places are considered as sinecures that enables men to start into notice. The 

grand concern of three parts out of four is to contrive to live above their equals, and to ap-

pear to be richer than they are. How much domestic comfort and private satisfaction is sacri-

ficed to this irrational ambition! It is a destructive mildew / that blights the fairest virtues; 

benevolence, friendship, generosity, and all those endearing charities which bind human 

hearts together …’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Men, p. 23) Since within society, the model 

of behaviour is given by the upper class, the middle class tries with every effort to adopt the 

manners of the upper class. The goals which the middle class wants to reach are property 

and richness. Virtues such as benevolence, friendship and generosity are therewith forgot-

ten. 
31 In general, Mary Wollstonecraft’s meditation is always characterised by the criticism of all 

positions aiming to present a particular, historically determined order as a divine, un-

changeable, and unquestionable order. Reasonableness is the criterion on which institutions 

are to be founded: if an institution refuses to justify itself through reasonable argumenta-

tions, while pretending to substitute the reasonableness of its existence with its being given 

by God, this institution is not justified. See, for instance, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 

p. 228: ‘But, till society is very differently constituted, parents, I fear, will still insist on being 

obeyed, because they will be obeyed, and constantly endeavour to settle that power on a 
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The development of minds corresponds to the diminution and elimination of blind 

obedience: the improvement of minds is a precise political choice of Mary Woll-

stonecraft since this development eliminates blind obedience. The development of 

minds in women will prevent tyrants from having slaves, on the one hand, and 

sensualists from having play-things, on the other hand. Mary Wollstonecraft aims 

to eliminate blind obedience and to promote the development of the mind in wom-

en. The development of women’s minds is, as such, a struggle against political 

power, if the political system is dominated by tyrants. 

The fact that reason is the basis of the correct education and that the degree 

of perfection of human nature consists in the degrees of reason, of knowledge and 

of virtue shows that Mary Wollstonecraft considers, as the goal of a correct educa-

tion, the autonomy of the individual. Individuals can obtain autonomy through the 

process of education itself. Education ought not to be oriented to the conservation 

of determined values. Education ought not to produce a form of dependence to-

wards tradition; education ought to enable individuals to live an autonomous life32. 

It is essential, in my opinion, to observe Mary Wollstonecraft’s definition of reason; 

moreover, the connection that reason represents between God and created entities 

needs to be considered since this point can introduce us to Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

theology: 

 
Divine right which will not bear the investigation of reason.’ Furthermore, Mary Wollstone-

craft expresses the hope that both the divine right of husbands and the divine right of kings 

might be contested without danger for those denying it (see A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, p. 110). 
32 Mary Wollstonecraft expresses hard criticism of the veneration of antiquity: ‘Allowing his 

servile reverence for antiquity, and prudent attention to self-interest, to have the force which 

he insists on, / the slave trade ought never to be abolished; and, because our ignorant forefa-

thers, not understanding the native dignity of man, sanctioned a traffic that outrages every 

suggestion of reason and religion, we are to submit to the inhuman custom, and term an 

atrocious insult to humanity the love of our country, and a proper submission to the laws by 

which our property is secured. – Security of property! Behold, in a few words, the definition 

of English liberty. And to this selfish principle every nobler one is sacrificed. – The Briton 

takes place of the man, and the image of God is lost in the citizen!’ (A Vindication of the Rights 

of Men, pp. 14–15). Antiquity is not a dimension which should be venerated; antiquity can be 

criticised as any other dimension. Antiquity is not a value as such. The veneration of antiq-

uity leads to accepting the slave trade. Mary Wollstonecraft moreover criticises the consid-

eration of property as a central value to which all is subordinated and sacrificed. On closer 

inspection, Mary Wollstonecraft is criticising two pillars of the order of society such as the 

veneration of tradition, on the one hand, and the security of the property, on the other hand. 

Thus, she proves to be much more radical in her criticism of society than how it could ap-

pear at first sight. Tradition may not be, in her view, the value upon which to build society; 

moral principles may not be sacrificed for the security of property. For a study which specif-

ically deals with Mary Wollstonecraft’s positions on slavery, I deeply recommend M. Fergu-

son’s inquiry Mary Wollstonecraft and the Problematic of Slavery. 
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‘The stamen of immortality, if I may be allowed the phrase, is the perfectibility of 

human reason; for, were men created perfect, or did a flood of knowledge break in 

upon him, when he arrived at maturity, that precluded error, I should doubt whether 

his existence would be continued after the dissolution of the body. But, in the present 

state of things, every difficulty in morals that escapes from human discussion, and 

equally baffles the investigation of profound thinking, and the lightning glance of 

genius, is an argument on which I build my belief of the immortality of the soul. Rea-

son is, consequentially, the simple power of improvement; or, more properly speak-

ing, of discerning truth. Every individual is in this respect a world in itself. More or 

less may be conspicuous in one being than another; but the nature of reason must be 

the same in all, if it be an emanation of divinity, the tie that connects the creature 

with the Creator; for, can that soul be stamped with the heavenly image, that is not 

perfected by the exercise of its own reason?’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 

122) 

Reason brings individuals towards a divine condition since reason as emanation of 

divinity connects the individual to divinity. Reason is defined by Wollstonecraft as 

the power of improvement; reason is the power of discerning truth. It is a nature 

common to every individual since it is an emanation of divinity. Since reason is the 

emanation of divinity, it is the tie that connects the creature with the Creator. The 

connection between Creator and creature is reason. Deity is, therefore, an Entity 

which is not completely extraneous to the individuals. As we shall see, God is not 

interpreted by Mary Wollstonecraft under the attribute of mystery; God is reason. 

Therefore, God is not an Entity which is completely different from the members of 

mankind. The development of one’s reason is the way of reaching the divinity.  

Mary Wollstonecraft expresses the conviction that the degree of virtue 

which is present in an individual corresponds to the degree of knowledge which 

the individual has reached. The superiority which is attributed by someone to 

women ought to consist in women’s possessing a greater intellect than men and 

not in other characteristics of women: 

‘Women, weak women, are compared with angels; yet, a superior order of beings 

should be supposed to possess more intellect than man; or, in what does their supe-

riority consist? In the same strain, to drop the sneer, they are allowed to possess 

more goodness of heart, piety, and benevolence. – I doubt the fact, though it be cour-

teously brought forward, unless ignorance be allowed to be the mother of devotion; 

for I am firmly persuaded that, on an average, the proportion between virtue and 

knowledge, is more upon a par than is commonly granted.’ (A Vindication of the 

Rights of Women, p. 121, footnote 1) 

Virtue corresponds to knowledge. 

The rules of education ought to be deduced from the truth. If the rules of education 

do not derive from truth, virtue is degraded to a convention: 

‘Greatness of mind can never dwell with cunning, or address; for I shall not boggle 

about words, when their direct signification is insincerity and falsehood, but content 
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myself with observing, that if any class of mankind be so created that it must neces-

sarily be educated by rules not strictly deducible from truth, virtue is an affair of 

convention.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 155) 

Since the orientation of society is founded on a lawless kind of power, taking pow-

er by women would not amount to freedom. To bring women to power would not 

mean the liberation of women, since the attitude of society is tyranny: there would 

not be a change in the attitude, but only a change in the individuals who exercise 

the tyranny. Reform of society is not a question of changing the individuals who 

possess power, since, unless there is a reform of minds the leading values of a soci-

ety will not change. The authentic question is to change the mental attitude of in-

dividuals. 

‘The duty expected from them is, like all the duties arbitrarily imposed on women, 

more from a sense of propriety, more out of respect for decorum, than reason; and 

thus taught slavishly to submit to their parents, they are prepared for the slavery of 

marriage. I may be told that a number of women are not slaves in the marriage state. 

True, but they then become tyrants; for it is not rational freedom, but a lawless kind 

of power resembling the authority exercised by the favourites of absolute monarchs, 

which they obtain by debasing means. I do not, likewise, dream of insinuating that 

either boys or girls are always slaves, I only insist that when they are obliged to 

submit to authority blindly, their faculties are weakened, and their tempers rendered 

imperious or abject. I also lament that parents, indolently availing themselves of a 

supposed privilege, damp the first faint glimmering of reason, rendering at the same 

time the duty, which they are so anxious to enforce, an empty name; because they 

will not let it rest on the only basis on which a duty can rest securely: for unless it be 

founded on knowledge, it cannot gain sufficient / strength to resist the squalls of pas-

sion, or the silent sapping of self-love.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, p. 226) 

Rational freedom is the disposition of mind to be learned and to be taught. Reason 

is indispensable for morality. Knowledge ought to be the basis of duty. If duty is 

not based on knowledge, duty will not resist passions. Without knowledge, there 

cannot be an authentic disposition to duty. Submission to the parents is the prepa-

ration for the slavery of marriage. Women are treated as property. Within tradi-

tional marriage, either the individual is dominated, or he dominates. The interpre-

tation as such of marriage should therefore be completely changed; it should not be 

based on power.  

Blind submission weakens the reason since it teaches that one ought not to 

think autonomously. Moral education ought to be based on knowledge. If moral 

education is not based on knowledge, then moral education cannot resist passions. 

Only knowledge can give to the individual that kind of formation which duly 

structures the individual. 

It is not sufficient that women have power: if women have power in society 

without having previously received the correct education, they will become tyrants 

since the model of society is that of domination. They will simply occupy the place 



246 | Gianluigi SEGALERBA 

of the tyrants. The model of domination will perpetuate itself unless a new form of 

education is proposed in society. Unless there is an education for freedom, there is 

no real change in society. Minds must change in order that society can really 

change. Rational freedom ought to be the leading value of society. 

Mary Wollstonecraft insists that teaching to think is the kind of education 

which can be regarded as the cultivation of the mind:  

‘… but only that education deserves emphatically to be termed cultivation of mind, 

which teaches young people how to begin to think.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, pp. 234–235) 

Education ought to promote the capability of thinking. Education ought to be 

common to the two sexes, i.e., the two sexes ought to be educated together: 

‘My observations on national education are obviously hints; but I principally wish to 

enforce the necessity of educating the sexes together to perfect both …’ (A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman, p. 245) 

If education changes, society changes. Mary Wollstonecraft sees that the values of 

society determine the roles of individuals in society. She sees that society assigns 

values and ways of behaviour to its members: women are regarded as having spe-

cific characteristics and a specific nature by society. 

The order of society is presented as natural, whereas it is a precise historical 

construct. The traditions of society build the character of the woman; traditions 

dictate the order of society. The way of life of women in society is a social product, 

it is not a natural component of society. It is indispensable to distinguish between 

that which is natural and that which is exclusively the product of a particular order 

of society. 

f) Mary Wollstonecraft on divinity 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s interest in the reform of society involves the sphere of the-

ology33: her criticism of traditional worship and her proposal of a new relationship 

with God are indispensable for the comprehension of her strategy. We can observe 

in her thought the intention of substitution of aspects of the traditional theology 

with new proposals of interpreting God and His relation to creation. In particular, 

Mary Wollstonecraft is interested in the nature of the practical directives of God 

and in the ways of worshipping the divinity. 

 
33 For a profound analysis of Mary Wollstonecraft’s theological observations, I deeply rec-

ommend the essay of Barbara Taylor The religious foundations of Mary Wollstonecraft’s femi-

nism. For further observations on Mary Wollstonecraft’s position on religion, I refer to the 

chapter ‘For the Love of God’, pp. 95–142, in B. Taylor’s book Mary Wollstonecraft and the 

Feminist Imagination. I furthermore wish to refer to the analyses of V. Sapiro (see the para-

graph ‘Religion, God, and Nature’, pp. 44–52, in chapter two, ‘The Reasoned, Passionate Self’’) 

for the analysis of Mary Wollstonecraft’s theological convictions and of their consequences 

for Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas. 
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Mary Wollstonecraft’s intents concerning the theological foundations of 

faith and concerning the proposal for a new vision of Deity are connected to the 

programme of the reform of individual education and of reform of society. The 

theological aspects of her thought have an immediate relevance for and an imme-

diate connection to the political and social aspects of her thought. Since religion 

gives a general orientation on reality, the reform programme of Mary Wollstone-

craft involves the religious sphere too34. The reform of minds involves the reform 

of theology and of society. Theology proves to have precise connections to the way 

in which society is organised. 

To begin with, Mary Wollstonecraft expresses herself against every form of 

blind submission to God35; consider, for instance, the following passage, in which 

the contraposition between traditional religions and rational religion comes to the 

fore: 

‘I know that many devout people boast of submitting to the Will of God blindly, as to 

an arbitrary sceptre or rod, on the same principle as the Indians worship the devil. In 

other words, like people in the common concerns of life, they do homage to power, 

and cringe under the foot that can crush them36. Rational religion, on the contrary, is 

 
34 On closer inspection, Mary Wollstonecraft’s criticism strategy involves the whole tradi-

tional order: marriage, education of women, property, relationship with the tradition, inter-

pretation of divinity, antiquity, and education system. 
35 Generally speaking, Mary Wollstonecraft proves to be strongly against every form of blind 

submission to whichever institution, authority, person, power and so on. Moreover, she 

does not agree with any form of blind obedience towards authorities. Consider, for instance, 

the following assertions: ‘Formed to live with such an imperfect being as man they ought to 

learn from the exercise of their faculties the necessity of forbearance: but all the sacred rights 

of humanity are violated by insisting on blind obedience; or, the most sacred belong only to 

man.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 153) There is no compatibility between the 

rights of mankind, on the one hand, and blind obedience, on the other hand. An individual 

who adopts an attitude of blind obedience is a person who has already renounced her hu-

man rights. 
36 Traditional attitudes concerning religion have an obvious connection to traditional educa-

tion. For instance, if girls are educated to be dependent persons, they will be educated to 

accept every content transmitted by the traditional religion in which they are educated: 

‘With respect to religion, she never presumed to judge for herself; but conformed, as a / 

dependent creature should, to the ceremonies of the Church which she was brought up in, 

piously believing that wiser heads than her own have settled that business: – and not to 

doubt is her point of perfection.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 118) Wollstonecraft 

expresses here her criticism of conformist positions in religion: girls having been educated in 

the traditional way will be educated to be dependent as regards religious questions too. 

Traditional education does not admit the development of an independent, autonomous 

attitude in creatures destined to be dependent. The aims of this kind of education consist in 

instilling a disposition of dependence in the educated person. The educated person ought to 

feel dependent. She ought not to develop an attitude of independence; she is educated not to 
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a submission to the will of a being so perfectly wise, that all he wills must be directed 

by the proper motive – must be reasonable37.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 

255) 

The connection between kinds of faith and political attitudes emerges: Mary Woll-

stonecraft puts a connection between blind worshipping of God, on the one hand, 

and submission to power, on the other hand. On closer inspection, blind submis-

sion to God corresponds to blind submission to power. Blind obedience is common 

to both cases; the attitude of submission is a common characteristic of individuals, 

independently of the field in which this attitude is expressed.  

As we have seen, Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas and proposals consist in pro-

moting independence in the individuals: this excludes a blind submission in all the 

spheres of individual life, including worship. 

Mary Wollstonecraft proposes the model of a rational religion: rational reli-

gion is, for Mary Wollstonecraft, the submission of one’s own will to a being that is 

so perfectly wise that all He wills is reasonable. God’s wisdom is the guarantee that 

every directive of God is rational: since God is wise, His will cannot be irrational. 

The reverence of the believer, therefore, is the reverence due to wisdom, not to 

absolute power. 

Rational religion turns out to be an alternative form of religion in compari-

son with the traditional religion. The conception of God as reason and as wisdom 

is opposed to the conception of God as absolute power. Wollstonecraft refuses, 

therefore, the interpretation of a God who, because of His omnipotence, is beyond 

any human reasonableness and is beyond any human ability to understand the 

cause of events or the cause of His directives. In this view – with which Mary 

Wollstonecraft does not agree – individuals cannot but simply blindly submit to 

God. 

The aim of those who plead for submission to God as a mysterious entity 

consists in convincing the individual to blindly submit to orders. The aim of those 

who plead for submission to God as wisdom and reasonableness is to show the 

 
question traditional prescriptions. Wollstonecraft’s criticism in this particular text regards 

theological questions. Education ought to have as its aim independence and responsibility. 

We can observe, furthermore, that Mary Wollstonecraft does not appreciate conformism in 

religion either: nobody should accept traditional prescriptions because they belong to a 

traditional heritage. 
37 See also this passage: ‘I love man as my fellow; but his scepter, real, or usurped, extends 

not to me, unless the reason of an individual demands my homage; and even then the sub-

mission is to reason, and not to man. In fact, the conduct of an accountable being must be 

regulated by the operations of its own reason; or on what foundation rests the throne of 

God?’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 105) The connection between God and reason 

is evident. Reason ought to be the foundation of all our deeds. Moreover, the source of con-

duct does not depend on the directives of traditions; reason is the source of conduct. The 

correct submission is exclusively to reason. 
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believer that God’s dispositions can be understood. There is no value in blind 

submission: since God’s dispositions are reasonable there is no point in saying that 

the believer cannot understand God’s decisions and ought to simply accept God’s 

norms. 

Blind obedience is the annulment of reason: therewith it represents the an-

nulment of all the rights of the individuals. Blind obedience is an attitude contrary 

to the rights of humanity. The strategy of insisting on the mystery of God aims to 

prepare individuals to the blind acceptance of orders of power. On the contrary, 

the reasonableness of God is the foundation of the idea that power ought to be 

reasonable. 

The unfathomable ways of God serve to justify the unfathomable ways of 

power. God’s dispositions cannot be questioned. Against these positions, Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s strategy consists in showing that the mystery of God exclusively 

regards speculative truths; God’s practical dispositions are not mysterious. The 

first character of the Deity is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s view, wisdom. The disposi-

tions of Deity are reasonable: they cannot but be reasonable since they derive from 

wisdom. Rational religion is submission exclusively to God as reason. In other 

words, the God to which the faith of rational religion is due is a rational, not a mys-

terious God (at least as regards the practical norms). 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s intention of presenting a divinity that operates with 

wisdom is clear; her intention of refusing every presentation of a Deity operating 

in a not understandable way is clear too. Mary Wollstonecraft is trying to put be-

liever and Deity near to each other: she refuses a vision of a mysterious God in 

relation to whom the believer can only show blind submission. The whole strategy 

of Mary Wollstonecraft concerning her alternative way of theology is to present a 

Deity of whom the believer ought not to be afraid. Mary Wollstonecraft’s divinity 

is not a divinity of mystery: Her Deity is power and wisdom38. 

A further interesting passage can give us elements in order to enlarge our 

acquaintance with Mary Wollstonecraft’s theological ideas. In this passage too, we 

can observe the contraposition between traditional theological assumptions and 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s proposals. In this passage the opposition between the con-

ceptions of God as light and of God as mystery deserves attention: 

 
38 Mary Wollstonecraft’s conception of Deity is, of course, interesting as such, i.e., it is inter-

esting independently of connections with other fields such as society or politics. Mary Woll-

stonecraft’s refusal of God as absolute power whose directives do not correspond to our 

concept of reasonability can find some correspondence, though, in her refusal of every form 

of power which is not founded on reasonableness. No power without reasonableness has or 

can have a correct foundation. As regards the interpretation of God’s attributes, Mary Woll-

stonecraft tries to find a balance and an interaction between the different attributes of God. 

Mary Wollstonecraft refuses every form of power that requires blind obedience. Mary Woll-

stonecraft is against all interpretations of God as inscrutable. 
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‘I have already very frequently had occasion to observe, that vicious or indolent peo-

ple are always eager to profit by enforcing arbitrary privileges; and, generally, in the 

same proportion as they neglect the discharge of the duties which alone render the 

privileges reasonable. This is at the bottom a dictate from common sense, or the in-

stinct of self-defence, peculiar to ignorant weakness; resembling / that instinct, which 

makes a fish muddy the water it swims in to elude its enemy, instead of boldly fac-

ing it in the clear stream. From the clear stream of argument, indeed, the supporters 

of prescription, of every denomination, fly; and, taking refuge in the darkness, 

which, in the language of sublime poetry, has been supposed to surround the throne 

of Omnipotence39, they dare to demand that implicit respect which is only due to His 

unsearchable ways. But let me not be thought presumptuous, the darkness which 

hides our God from us, only respects speculative truths – it never obscures moral 

ones40, they shine clearly, for God is light, and never, by the constitution of our na-

ture, requires the discharge of a duty, the reasonableness of which does not beam on 

us when we open our eyes.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 225) 

In this passage the contraposition between two mutually completely different, 

mutually opposed ways of interpretation of God is evident; let us analyse the 

words used by Mary Wollstonecraft in this particular context. The method of in-

terpreting God and His prescriptions41 as mysterious is characterised by the follow-

ing expressions: 

 
39 Consider, for instance, the expression “the throne of Omnipotence”: the use of this expres-

sion reveals the intent of presenting God first of all under the attribute of power: God is 

power; directives of God are directive of the Omnipotence to which exclusively blind obedi-

ence is due. 
40 To be noticed in this passage is the difference expressed by Mary Wollstonecraft between 

speculative truths and moral truths regarding God. If speculative truths can represent a 

mystery, the same cannot be said of moral truths: if God poses duties, these duties are rea-

sonable. No blind obedience is due to the duties imposed by God since these duties are 

always understandable. The believer ought not to be silent and ought not to simply obey. 

On the contrary, the believer ought to understand God’s directives: he ought to arrive, 

through his reason, at the foundation of God’s decision. 
41 Consider, furthermore, the following passage illustrating Mary Wollstonecraft’s opinions 

on natural rights: ‘It is necessary emphatically to repeat, that there are rights which men 

inherit at their birth, as rational creatures, who were raised above the brute creation by their 

improvable faculties; and that, in receiving these, not from their forefathers but, from God, 

prescription can never undermine natural rights.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Men, p. 14). 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought concerning natural rights is clear: no prescription whatsoev-

er can undermine natural rights. Natural rights are given to mankind directly by God: there-

fore, they have an absolute status. They do not find their validity in a particular tradition; 

their validity is given by God. No country gives natural rights: natural rights are not con-

ceded by countries. Natural rights do not depend on a particular community or on a par-

ticular nation: natural rights exist independently of particular historical configurations. The 

fact that natural rights are received at birth excludes that belonging to a group, to a commu-
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- “Fly from the clear stream of argument”; “taking refuge in the darkness”; 

“unsearchable ways”. 

The first position is characterised by the refusal of rational argumentation and by 

the search for refuge in the mysteriousness of God. His prescriptions should be 

accepted without any discussion. Only blind obedience is, in this way of thinking, 

the right kind of behaviour. God is, in this religious perspective, the Wholly Other. 

The characteristic of the corresponding religious attitude is the wish to have abso-

lute power above oneself: God’s decisions lie beyond every possibility of compre-

hension. 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s position regarding God, His manifestation and the di-

rectives ordered by God is portrayed by the following expressions: 

- “they42 clearly shine”; “God is light”; “reasonableness”. 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s position is characterised by the conviction of the reasona-

bleness of God’s prescriptions. God is not regarded, first of all, as being exclusively 

absolute power; the manifestation of God is wisdom. Mary Wollstonecraft is not 

interested in power and in the affirmation of power, but in wisdom, in reason, and 

in the affirmation of wisdom and reason in the essence of God. She is aware that 

the speculative truths about God are a mystery; she does not agree, though, with 

all positions interpreting God’s moral directives too as mysterious. 

One of the usual instruments of power of traditional religion consists, in 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s opinion, in not presenting any rational argumentation de-

fending determined prescriptions: a moral directive has precise contents and can-

not but have these contents since it derives from, corresponds to, and fulfils an 

order of God. A prescription has precise contents because God wants it to have 

these contents; a prescription is right because God wants it. There is no further 

foundation for God’s disposition; quite on the contrary, the presence of determined 

dispositions is explained through the mystery of God’s decisions. The traditional 

religion seeks and finds its refuge and its solutions in the mystery. In this view, 

God’s directives cannot be understood by us since God belongs to a completely 

different dimension in comparison to our dimension. Mankind is, in this concep-

tion, not able to understand God’s decisions; mankind should accept them. Every 

other attitude would be a kind of rebellion or a kind of opposition to the directives 

of God. There is no mediation, no common point, and no connection between God 

and believers. The legitimation of any divine directive consists in God’s power: 

there is no need for another form of legitimation of an order. The reasonableness of 

the order has no relevance. 

Even though Mary Wollstonecraft appears to admit that the speculative 

truths regarding God cannot be reached by us, she does not admit, notwithstand-

 
nity, or to a nation can be conditions for having these rights. Natural rights belong to indi-

viduals independently of their position in society. 
42 I.e.: “moral truths”. 
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ing, that the moral truths may not be investigated. Moral truths are reasonable; 

therefore, they are understandable to us. God is light. As regards moral truths, 

God’s directives are understandable. Thus, there is no moral prescription that can-

not be understood on the basis of rational analysis. God’s prescriptions are 

grounded on His reasonableness. 

The quoted passage expresses more than it could appear at first sight: in 

truth, Mary Wollstonecraft is contraposing two ways of interpreting Deity, she is 

contraposing two completely different theological models. One interpretation pro-

poses a mysterious, unknowable, unfathomable God, in relation to whom there can 

be only silent submission: the subject should only show blind obedience. The alter-

native interpretation of God, which is supported by Mary Wollstonecraft, sees God 

as an Entity whose decisions are understandable. Not only God’s directives are 

rational: they are rational for us. They can be understood. Individuals have a con-

nection to divinity through reason: individuals are not completely extraneous to 

divinity. The conception of divinity proposed by Mary Wollstonecraft represents a 

conception for education to divinity: divinity ought not to be seen as a mystery but 

as wisdom. 

Further elements regarding the opposition between a conception of God as a 

rational Entity and a conception of God as a mysterious power can be gained with 

the help of the following passage: 

‘It seems natural for man to search for excellence, and either to trace it in the object 

that he worships, or blindly to invest it with perfection, as a garment. But what good 

effect can the latter mode of worship have on the moral conduct of a rational being? 

He bends to power; he adores a dark cloud, / which may open a bright prospect to 

him, or burst in angry, lawless fury, on his devoted head – he knows not why. And, 

supposing that the Deity acts from the vague impulse of an undirected will, man 

must also follow his own, or act according to rules, deduced from principles which 

he disclaims as irreverent. Into this dilemma have both enthusiasts and cooler think-

ers fallen, when they laboured to free men from the wholesome restraints which a 

just conception of the character of God imposes.It is not impious thus to scan the at-

tributes of the Almighty: in fact, who can avoid it that exercises his faculties? For to 

love God as the fountain of wisdom, goodness, and power, appears to be the only 

worship useful to a being who wishes to acquire either virtue or knowledge. A blind 

unsettled affection may, like human passions, occupy the mind and warm the heart, 

whilst, to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God, is forgotten.’ (A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 115)43 

 
43 A passage taken from the texts of Richard Price can give us elements in order to under-

stand the possible influences of Richard Price on Mary Wollstonecraft: ‘The necessary per-

fections of the Deity; the infinite excellencies of his nature as the fountain of reason and 

wisdom; the entire dependence of all beings upon him, and their deriving from his bounty 

existence and all its blessings and hopes – from hence, and not merely from his almighty 

power, arises his SOVEREIGN AUTHORITY’ (Richard Price, A Review of the Principal Ques-
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The individual who worships God in the described way has a relationship to 

God which is similar to the relation of the individual who is submitted to power; 

God is first of all power, i.e., His first attribute is power. In the traditional form of 

faith, the individual adores a dark cloud, i.e., his faith concerns a mysterious pow-

er. It is interesting too that Mary Wollstonecraft puts a direct connection between 

the kind of religion and its effects on the moral education of individuals. Mary 

Wollstonecraft expresses her ideas about the kind of faith which can be useful, if an 

individual aims to reach virtue or knowledge: faith ought to consist in loving God 

as the source of wisdom, goodness, and power. In this context, Wollstonecraft 

mentions a series of attributes for God without conceding a prevalence to none of 

these attributes. God is not seen as being exclusively power: God is wisdom and 

goodness too. God’s attributes are mutually equivalent. 

The connection of this conception of God with the spiritual development of 

the individual is, moreover, particularly important: only the faith in God as the 

source of wisdom, of goodness and of power can prove to be useful for a subject 

aiming to acquire virtue or knowledge. Any other kind of faith would not promote 

virtue or knowledge in the individuals. Mary Wollstonecraft puts a connection 

between the conception of God and the moral development of individuals, or, in 

other words, between the conception of God and the education of individuals. 

Faith is, as such, already a form of education (or of miseducation). The way of wor-

ship is not neutral as regards the way of behaving. From a rational God, rational 

rules of conduct will be derived. From an unfathomable God, these rules will not 

be derived. Wollstonecraft is, furthermore, distrustful towards a kind of worship 

based on pure affection; sentimentalism is not a kind of relationship with God that 

particularly attracts her favour. 

The rational kind of devotion is connected to the development of the subject. 

The individual who aims to acquire virtue or knowledge ought to love God as a 

source of wisdom. To have a specific form of reverence means having a specific life 

attitude and a specific moral orientation. Reverence for God as wisdom corre-

sponds to an individual’s attitude aiming at knowledge and virtue. Reverence for 

 
tions in Morals, p. 113) Price points out the presence of a plurality of attributes in God; more-

over, he sees as foundations of God’s authority not only power but reason and wisdom too. 

I am indebted to the study of B. Taylor, The religious foundations of Mary Wollstonecraft’s femi-

nism, for the discovery of this passage (see, in the mentioned study, p. 111, and footnote 23, 

p. 117). For a reconstruction of the influences exercised by the Rational Dissenters on Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s thought, I refer to the essay of G.J. Barker-Benfield, Mary Wollstonecraft: 

Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthwoman, and to the essay of Chris Jones, Mary Wollstone-

craft’s Vindications and their political tradition. For the reconstruction of the social and political 

milieu of the Rational Dissenters, see the book of Isaac Kramnick, Republicanism and Bour-

geois Radicalism: Political Ideology in Late Eighteenth-Century England and America (in particular 

the chapter ’Religion and Radicalism: The Political Theory of Dissent’). 
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God as an entity which is exclusively unfathomable and absolute power corre-

sponds to an attitude of blind affection. The following text can give us new ele-

ments about the connection between the interpretation of the Supreme Being and 

the foundation of morality in Mary Wollstonecraft: 

‘The only solid foundation for morality appears to be the character of the supreme 

Being; the harmony of which arises from a balance of attributes; – and, to speak with 

reverence, one attribute seems to imply the necessity of another. He must be just, be-

cause he is wise; he must be good, because he is omnipotent. For to exalt one attrib-

ute at the expense of another equally noble and necessary, bears the stamp of the 

warped / reason of man – the homage of passion. Man, accustomed to bow down to 

power in his savage state, can seldom divest himself of this barbarous prejudice, 

even when civilization determines how much superior mental is to bodily strength; 

and his reason is clouded by these crude opinions, even when he thinks of the Deity. 

– His omnipotence is made to swallow up, or preside over his other attributes, and 

those mortals are supposed to limit his power irreverently, who think that it must be 

regulated by his wisdom. I disclaim that specious humility which, after investigating 

nature, stops at the author. – The High and Lofty One, who inabiteth eternity, doubt-

less possesses many attributes of which we can form no conception; but reason tells 

me that they cannot clash with those I adore – and I am compelled to listen to her 

voice.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, pp. 114–115) 

Passions ought not to influence the interpretation of God’s attributes. If one attrib-

ute of God is privileged, the equilibrium is put in danger. Passions are the cause 

and the origin of a false veneration of God. Mary Wollstonecraft polemises against 

and criticises the presence of passions and of the warped reason in the reverence of 

God. Her theological conception foresees an equilibrium between the attributes of 

God: justice, wisdom, goodness, and omnipotence are all attributes of God. They 

constitute harmony in the essence of God; there is no attribute which is superior to 

another attribute. No attribute of God is more important than another attribute of 

God: there is no point in giving priority to one attribute over the other attributes. A 

right conception of God should consider all these attributes. Any conception of 

God that gave greater importance to one of these attributes than to another one 

would be false.  

The cause of the mistake in the conception of God’s essence is due to the 

predominance of one or another passion in the minds of men. In particular, the 

predominance given to the attribute of omnipotence is due to the men’s habit of 

bowing down to power: the conception of an omnipotent God, whose omnipotence 

is given a particular value in comparison with the other attributes, corresponds, 

within the theological field, to the organisation of the society. The conception of 

God is a mirror of the values of society. A society which is organised on the basis 

of submission to power will privilege a vision of God as omnipotent. A society 

which is organised on the basis of the blind acceptance of power will be based on a 

conception of God who is omnipotent and mysterious.  
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Mary Wollstonecraft considers bowing to God as a sign of a savage state. 

Individuals bow to power when they are not civilised. Individuals are the prey of 

the attitude of bowing down even when it has become clear that the authentic val-

ue of the individual is the reason. Reason needs a long time to affirm itself. Reli-

gion, if it is interpreted as a source of affection and imagination, does not make the 

individual a more moral being. This kind of religion is not something that im-

proves the individual’s morality. 

The characteristics of the political absolute power are transposed in the at-

tributes of the Deity: the omnipotence of God corresponds to the omnipotence of 

power. There is, in this conception of divinity, no idea of a direction of omnipo-

tence through wisdom: all theological conceptions which aims to point out the 

compresence of omnipotence and wisdom are rejected, in this conception, as irrev-

erent towards the nature of God, since these theological conceptions are accused of 

limiting the power of God. Since individuals are submissive to the power of other 

men, individuals interpret God as absolute power. Ways of interpreting God corre-

spond to ways of interpreting society. The weight given to the attribute of omnipo-

tence without consideration for the other attributes is a sign of the values dominat-

ing society. 

Through the relation between the submission to power in society and the 

submission to the omnipotence of God, Mary Wollstonecraft seems to suggest that 

modification of theology and modification of society will go together: the new age 

of enlightenment will bring about a change both in theology and in society. Any 

criticism of society involves a criticism of theology too: the unjust relations be-

tween individuals in society have produced an unjust theology. Both traditional 

society and traditional theology need to be changed; there cannot be a modification 

of only one aspect, since everything is bound together. The diversity in theological 

attitudes is a difference in political attitudes too: one should not obey without un-

derstanding. Blind obedience is not a virtue.  

Faith in God is connected to reverence for the rights of men: 

‘I reverence the rights of men. – Sacred rights! for which I acquire a more profound 

respect, the more I look into my own mind; and, professing these heterodox opin-

ions, I still preserve my bowels; my heart is human, beats quick with human sympa-

thies – and I FEAR God! I bend with awful reverence when I enquire on what my 

fear is built. – I fear that sublime power, whose motive for creating me must have 

been wise and good; and I submit to the moral laws which my reason deduces from 

this view of my dependence on him. – It is not his power that I fear – it is not to an 

arbitrary will, but to unerring reason I submit.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Men, p. 

34)44 

 
44 On Mary Wollstonecraft’s positions regarding the French Revolution, I refer, for instance, 

to the study of Tom Furniss, Mary Wollstonecraft’s French Revolution. 
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Mary Wollstonecraft’s reverence for God is submission to an unerring reason, not 

to a mysterious will. The reason is the foundation of faith. God is not arbitrary will. 

Mary Wollstonecraft asserts that her submission to God is not a submission to God 

as absolute power to whom absolute obedience is due. Her submission is a submis-

sion to God as reason, to God’s being reason45. 

‘It is, however, sufficient for my present purpose to assert that, whatever effect cir-

cumstances 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 posi-

tively bad, what can save us from atheism? or if we worship a God, is not that God a 

devil?’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 90) 

Wollstonecraft is convinced that every being can become virtuous through the 

exercise of reason. Reason is the disposition thanks to which individuals can be-

come virtuous: the way of reason is the way to virtue. Wollstonecraft refuses the 

 
45 A further passage of Richard Price that could have been relevant to Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

theological thought is the following one, in which Price expresses his opinions about the 

right way to speak with believers: ‘Convince them that the Deity is a righteous and benevo-

lent as well as omnipotent being, who regards with equal eye all his creatures, and connects 

his favour with nothing but an honest desire to know and to do his will; and that zeal for 

mystical doctrines which has led men to hate and harass one another will be exterminated. 

Set religion before them as a rational service, consisting not in any rites and ceremonies, but 

in worshipping God with a pure heart and practising righteousness from the fear of his 

displeasure and the apprehension of a future righteous judgment, and that gloomy and 

cruel superstition will be abolished which has hitherto gone under the name of religion, and 

to the support of which civil government has been perverted. Ignorance is the parent of 

bigotry, intolerance, persecution and slavery. Inform and instruct mankind; and these evils 

will be excluded.’ (A Discourse on the Love of our Country, p. 181–182) As we can see, Price’s 

reform of thinking is not limited to the representation of the civil government: Price’s reform 

proposals involve the interpretation of the Deity: In Price’s opinion, the conception of the 

Deity ought to be presented with particular characters: 

- Deity is righteous. 

- Deity is benevolent. 

- Deity is omnipotent. 

- Deity regards with equality all creatures. 

- Superstition is not religion. 

- Superstition ought not to be the basis for a civil government. 

- Instruction is the remedy against ignorance, intolerance, persecution, and slavery. 

Righteousness, benevolence, and omnipotence are co-present in the Deity; an identification 

of Deity with omnipotence would be, for instance, a clear mistake in the representation of 

the Deity. It ought not to be accepted, on the other hand, that the worship of God brings 

men to hate each other. Furthermore, Price underlines that religion ought to be a rational 

service; superstition ought to be abolished. Price points out that a false conception of reli-

gion consisting in superstition and in ignorance has misled many governments: a civil gov-

ernment should be based on a rational religion. 
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idea that subjects are created with vicious inclinations. If the doctrine that men are 

created with vicious inclinations is accepted, the way towards atheism is open. The 

conception that God creates men with vicious inclinations is a conception that 

transforms God into a devil.  

As a conclusion of this section, I would like to propose the following pas-

sage, in which Mary Wollstonecraft clearly describes that religion has exclusively 

reason as its true foundation: 

‘I hope I shall not be misunderstood when I say, that religion will not have this con-

densing energy, unless it be founded on reason. If it be merely the refuge of weak-

ness or wild fanaticism, and not a governing principle of conduct, drawn from self-

knowledge, and a rational opinion respecting the attributes of God, what can it be 

expected to produce? The religion which consists in warming the affections, and ex-

alting the imagination, is only the poetical part, and may afford the individual pleas-

ure without rendering it a more moral being. It may be a substitute for worldly pur-

suits; yet narrow, instead of enlarging the heart: but virtue must be loved as in itself 

sublime and excellent, and not for the advantages it procures or the evils it averts, if 

any great degree of excellence be expected. Men will not become moral when they 

only build airy castles in a future world to compensate for the disappointments 

which they meet in this; if they turn their thoughts from relative duties to religious 

reveries.’ (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 184) 

As we can see, religion ought not to become a kind of substitution of the present 

life: religion should not propose a future life of completeness as compensation for 

the delusions which individuals experience in their lives. Religion should give a 

moral constitution to the individual. Mary Wollstonecraft expresses her refusal of 

fanaticism. Religion ought to organise a principle of conduct. If religion is fanati-

cism, it cannot express moral conduct. 

- Religion should be founded on reason if religion should produce the correct 

moral conduct. 

- Religion should not be the refuge of weakness or of fanaticism. 

- Religion should render the individual a more moral being. 

- Religion should promote virtue for itself and not for the advantages which 

can come from being virtuous. 

- Religion should not be a form of compensation for the failures of the average 

life. 

- Mary Wollstonecraft refuses all forms of religion which warm the affections 

and enlarge the imagination: these forms can exclusively represent an excitement 

of the passions. Therewith the individual is not made a more moral man46. 

 
46 Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought is not extraneous to the respect for animals: ‘Humanity to 

animals should be particularly inculcated as a part of national education, for it is not at pre-

sent one of our national virtues. Tenderness for their humble dumb domestics, amongst the 

lower class, is oftener to be found in a savage than a civilized state. For civilization prevents 
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g)  Synthesis 

- Mary Wollstonecraft proposes a complete reform of the mind orientation. 

- Women have no fixed nature: women assume the dispositions which the so-

ciety wants them to assume. 

- The behaviour which women show is not a natural disposition; it is a social 

product. 

- At the basis of the false education, there is the conception that women have 

a different nature from men. Mary Wollstonecraft aims to show that women have 

no separate nature from men. The education should be based on awareness of the 

commonality of nature. 

- There is no immutable system of values. The order of society is not the im-

mutable result of immutable values. Precise interests of groups of society lead to a 

particular form of society. 

- Education and formation of individuals are essential for the structure of so-

ciety; the structure of society depends on the system of education and formation. 

Likewise, society gives a specific model of education in order to promote and con-

serve itself. 

- Reform of education is reform of minds; reform of minds is reform of socie-

ty. 

- The common mental attitude is the principle of society: therefore, in order to 

change society, the common mental attitude needs to be changed. Since the mental 

attitude is given through education, the change of education is the indispensable 

process to achieve the change of society. 

- Mary Wollstonecraft’s programme turns out to be, on closer inspection, a 

global reform of society, since it is a reform of the minds: she is thus directing her 

attention to the foundation of society itself. 

- There is no neutral education: education is always oriented to the individu-

als and to the citizens that the specific society wants to have. 

 
that intercourse which creates affection in the rude hut, or mud [hovel], and leads unculti-

vated minds who are only depraved by the refinements which prevail in the society, where 

they are trodden under foot by the rich, to domineer over / them to revenge the insults that 

they are obliged to bear from their superiors. This habitual cruelty is first caught at school, 

where it is one of the rare sports of the boys to torment the miserable brutes that fall in their 

way. The transition, as they grow up, from barbarity to brutes to domestic tyranny over 

wives, children, and servants, is very easy. Justice, or even benevolence, will not be a power-

ful spring of action unless it [extend] to the whole creation; nay, I believe that it may be 

delivered as an axiom, that those who can see pain, unmoved, will soon learn to inflict it.’ (A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, pp. 243–244) Mary Wollstonecraft considers as indispen-

sable that the feeling of justice and benevolence is extended to all the entities of creation. She 

does not limit the application of positive feelings exclusively to human beings. 
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- The reform of education proves to be essential for a true reform of society. 

Without the reform of education, a real change in society is not possible. 

- The promotion of independence ought to be the first target of a correct sys-

tem of education. 

- Blind obedience is, in social and family life, never to be accepted: it repre-

sents a danger to the development of free individuals. 

- There is no fixed nature for individuals, in general, and for women, in par-

ticular. 

- The way of thinking and of behaving of individuals, in general, and of 

women, in particular, is a product of the system of values and of the system of 

education accepted and adopted in a society; it is not dictated by an immutable 

nature. 

- The unmasking of intents of domination over individuals (in particular, but 

not only, over women) that are concealed behind the idea of a supposed essence of 

individuals (of women) are indispensable processes for the reform of society. 

- Virtue can only come from liberty and knowledge. Ignorance does not rep-

resent a good basis for virtue. Knowledge alone can be the basis for virtue. 

- A faith which is based on passions is refused; a model of worship based on 

rationality is proposed. 

- Any conception of God as a mysterious power, lying behind our possibility 

of understanding, is strongly refused. A model of submission to God as wisdom 

and goodness is pleaded for. 

- Faith is a form of education; there is a correspondence between a particular 

kind of faith and a particular kind of education. 

 

h) Conclusion 

I would like to conclude my exposition with the quotation from a passage in which 

Mary Wollstonecraft underlines that the improvement of both sexes cannot take 

place if both sexes do not cooperate towards this improvement. There cannot be an 

authentic moral improvement involving only one sex: 

‘The two sexes mutually corrupt and improve each other. This I believe to be an in-

disputable truth, extending it to every virtue. Chastity, modesty, public spirit, and all 

the noble train of virtues, on which social virtue and happiness [are] built, should be 

understood and cultivated by all mankind, or they will be cultivated to little effect (A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 209) 
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