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In 1792 Mary Wollstonecraft wrote a book to prove that her sex was as intelligent as the
other: thus did feminism come into the world. Right on, Ms. Mary!

Shirley Tomkievicz

Hrm first person—male or female—to
speak at any length and to any effect
about woman’s rights was Mary Woll-
stonecraft. In 1792, when her Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Woman appeared,
Mary was a beautiful spinster of thirty-
three who had made a successful career
for herself in the publishing world of
London. This accomplishment was rare
encugh for a woman in that day. Her
manifesto, at once impassioned and
learned, was an achievement of real orig-
inality. The book electrified the reading
public and made Mary famous. The core
of its argument is simple: “1 wish to see
women neither heroines nor brutes; but
reasonable creatures,” Mary wrote. This
ancestress of the Women’s Liberation
Movement did not demand day-care cen-
ters or an end to women's traditional role
as wife and mother, nor did she call any-
one a chauvinist pig. The happiest peried
of Mary’s own life was when she was
married and awaiting the birth of her sec-
ond child. And the greatest delight she
ever knew was in her first child, an ille-
gitimate daughter. Mary’s feminism may
not appear today to be the hard-core rev-
olutionary variety, but she did live, for a
time, a scandalous and unconventional
life—"“emancipated,” it is called by those
who have never tred it. The essence of
her thought, however, is simply that a
woman’s mind is as good as a man’s.
Not many intelligent men could be
found to dispute this proposition today,
at least not in mixed company. In Mary’s

time, to speak of anybody’s rights, let
alone woman'’s rights, was a radical act.
In England, as in other nations, “rights”
were an entity belonging to the govern-
ment. The common run of mankind had
little access to what we now call “hnman
rights.” As an example of British justice
in the late eighteenth century, the law
cited two hundred different capital
crimes, among them shoplifting. An ac-
cused man. was not entitled to counsel. A
child could be tried and hanged as soon
as an adult. The right to vote existed, cer-
tainly, but because of unjust apportion-
ment, it had come to mean little. In the
United States some of these abuses had
been corrected—but thai the rights of
man did not extend past the color bar and
the masculine gender was intentional. In
the land of Washington and Jefferson, as
in the land of George IIl, human rights
were a new idea and woman’s rights
Wwere not even an issue,

In France, in 1792, a Revolution in
the name of equality was in full course,
and woman’s rights had at least been at-
laded to. The Revolationary government
drew up plans for female education—to
the age of eight. “The education of the
women should always be relative to the
men,” Rousseau had written in Emile.
“To please, 1o be useful to us, to make us
love and esteem them, to educaie us

when young, and take care of us when -

grown up, to advise, to console us, to
render our lives easy and agreeable;
these are the duties of women at all
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times, and what they should be taught in
their infancy.” And, less prettily,
“Women have, or ought to have, but little
liberty.”

Roussean would have found littie
cause for complaint in eighteenth-cen-
tury England. An Englishwoman had al-
most the same civil status as an
American slave. Thomas Hardy, a hun-
dred years hence, was to base a novel on
the idea of a man casually selling his
wife and daughter at public auction.
Obviously this was not a common oc-
currence, but neither is it wholly implau-
sible. In 1792, and later, a woman could
not own property, nor keep any earned
wages. All that she possessed belonged
to her husband. She could not divorce
him, but he could divorce her and take
her children. There was no law to say she
could not grow up illiterate or be beaten
every day.

mnnw was the legal and moral climate
in which Mary Wollstonecraft lived. She
was bomn in London in the spring of
1759, the second child and first daughter
of Edward Wollstonecraft, a prosperous
weaver. Two more daughters and two
more sons were eventually born into the
family, making six children in all. Before
they had all arrived, Mr. Wollstonecraft
came into an inheritance and decided to
move his family to the country and be-
come a gentleman farmer. But this plan
failed. His money dwindled, and he be-



pan drinking heavily. His wife turned
into a terrified wraith whose only interest
was her eldest son, Edward. Only he es-
caped the beatings and abuse that his fa-
ther dealt out regularly to every other
bousebold member, from Mrs. Woll-
stonecraft to the family dog. As often
* happens in large and disordered families,
- the eldest sister had to assume the role of
' mother and scullery maid. Mary was a
bright, strong child, determined not to be
broken, and she undertook her task ener-
getically, defying her father when he was
violent and keeping her younger brothers
and sisters in hand. Clearly, Mary held
the household together, and in so doing
forfeited her own childhood. This expe-
rence left her with an everlasting
gloomy streak, and was a strong factor in
making her a reformer.

At some point in Mary’s childhood,
another injustice was visited upon ber,
though so commonplace for the time that
she can hardly have felt the sting. Her el-
der brother was sent away to be edn-
cated, and the younger children were left
to learn their letters as best they could.
The family now frequently changed
lodgings, but from her ninth to her fif-
teenth year Mary went to a day school,
where she had the only formal training of
her life. Fortunately, this included
French and composition, and somewhere
Mary learned to read critically and
widely. These skills, together with her
curiosity and determination, were really
all she needed. The Vindication is in
some parts Jong-winded, ill-punctuated,
and simply full of hot air, but it is the
work of a well-informed mind.

Peminists—and Mary wonld gladly
have claimed the title—inevitably, even
deservedly, get bad notices. The term
calis up an image of relentless battle-
axes: “thin college ladies with eye-
glasses, no-nonsense features, mouths
thin as bologna slicers, a babe in one
arm, a hatchet in the other, grey eyes
bright with balefire,” as Norman Mailer
feelingly envisions his antagonists in the
Women's Liberation Movement. He has
conjured up all the horrid elements: the
lips with a cutting edge, the baby immac-
ulately conceived (one js forced to con-
clude), the Ilethal weapon tightly
clutched, the desiceating college degree,
the joylessness. Hanging miasmally over

the tableau is the suspicion of a deformed
sexvality. Are these gixls man-haters, or
worse? Mary Wollstonecraft, as the first
of her line, has bad each of these scarlet
letters (except the B.A.) stitched upon
her bosom. Yet she conformed very little
to the hateful stereotype. In at least one
respect, however, she would have chilled
Mailer’s bones. Having spent her child-
hood as an adult, Mary reached the age
of nineteen in a state of complete joyless-
ness. She was later to quit the role, but
for now she wore the garb of a martyr.
Her early twenties were spent in this
elderly frame of mind. First she went out
as companion to an old lady living at
Bath, and was released from this servi-
tude only by a call to nurse the dying
Mrs. Wollstonecraft. Then the family
broke up entirely, though the younger
sisters continued off and on to be depen-
dent on Mary. The family of Mary's
dearest friend, Fanny Blood, invited her
to come and stay with them; the two girls
made a small living doing sewing and
handicrafts, and Mary dreamed of start-
ing a primary school. Eventually, in a
pleasant village called Newington
Green, this plan materialized and pros-
pered. But Fanny Blood in the meantime
had married and moved to Lisbon. She
wanted Mary to come and nurse her
through the birth of her first child. Mary
reached Lisbon just in time to see her
friend die of childbed fever, and returned
home just in time to find that her sisters,
in whose care tlie flourishing little school
had been left, had lost all but two pupils.
Mary made up her mind to die. “My
constitution is impaired, I hope I shan’t
live long,” she wrote to a friend in Feb-
ruary, 1786. Under this almost habitual
grief, however, Mary was gaining some
new sense of herself. Newington Green,
apart from offering her a brief success as
a schoolmistress, had brought her some
acquaintance in the world of letters, most
important among them, Joseph Johnson,
an imtelligent and successful London
publisher in search of new writers. Debt-
ridden and penniless, Mary set aside her
impaired constitution and wrote her first
book, probably in the space of a week.
Johnson bought it for ten guineas and
published it. Called Thoughis on the Ed-
ucation of Daughters, it went unnoticed,
and the ten guineas was soon spent.
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Mary had to find wosrk. She accepted a
position &s governess i the fouse of
Lord and Lady Kingsborough in the
north of Ireland.

] ary’s letters from Ireland to her
sisters and to Joseph Johnson are so
filled with Gothic gloom, so stained with
tears, that one cannot keep from laughing
at them. “1 entered the great gates with
the same kind of feeling I should have if
T was going to the Bastille,” she wrote
upon entering Kingsborough Castle in
the fall of 1786. Mary was now twenty-
seven. Her most recent biographer, Mar-
garet George, believes that Mary was not
really suffering so much as she was hav-
ing literary fantasies. In private she was
furiously at work on a novel entitled, not
very artfully, Mary, A Fiction. This is the
story of a young lady of immense sensi-
bilities who closely resembles Mary ex-
cept that she has wealthy parents, a
neglectful bridegroom, and an attractive
lover. The title and fantasizing contents
are precisely what a scribbler of thirteen
might secretly concoct. Somehow Mary
was embarking on her adolescence—
with all its daydreams—fifteen years af-
ter the usual date. Mary’s experience in
Kingsborough Castle was a fruitful one,
for all her complaints. In the summer of
1787 she lost her post as governess and
set off for London with her novel. Not
only did Johnson accept it for publica-
tion, he offered her a regular job as editor
and translator and helped her find a place
to Iive,

Thus, aged twenty-eight, Mary put
aside her doleful persoma as the mar-
tyred, set-upon elder sister. How differ-
ent she is mow, jauntily writing from
London to her sisters: “Mr. Johnson...
assures me that if | exert my talents in
writing [ may support myself in a com-
fortable way. 1 am then going to be the
first of a new genus....” Now Mary dis-
covered the sweetness of financial inde-
pendence carmned by interesting work.
She had her own apartment. She was of-
ten invited to Mr. Johnson’s dinner par-
ties, usually as the only female guest
among all the most inferesting men in
London: Joseph Priestley, Thomas
Paine, Henry Fuseli, William Blake,
Thomas Christie, William Godwin—all
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of them up-and-coming scientists or po-
ets or painters or philosophers, bound to-
gether by left-wing political views.
Moreover, Mary was successful in her
own writing as well as in editorial work.
Her Original Stories for Children went
into three editions and was illustrated by
Blake. Johnson and his friend Thomas
Christie had started a magazine called
the Analytical Review, to which Mary
became a regular contributor.

But—Ilest anyone imagine an ele-
gantly dressed Mary presiding flirta-
tiously at Johnson’s dinner table—her
social accomplishments were rather be-
hind her professional ones. Johnson's
circle looked upon her as one of the boys.
*“Wollstonecraft” is what William God-
win calls her in his diary. One of her later
detractors reported that she was at this
time a “philosophic sloven,” in a dread-
ful old dress and beaver hat, “with her
hair hanging lank about her shoulders.”
Mary had vet to arrive at her final incar-
nation, but the new identity was immi-
nent, if achieved by an odd route.
Edmund Burke had recently published
his Reflections on the Revolution in
France, and the book had enraged Mary.
The statesman who so readily supported
the quest for Jiberty in the American col-
onies had his doubts about events in
France.

zmﬁmm reply to Burke, A Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Men, astounded
London, partly becanse she was hitherto
unknown, partly because it was good.
Mary proved to be an excellent polemi-
cist, and she had written in anger. She ac-
cused Burke, the erstwhile champion of
liberty, of being “the champion of prop-
erty.” “Man preys on man,” said she,
“and yon mourn for the idle tapestry that
decorated a gothic pile and the dronish
beli that summoned the fat priest to
prayer.” The book sold well. Mary
moved into a better apartment and
bought some pretty dresses—no farthin-
gales, of course, but some of the revolu-
tionary new ‘“‘classical” gowns. She put
her auburn hair up in a loose knot. Her
days as a philosophic sloven were over.
Vindication of the Rights of Woman
“Wds R TR WOTK. 'Th IS TR vliioh
it runs to 250-odd pages; Mary wrote it

in six weeks. Vindication is no prose
masterpiece, but it has never failed to
arouse its audience, in one way or an-
other. Horace Walpole unintentionally
set the style for the book’s foes. Writing
to his friend Hannah More in August,
1792, he referred to Thomas Paine and to
Mary as “philosophizing serpents” and
was “glad to hear you have not read the
tract of the last mentioped writer. I
would not look at it.” Neither wouid
many another of Mary’s assailants, the
most virulent of whom, Ferdinand Lund-
berg, surfaced at the late date of 1947
with a tract of his own, Modern Woman,
the Lost Sex. Savagely misogynistic as it
is, this book was hailed in its time as “the
best book vet to be writien about
women.” Lundberg calls Mary the Kasl
Marx of the feminist movement, and the
Vindication a “fateful book,” to which
“the tenets of feminism, whick have un-
dergone no change to our day, may be
traced.” Very well, but then, recounting
Mary’s life with the maximum possible
mumber of errors per line, he warns us
that she was “an extreme neurotic of a
compulsive type” who “wanted to turn
on men and injure them.” In cne respect,
at least, Mr. Lundberg hits the mark: he
blames Mary for starting women in the
pernicions habit of wanting an educa-
tion. In the nineteenth century, he relates,
English and American feminists were
hard at work. “Following Mary Woll-
stonecraft’s prescription, they made a
considerable point about acquiring a
higher education.” This is precisely
Mary’s prescription, and the most dan-
gerous idea in her fateful book.

“Men complain and with reason, of
the follies and caprices of our Sex,” she
writes in Chapter 1. “Behold, I shouid
answer, the natural effect of ignorance.”
Women, she thinks, are usually so mind-
less as to be scarcely fit for their roles as
wives and mothers. Nevertheless, she
believes this state not to be part of the
feminine nature, but the result of an
equally mindless oppression, as demor-
alizing for men as for women. If a
woman’s basic mission is as a wife and
mother, need she be an illiterate slave for
this?

The heart of the work is Mary’s attack
on "KougsEan. o Erdle Koussemn nad set
forth some refreshing new ideas for the
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education of little boys. But women, he
decreed, are tools for pleasure, creatures
too base for moral or political or educa-
tional privilege. Mary recognized that
this view was destined fo shut half the
human race out of all hope for political
freedom. Vindication is a plea that the
“rights of men” ought to mean the
“rights of humanity.” The human righs
that she held highest was the right to
have a mind and think with it. Virginia
Woolf, who lived through a time of fem-
inist activity, thought that the Vindica-
tion was a work so frue “as to seem to
contain nothing new.” Its originality, she
wrofe, rather too optimistically, had be-
come a commonplace.

Vindication went gquickly into a sec-
ond edition. Mary’s name was soon
known all over Europe. But as she sa-
vored her fame—and she did savor it
shie found that the edge was wearing off
and that she was rather lonely. So far as
anyone knows, Mary had reached this
point in her life without ever having had
a love affair. Johnson was the only man
she was close to, and he was, as she
wrote him, “A father, or a brother—you
have been both to me.” Mary was often
now in the company of the Swiss painter
Henry Fuseli, and suddenly she devel-
oped what she thought was a Platonic
passion in his direction. He rebuffed her,
and in the winter of [792 she went to
Paris, partly to escape her embarrass-
ment but also because she wanted to ob-
serve the workings of the Revolution
firsthand.

m oon after her arrival, as she collected
notes for the history of the Revolution
she hoped to write, Mary saw Louis X V1,
“sitting in a hackney coach... going to
meet death.” Back in her room that
evening, she wrote to Mr. Johnson of
seeing “eyes glare through a glass door
opposite my chair and bloody hands
shook at me.... I am going to bed and for
the first time in my kife, I cannot put out
the candle.” As the weeks went on, Ed-
mund Burke’s implacable critic began to
lose her faith in the brave new world.
“The aristocracy of birth is levelled to
the ground, vy W midke room Tor that of
riches,” she wrote. By February France




and England were at war, and British
subjects classified as enemy aliens.

Though many Englishmen were ar-
rested, Mary and a large English colony
stayed on. One day in spring, some
friends presented her to an attractive
American, newly arrived in Paris, Gil-
bert Imlay. Probably about four years
Mary’s senior, Imlay, a former officer in
the Continental Army, was an explorer
and adventurer. He came to France seek-
ing to finance a scheme for seizing Span-
ish lands in the Mississippi valley. This
“natural and unaffected creature,” as
Mary was later to describe him, was
probably the social lion of the moment,
for be was also the author of a best-seli-
ing novel called The Emigrants, a far-
fetched account of life and love in the
American wilderness. He and Mary soon
became lovers. They were a seemingly
perfect pair. Imlay must have been
pleased with his famous caich, and—
dear, liberated girl that she was—Mary
did not insist upon marriage. Rather the
contrary. But fearing that she was in dan-
ger as an Englishwoman, he registered
her at the American embassy as his wife.

Blood was literally running in the
Paris streets now, so Mary settled down
by herself in a cottage at Neunilly. Imlay
spent his days in town, working out var-
ious plans. The Mississippi expedition
came to nothing, and he decided to stay
in France and go into the import-export
business, part of his imports being gun-
powder and other war goods run from
Scandinavia through the English block-
ade. In the evenings he wonld ride ount to
the cottage. By now it was summer, and
Mary, who spent the days writing, would
often stroll up the road to meet him, car-
1ying a basket of freshly gathered grapes.

A note she wrote Imilay that summer
shows exactly what her feelings for him
- were: “You can scarcely imagine with
what pleasure I anticipate the day when
. we are to begin almost to live together;
* and you would smile to hear how many
plans of employment I have in my head,
. now that I am confident that my heart has
- found peace....” Soon she was pregnant.
She and Imlay moved into Paris. He

promised to take her to America, where
H they would settle down on a farm and
raise six children. But business called

Imlay to Le Havre, and his stay length-
ened ominously into weeks.

wmamumw letters to Mary have not sur-
vived, and without them it is hard to
gange what sort of man he was and what
he reaily thought of his adoring mistress.
Her biographers like to make him out a
cad, a philistine, not half good enough
for Mary. Perhaps; yet the two must have
had something in common. His novel,
unreadable though it is now, shows that
he shared her political views, including
her feminist ones. He may never have
been serious about the farm in America,
but he was a miserably long time decid-
ing to leave Mary alone. Though they
were separated doring the early months
of her pregnancy, he finally did bring her
to Le Havre, and continued to live with
her there until the child was born and for
some six months afterward. The baby ar-
nved in May, 1794, a healthy little girl,
whom Mary named Fanny after her old
friend. Mary was proud that her delivery
had been easy and as for Fanny, Mary
loved her instantly. “My httle Girl,” she
wrote o a friend, “begins to suck so
manfully that her father reckons saucily
on her writing the second part of the
Rights of Woman.” Mary’s joy in this
child iltuminates almost every letter she
wrote henceforih,

Fanny’s father was the chief recipient
of these letters with ali the details of the
baby’s life. To Mary’s despair, she and
Imlay hardly ever lived together again.
A year went by; Imlay was now in Lon-
don and Mary in France. She offered to
break it off, but mysieriously, he could
not let go. In the last bitter phase of their
involvement, after she had joined him in
London at his behest, he even sent her—
as “Mrs. Imlay™—on a complicated
business errand to the Scandinavian
countries. Returning to London, Mary
discovered that he was living with an-
other woman. By now half crazy with
humiliation, Mary chose a dark night
and threw herself in the Thames. She
was nearly dead when two rivermen
pulled her from the water.

Though this desperate incident was
almost the end of Mary, at least it was the
end of the Imlay episode. He sent a doc-
tor to care for her, but they rarely met
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again. Since Mary had no money, she set
about providing for herself and Fanny in
the way she knew. The faithful Johnson
had already brought out Volume 1 of her
history of the French Revolution. Now
she set to work editing and revising her
Letters Written during a Short Residence
in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, a
kind of thonghtfnl travelogue. The book
was well received and widely translated.

And it also revived the memory of
Mary Wollstonecraft in the mind of an
old acquaintance, William Godwin. As
the author of the treatise Political Jus-
fice, he was now as famous a philoso-
phizing serpent as Mary and was widely
admired and hated as a “freethinker.” He
came to call on Mary. They became
friends and then lovers. Early in 1797
Mary was again pregnant. William God-
win was an avowed atheist who had pub-
licly denounced the very institution of
marriage. On March 29, 1797, he never-
theless went peaceably to church with
Mary and made her his wife.

The Godwins were happy together,
however William’s theories may have
been outraged. He adored his small step-
daughter and took pride in his brilliant
wife. Awaiting the birth of her child
throughout the summer, Mary worked on
a new novel and made plans for a book
on “the management of infants”™—it
would have been the first “Dr. Spock.”
She expected to have another easy deliv-
ery and promised to come downstairs to
dinner the day following. But when labor
began, on August 30, it proved to be long
and agonizing. A daughter, named Mary
Wollstonecraft, was born; ten days later,
the mother died.

Occasionally, when a gifted writer
dies young, one can feel, as in the exam-
ple of Shelley, that perhaps he had at any
rate accomplished his best work. But so
recently had Mary come into her full in-
tellectual and emotional growth that her
death at the age of thirty-eight is bleak
indeed. There is no knowing what Mary
might have accomplished now that she
enjoyed domestic stability. Perhaps she
might have achieved little or nothing fur-
ther as a writer. But she might have been
able to protect her daughters from some
patt of the sadness that overtook them:
for as things turned out, both Fanny and
Mary were to sacrifice themselves.
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Fanny grew up to be a shy young girl,
required to feel grateful for the roof over
her head, overshadowed by her prettier
half sister, Mary. Godwin in due couzse
married a formidable widow named Mrs.
Clairmont, who brought her own daugh-
ter into the house—ithe Claire Clairmont
who grew up to become Byron’s mis-
tress and the mother of his danghter Al-
legra. Over the years Godwin turned info
a hypocrite and a miser who nevertheless
continued to pose as the great liberal of
the day. Percy Bysshe Shelley, born the
same year that the Vindication of the
Rights of Woman was published, came to
be a devoted admirer of Mary Woll-
stonecraft’s writing. As a young man he
therefore came with his wife to call upon
Godwin. What he really sought, how-
ever, were Mary's daughters—because
they were her daughters. First he ap-
proached Fanny, but later changed his
mind. Mary Godwin was then sixteen,
the perfect potential soul mate for a man
whose needs for soul mates knew no
bounds. They conducted their courtship
in the most up-to-the-minute romantic
style: beneath a tree near her mother’s
grave they read aloud to each other from

the Vindication. Soon they eloped, hav-
ing pledged their “troth” in the cemetery.
Godwin, the celebrated freethinker, was
enraged. To make matters worse, Claire
Clairmont had run off io Switzerland
with them.

Not long afterward Fanny, too, ran
away. She went to an inn in a distant
town and drank a fatal dose of laudanum.
It has traditionally been said that unre-
quited love for Shelley drove her to this
pass, but there is no evidence one way or
the other. One suicide that can more
justly be laid at Shelley’s door is that of
his first wife, which occurred a month af-
ter Fanny’s and which at any rate left
him free to wed his mistress, Mary God-
win. Wife or mistress, she had to endure
poverty, ostracism, and Percy’s constant
infidelities. But now at last her father
could, and did, boast to his relations that
he was father-in-law to a baronet’s son.
“Oh, philosophy!” as Mary Godwin
Shelley remarked.

Mm in practice Shelley was merely a
womanizer, on paper he was a con-

vinced feminist. He had learned this
creed from Mary Wollstonecraft,
Throngh his verse Mary’s ideas began to
be disseminated. They were one part of
that vast tidal wave of political, social,
and artistic revolution that arose in the
late eighteenth century, the romantic
movement. But because of Mary’s un-
conventional way of life, her name fell
into disrepute during the nineteenth cen-
tury, and her book failed to exert its
rightfut influence on the development of
feminism. Emma Willard and other pio-
neers of the early Victorian period in-
dignantly refused to claim Mary as their
forebear. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and
Lucretia Mott were mercifully less
strait-faced on the subject. In 1889,
when Mrs. Stanton and Susan B. An-
thony published their History of Woman
Suffrage, they dedicated the book to
Mary. Though Mary Wollstonecraft can
in no sense be said to have founded the
woman’s rights movement, she was, by
the late nineteenth century, recognized
as its inspiration, and the Vindication
was vindicated for the highly original
work it was, a landmark in the history of
society. '
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