
 

© 2013 The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History 
www.gilderlehrman.org 

Document #6 
 
Mary Wollstonecraft. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: With Strictures on Political and 
Moral Subjects. London, 1792. Pages and iii–v and vii–viii. 
 
Mary Wollstonecraft, from England, was an early advocate of women’s rights and wrote about history, 
education, and philosophy. 
 

***** 

 

. . . But, Sir, I carry my respect for your understanding still farther; so far, that I am confident 

you will not throw my work aside, and hastily conclude that I am in the wrong, because you did 

not view the subject in the same light yourself.—And, pardon my frankness, but I must observe, 

that you treated it in too cursory a manner, contented to consider it as it had been considered 

formerly, when the rights of man, not to advert to woman, were trampled on as chimerical—I 

call upon you, therefore, now to weigh what I have advanced respecting the rights of woman, 

and national education—and I call with the firm tone of humanity. For my arguments, Sir, are 

dictated by a disinterested spirit—I plead for my sex—not for myself. Independence I have long 

considered as the grand blessing of life, the basis of every virtue—and independence I will ever 

secure by contracting my wants, though I were to live on a barren heath. 

 It is then an affection for the whole human race that makes my pen dart rapidly along to 

support what I believe to be the cause of virtue: and the same motive leads me earnestly to wish 

to see woman placed in a station in which she would advance, instead of retarding, the progress 

of those glorious principles that give a substance to morality. My opinion, indeed, respecting the 

rights and duties of woman, seems to flow so naturally from these simple principles, that I think 

it scarcely possible, but that some of the enlarged minds who formed your admirable 

constitution, will coincide with me. . . . 

 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, for truth must be common to all, or it will be inefficacious with respect 

to its influence on general practice. And how can woman be expected to co-operate unless she 

know why she 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 
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educated to understand the true principle of patriotism, their mother must be a patriot; and the 

love of mankind, from which an orderly train of virtues spring, can only be produced by 

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

present, shuts her out from such investigations. 

 

(The author to M. Talleyrand-Perigord, late bishop of Autun). 
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Questions for Document 6: 

1.  What does it mean to be disinterested? How does Wollstonecraft argue her case as a 

disinterested person? 

2. What does she appear to value? 

3. What role does she believe women are uniquely able to play? 
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