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A MWL T H E

he _@igbts of A Fsman

OPFFOSITE, MARY
WOLLSTOMNLECRAFL

BY JOHN OPRE, 1797,

THE ACTRERS MRS JOHDAN,

WHO DEFIEDR THE
CONVENTIONS THAT
RESTRICTER WOMENTS

FLACE IN SOCIETY.

THE

eighteenth-century thoughr was conducive to the

ENLIGHTENED and rational
first wave of feminism. For in a society where morals
arud manners are being debated s importane issues,
1t was natural that ceriain intellecrual women should
seek a part in che debate and should quescion, in
parncular, why women should not be considered as
tully rabanal berngs, with che same moral
stabure as men.

These early “fermale philosophers™ as
they were then called, or fenunists as we
would term them coday, were non
militant and concerned anly  with
mating out male prejudice by rational
arpument. They made no demands for
legal or constitutivnal change in the
status of wamen, What blue-stocking
authors like Mary Astell, Lady Mary
Chudleigh and Catherine Macaulay
discussed in their essavs and pamphlets
were questions of female education,
marriage, meral autononty and authority
within the fimaly. These are precisely the isues wich
which Jane Austen was to concern herself i her
novels, which certainly, in cheir sympathertic
portrayals of female lives, and claims for full moral
stature in her female characters, bear a feminist
reading. Meanwhile a more colourful and contro-

versial [pure had burst upon the feminise scene.

_;’I{mjﬂ I‘ﬁffsmf?ffmﬁ

A teacher, novelist el ovspoken polermical weiter,
whao lived out her life in accordance with her uncon-
ventional principles, Mary Welktonecrail did more for

lermale emancipanon in the long run than her mare

narure  of

Laclylike predecessors Vet she was also, unwitongly, the
e of a serious 2etback in the movemenr, from
which it took a very long time w recover,

Her most famous work 15 A Viedication e the
Hiphis n_'l"ﬁa'ﬂ.llcu.','.whi;:IL wis published in 1792, when
Jane Austen was at the most impressionable age of
sixteen, though we do net know whether a copy
ever came her way, It seems unlikely chat she could
nol have read it if she wished oo, as she was a
member of virious book clubs and circuluting
libraries over the next few vears

A Vindication .. sioms vp the ferninist ideas that had
been developing over the century, and places them n
the context of post-revolutionary Curope, in itself a
dangerons ployv. By acknowledging her radical sym
pathics, the author risked alienadng many, like Jane
Austen herselt, who would not otherwise fult her
regsoning. The book emphasizes that reason and
rational principle are the best guides w conduct in all
human beings, male or fermale, It attacks male wcons,
particularly Milon and Roussean, for advacating
subinission and weakness in women as 2 means of
appealing 1o men. One of her main arguments is that
the educarion mrls receive cquips them to attract
busbands, but nor to make pood wives and mothers:
"The crvilized women of the present century, with a
bewr excepions, are only anxious w inspire lowve, when
they ought 1o cherish a nobler armbiton, md by cheir

abilinies and virtues exact respect”’

The 1798 controversy

Si% vears after the publication of A Fludicanion ... |
Mary Wallstonecrall dredd in giving birth to her
daughter Mary Godwin, who was to become the

wife of the poet Shelley and auchor of Fragkensicin,



A few months after her deach, Mary Wollstonecraft's
husband, the radical writer William  Godwin,
published a Menwir of hee With genuine respect for
the rruch, bor foolish disregard for how the truth
would be reccived, he revealed the so-called
“irrepularities” in his wite's life seorv: a love alfhir
that resulted in the birth of an illegitimate child,
suicide attermnpts, and the conception of their own
child betore marriage.

As a result, Mary Wollstonecralt was branded a
whore and an atheist — Godwin had exaggerared her
rojection of Chrisbanity oo suit his own vicws — and
nut only her own argumencs discredited, but those
of any other woman who dared to wrile on the
subject, for 1 was argucd thev all wanted to
orverthrow the institutions of marrage and religion,
It would be halt @ century before che feminise
movement found its voice again.

Meanwhile, to add to their difficulties in trying
to gain respect for their work in a male-dominated
sphere, women writers of any kind, even those nat
acldressing feinist ssues, had to be more carcful
than ever to stress their respectable privare lives,
domestc virmes and ladvlike credentials,

As part of the angry male response to Godwin'
revelations, within the vear the Reverend RBichand
Palwhele had published an anti-feminisc satirical
poem entitled The Ursexld Females. He pur foraeard
the view that it was a sign of the corruption of the
age thar women'’s work should be considered on s
meries, like mens, He described “the sparkle of
confident  imtelligence™ as, in fwself, a proof
ol irmmnoddesty 1noa female author

1798 was the year thar, had che publisher Cadell
accepted Mr Austen’s affer of his daugheer
manuscripe the previous November, Fiest Inpressions,
rhat most “light and beight and sparkling” of all
novels, would have first appeared. Was there
an clement of relief in Jane Austen’s nacural
disappoinmment? It would be five vears betore she
would even atcempr e scll any of her finished
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