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1 AFEMINIST REPUBLICAN

Sometime in the winter of 1789 Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-97) wrote in a
letter to her publisher and friend Joseph Johnson that “While I live, I am per-
suaded, I must exert my understanding to procure an independence, and render
myself useful’! This brief remark, squeezed in between an expression of gratitude
to Johnson for his assistance and a request for a German grammar, tells us a good
deal about Wollstonecraft’s attitude to life, to society and to morality. It is a duty
of the human person to make herself useful to others and it is a goal in the life of
an enlightened being to make oneself independent. Neither of these things can
be achieved or even attempted without a struggle, without consistent exertion
of the faculties of body and mind. The ‘independence’ to which Wollstonecraft
refers in this letter is the hard-won capacity to support oneself without having
to rely on friends or creditors — which is slightly ironic considering that she was
more or less constantly in debt to Johnson.

By the time this letter was sent, Wollstonecraft had not published the books
and essays for which she is now generally remembered, but she was already a
professional writer, having started out with the kinds of subjects that lay closest
to hand for a woman: education and fiction. Her Thoughts on the Education of
Daughters (1787) was closely followed by a book of educational stories, Original
Stories from Real Life (1788), and a collection of texts ‘Selected from the best
writers, in The Female Reader (1789). She had also written a short novel - Mary,
a Fiction (1788).2

Wollstonecraft wrote in order to support herself, aiming to make her living in
a way that would free her from the constrictions and tediousness of the occupa-
tions that were available to a middle-class woman, such as the lady's companion,
the governess, or the schoolmistress. She had tried them all and particularly
detested the awkward position of being a hired help in someone else’s house.
By writing she hoped to ‘procure an independence’ in two ways: financially and
personally. It remained a struggle throughout her life. In a later letter to Johnson
she told him defiantly and partially against the facts that ‘Tl am POOR - yet can

live without your benevolent exertions’?
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A writer needs a publisher. Joseph Johnson was an important figure in those
circles of political radicals and religious dissenters in London that become an intel-
lectual and formative home for Wollstonecraft. Without him we might never have
heard of her. AmongJohnson’s authors were the natural philosopher and Unitarian
Joseph Priestley, the poet Anna Laetitia Barbauld, the political economist Thomas
Malthus, the political anarchist William Godwin (who was to become Wollstone-
craft’s partner), and the novelist Mary Hays, a close friend of Wollstonecraft’s and
deeply influenced by her. There were also less radical writers on Johnson’s list, like
the politically cautious Quaker Priscilla Wakefield. Johnson reportedly would not
publish Thomas Paine’s Rights of Mar (1791-92)," but Paine was part of his circle.
Wollstonecraft found herselfin the midst of an intellectual community of authors
and thinkers where a female discussion partner around the dinner table was noth-
ing out of the ordinary and politics was ever present.

Johnson was known to encourage women writers and employed Wollstone-
craft as a regular book reviewer and editorial assistant for the Analytical Review,
a periodical that he co-founded in 1788. He also commissioned her to do trans-
lations — not many - of religious and moral works. It was for that purpose that
she needed a German grammar.

Feminism and Republicanism

In thisbook I hope to make the case for regardingMary Wollstonecraft as afeminist
republican.’ There is a general observation to make first. Slotting Wollstonecraft
into a broadly republican camp is not a terribly radical choice. Characterizing an
eighteenth-century progressive thinker who defended the French Revolution on
the basis of the principles on which it was fought as a republican makes good
sense.® Eighteenth-century republicanism is characterized by its emphasis on the
capacity and necessity of representative forms of government for the liberty of
persons within the state. A necessary criterion for a free form of government is,
for these republicans, that political power is constitutionally circumscribed and
under popular control. The people, as the highest source of civic authority, exer-
cises this authority through voting and representation in assemblies. Whoever is
in political office or holds executive powers answers and is accountable to this
popular authority. Any other form of state is despotic.

How a republic should be organized more specifically was a subject of much
debate, but it is inherent to the republican position as I conceive of it here to
hold that subjects can be free as persons only if they live in a free state or a repub-
lic. Under despotism, everyone is a slave to the whim and-arbitrary power of the
absolute ruler and this holds also for those subjects within the state who happen
to enjoy a good deal of status and opportunity.
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‘Freedom’ in republican thought of this period does not stand for freedom
from interference or the freedom to do whatever you like. It stands for freedom
from subordination to the arbitrary power of another.” Being free is to not have
a master. As Wollstonecraft’s friend, the non-conformist minister Richard Price
put it: ‘Individuals in private life, while held under the power of masters, cannot
be denominated free however equitably and kindly they may be treated’® The
commitment to a republican constitution follows logically from this conception
of freedom, since an absolute ruler who is beyond popular control and above the
laws represents just such an arbitrary power that violates the personal freedom
of the subjects. As Wollstonecraft notes in her report from the early stages of the
revolution, the usual preamble to decrees from the French king was ‘for such is
his pleasure’? There can be no clearer expression of the people’s unfreedom than
to be subjected in that way to personal whim. If there is one point that I wish to
make more than any other, it is that this republican approach to personal freedom
in political society is at the very centre of Wollstonecraft’s philosophy and that
the job of interpreting her thoughts amounts to interpreting the implications of
this conception of freedom for her morality, her politics and her feminism.

Living unfreely in this republican sense is to be deprived of status, not nec-
essarily opportunity or choice (even though it might well entail that too). As
a feminist one stands conflicted before this approach to freedom in political
society. A conception of freedom that focuses on the social and legal position
of subordination, on the denial of status and of means of contestation, speaks
strongly to feminist concerns. Yet, in the longer republican tradition, from
Rome via the Renaissance to Wollstonecraft’s own times, the citizen whose free-
dom was at stake was practically per definition a man, embodied in the male
figure of the virtuous person, whose excellence in statesmanship, public oratory
and the liberal arts are matched only by his bravery in battle.!” Female virtue
was something else entirely: domestic, non-civic and consisting in chastity, piety
and submission to male authority. A female citizen was a contradiction in terms;
independence was not for such fragile vessels.

By the eighteenth century the martial aspects of patriotism and the glo-
rification of war and conquest had faded and were not really a significant
philosophical element in the English republicanism within which Wollstone-
craft moved. The identification of public status with maleness proved stubborn,
however. The question of political participation had become a very concrete one
given the practical concerns in the new republics of America and France. Who
is the citizen? Who can vote? Who can be elected? Who has the qualities that
merit a person being trusted with affairs of the state? That being male had to be
a necessary criterion was so much taken for granted that it hardly needed saying,
but the material conditions of citizenship - notably economic self-sufficiency
~ also contributed to excluding women from public life. The facts that women
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could not own or inherit property and were barred from civil service disqualified
them indirectly but just as efficiently from membership of the republic. Both
the American declaration of independence and the new French constitution
claimed legitimacy on the basis of a doctrine of natural rights and the civic rights
of citizens, but in neither case did these overtly republican revolts result in equal
citizenship rights or any political rights for women, who remained under the
cover of their male citizen guardians. The rights of man gave no rights to women.
For republican women like Wollstonecraft this was a humiliating betrayal.

Wollstonecraft’s feminism sits within this nest of issues and we need
the republican background to understand the quality of her feminism. The
term ‘feminist republicanism’ does not refer to a school of thought or a hid-
den tradition that I claim to have uncovered. It is simply the name I give to
Wollstonecraft’s philosophy as I read it. I call her a feminist republican in order
to say that her feminism modifies her republican commitments. Her vindication
of women'’s rights challenges republicanism from within, without discounting
the main tenets of republican political thought.

Her focus on women's exclusion from public life serves to make it under-
standable why Wollstonecraft so rarely addresses women in her writings."! Given
women’s condition, she fears that ‘they will not listen’'? Her interlocutors are
instead those men of public status who take it upon themselves to decide to shut
women out, from politics as well as from equal companionship, while claiming
paradoxically to have the rights of all at heart.

The feminist promise of republican citizenship is one upon which Woll-
stonecraft insists. In order to be free as a person one has to enjoy the status of
citizen in the sense of being a subject in one’s own right, capable of acting inde-
pendently in public and, as it were, of representing oneself to others. If you are
denied that status you cannot be free — in fact, you are a slave — no matter what
other allowances are made and even if no one coerces you. The relegation of the
female to the domestic, and the domestic to the fringes of society, out of public
sight, are functions of exactly those hierarchies and relations of power that the
republican conception of freedom should serve to expose.

We need to get a few important things right at the outset and one such thing
is Wollstonecraft’s view of what equality between the sexes is about. In an often
quoted passage in The Rights of Woman she expresses a ‘wild wish’ which is to
see ‘the distinction of sex confounded in society’"* The emphasis should be on
‘in society’, which in the context refers to social intercourse generally. As long as
weakness continues to be ascribed to the female character, as long as the easiest
way for women to get the love and respect that every person wants is to play
along in a game where they are always ‘to seem to be this and that’ they will
remain what they are made to be: creatures whose understandings are cramped,
with frivolities as their only pursuits, and a combination of cunning, meekness,
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and good looks their only assets in a game where the end is to ‘please fools’!*
Being a woman is a created condition and living a woman’s life is akin to stage
acting, a false show. The bitter pill is that women are trained to be inoffensive
playthings without a serious thought in their minds, only to be held in contempt
for being exactly what they are told that they have to be.

Socially confounding the distinction of sex is the only proper response, Wol-
Istonecraft claims, for anyone who believes, like she and many of her readers did,
that morality is founded on reason and reason ‘gives no sex to virtue’"® To train
one’s virtuous character is to check one’s appetites and passions as reason directs;
this is a duty for every person, and in this moral regard ‘nature has not made any
difference’'® The only way to make a moral distinction between the sexes would
be to deny that women possess reason, and anyone who denies that would be
landed with the uncomfortable conclusion that women in that case cannot have
any duties either. This, then, is the core of the matter as far as equality between
the sexes is concerned.

Some commentators today seem disappointed by the fact that Wollstonecraft
was untroubled by women and men having different social functions. She speaks
freely of ‘the peculiar duties of women'” which has been taken, wrongly, as testi-
mony to the incompleteness of her feminism. It has been argued that despite her
insistence on women’s intellectual and moral capacities, she still believed that
they ought to be content with their private station as wives and mothers.' These
readings miss the point. True to her republicanism, Wollstonecraft regarded
family duties as part of the civic duties of the female citizen. But one thing that
we need to attend to here is that the republican idea of civic motherhood usu-
ally came with the asymmetrical assumption that women’s functions — such as
motherhood — were specifically female, while men’s functions were universal
human ones for which women - because of their female attributes of weakness
and sentimentality — were unfit. Wollstonecraft rejects this asymmetry. Being
a mother is a specific function but so is being a father. She was unperturbed by
specific female functions since she regarded them as counterparts to equivalent
male ones. T treat of the peculiar duties of women, as I should treat of the pecu-
liar duties of a citizen or father’"” The main object in life is one that men and
women have in common: their moral development as creatures of reason. This
overarching human function informs all the specific ones, making sexual differ-
ences in those inferred functions and social tasks morally irrelevant.

Even more significant are Wollstonecraft’s complaints about the demeaning
professions open to women. She regarded the lack of respectable employment
and the obstacles in the way of earning one’s own living as a blow to women’s
freedom: “Women might certainly study the art of healing, and be physicians
as well as nurses ... Business of various kinds, they might likewise pursue ...
Women would not then marry for a support’® After all, how could women be
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independent of men if they did not have their own money? We will have reason
to return to the material conditions of independence, but let me stress already
that Wollstonecraft’s insistence on women’s economic independence and on
the dignity and respectability that she attaches to the fulfilling of one’s duties
towards oneself and others through paid work, puts a spanner in the works of
the common misapprehension that Wollstonecraft only cared about women of
the middle classes.”

There is an easily-anticipated objection to my use of the term ‘feminist}
which did not come into use until well into, perhaps even towards the end of,
the nineteenth century. The use of this term grew out of the emerging women’s
liberation movement, so is it not simply a confusing anachronism to let it refer
to anything that happened prior to that? Even though I am in general eager to
avoid imposing new terminologies on to an unsuspecting past that would not
have recognized them, I think that I can justify the exception in this case, on
practical grounds.

We do well to set Wollstonecraft apart in a rather decisive way from more
politically cautious writers, like Hannah More and Patricia Wakefield, who
also addressed the subject of the inequality between women and men and who
were also troubled by the state of women and wished to see reforms in place,
but who confined their suggestions to manners and education. For Wollstone-
craft, we cannot hope to get at the wrongfulness of women'’s situation unless
we are prepared to question the hierarchical organization of political society
and of commercial life. The inequality of women raises political issues about
rights, property, power and institutions, not merely moral ones about conduct,
attitudes and good principles. Using ‘feminist’ as a term of convenience in this
context is meant to indicate that Wollstonecraft appreciated and analysed the
political implications of norms about good manners and proper education.

Another reason why I take the liberty of using ‘feminist’ is to do with
Wollstonecraft’s method. A crucial feature of her internal critique of republican-
ism is the way in which she explores the lived experience of being dependent. She
explores, if you will, the phenomenological content of living unfreely by asking
not only what unfreedom is, but also what it is /ke. What is it like to live at the
mercy of another? What does that do to you? Wollstonecraft defends republican
principles but believes that a true understanding of what it is to be free, why hier-
archy is bad and how inequality works can only come through experience. Janet
Todd, in her introduction to a collection of Wollstonecraft’s correspondence,
claims that Wollstonecraft ‘believed in getting to truth through investigating
her own experience’® [ would qualify that in the following way: she believed
in getting to truth through investigating the experience of the unprivileged, the
unfree, the women and the labouring masses who paid for the status quo.
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We get a sense of this feminist core of Wollstonecraft’s republican philoso-
phy in her focus on the dynamics between the organization and workings of
unequal institutions like education, the family and the labour market, and the
effects on the mind and self-perception of people who live and act within these
institutions without any means of controlling or changing them. The kind of
education to which women were typically subjected is a good case in point.
Women, she maintains, are not only kept dependent — on men and the institu-
tions that men control - but also, and even more invidiously, they are taught to
act and think dependently: ‘that is, to act according to the will of another fallible
being, and submit, right or wrong, to power’* With a biting reference to Rous-
seau’s Emile (1762), she adds the practical observation that a woman ‘trained up
to obedience’, who have only ‘learned to please), is left helpless and in poverty if
her husband - her keeper and master - dies before her.”*

To live unfreely is to be dependent on the will of another, to be under their
power, subject to their whim. This holds even if you submit willingly; in fact, it
holds particularly if you submit willingly, since doing so indicates that not only
your rational deliberations but also your desires and emotions have been shaped
to fit or make sense of the slavery you are in. The cruel joke is that women are
trained not only to /ive a life without freedom, but to /ove it. The oppression and
consequent mental corruption of women and, indeed, all people who live under
the thumb of arbitrary power is complete when they do not even regard them-
selves as unfree anymore or when they cling to their slavery as a desperate badge
of honour or comfort, or simply as a way of making life feel predictable and safe.
Here is an overwhelming challenge for anyone seeking progressive change. The
task is not merely to improve education or to reform laws on inheritance, prop-
erty and other such things. It is the deeper and more unsettling one of addressing
the experience of unfreedom, trying to understand how it can be that women
and other slaves ‘hug’ their chains of dependence, but also what life is like for
those women who seek to ‘spurn’ or ‘snap’ their chains while being destined by
law and custom to remain firmly shackled to them.”

Writing a Revolution

The effect of the revolutionary upheavals in France on Wollstonecraft’s thought
and writings will always be a matter of interpretation, but there is no denying
that after 1789 she is a different kind of writer, a political writer. She was always
intent on the moral project of exposing the infantile stupidity to which women
and girls were convicted by established customs that identified a woman’s vir-
tue with inoffensive nothingness, but the structure of society and the laws that
oppress and exclude women now emerge from the shadows to be the main play-
ers. By the same stroke, gaining personal independence comes across as a more



