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Executive summary 

 

In my paper, I am going to present some of Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas on education, reason, independence, and 

theological reform. I am going to focus on Mary Wollstonecraft’s strategy of unmasking every form of domination 

which lies behind the traditional organization of society, such as behind traditional methods of education, behind 

traditional theological ideas, and behind traditional forms of worship in her time. 

Her strategy of unmasking forms of domination paves the way for her revolutionary programme. Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s programme of revolution consists in a profound reform of the system and of the contents of 

education for women. She aims at showing that all traditional forms of education only correspond to the intention 

of relegating women to an inferior level in comparison to the level assigned to men. It is education that condemns 

all women to a position of dependence, of inferiority, and of submission in society. As a result of the change in 

the system of education for women, women will regain their own dignity. This will be the first step towards 

changing society as a whole; every effective process of societal change must begin with education programmes. 

Reason, virtue, and knowledge are, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s view, the principles that should direct the life of 

individuals and inspire the laws of society; every aspect of the individual and of social life should respect the 

standards dictated by reason. 

The theological thought of Mary Wollstonecraft proposes a complete reform of theology. God is not considered 

only as being power or even an absolute power with no correspondence, no connection, and no proportion in 

comparison to our principles of reason. God is not the Incommensurable; God is, in the view of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, power, wisdom, and goodness. Throughout her whole theological observations, Mary 

Wollstonecraft expresses a resolute denial of any interpretation of the Deity as being an absolute mystery for our 

intellect. She does not accept any notion of God as being an absolute authority to which we may only submit 

ourselves in silent obedience. She firmly pleads for a notion of the Divinity as reason and wisdom, whose 

principles, norms, and precepts are understandable for us. The Divinity is not mysterious. A connection does exist 

between God and creatures, and this connection is reason. 

I am going to make a case for Mary Wollstonecraft’s modernity using her education programme promoting the 

independence of individuals, her plan for the development in individuals of reason against the enslavement 

represented by passions, and her proposal of a form of faith based on rationality and strongly oriented against any 

form of fanaticism. 
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a) Presentation 

 

 

“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. Reason is, consequentially, the simple power of 

improvement; or, more properly speaking, 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 Woman, p. 122) 

 

I have decided to begin my analysis of some of Mary Wollstonecraft’s insights with this passage, since it shows concepts that 

are pivotal for Mary Wollstonecraft. Besides the connection between the existence of immortality and the perfectibility of the 

human reason, we can observe, if we focus on Mary Wollstonecraft’s concept of “reason”, that reason is regarded to be a power 

of improvement. Reason represents, moreover, a direct emanation of the divinity and is furthermore considered as being the tie 

that connects the creature with the Creator; reason and Divinity cannot be separated from each other. 

These reflections on the value, the origin, and the finality of reason constitute, in my opinion, some of the foundations of Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s thought. Her conviction regarding the existence of a connection – represented by reason – between creature 

and the Deity clearly comes to the fore in the passage. Through the conception of reason as an emanation of the Divinity, Mary 

Wollstonecraft is contending that a connection between us and the Divinity does exist, and that this connection is represented 

by reason. Therefore, Divinity is not, in relation to us, an absolute Otherness. A connection to the Deity exists, and it is reason. 

Reason is the same faculty for everybody. We are all equal thanks to and through reason. The assertion of the sameness, of the 

identity of reason in everybody, is equivalent to a declaration of equality between all human beings (in particular, between men 

and women1). Furthermore, the exercise of reason is considered by Mary Wollstonecraft as being the way towards perfecting 

one’s own soul. An instrument promoting our self-improvement exists: this instrument is reason. 

Reason – and not, for instance, traditions, conventions, rituals, or hierarchical structures, and the connected reverence for them 

– is the principle of the spiritual development of human beings. We shall see that the centrality of reason in the thought of Mary 

Wollstonecraft deeply influences her theological reflections2. She refuses all forms of worship based on blind submission to 

God and aims to promote of a form of faith based on rationality and wisdom. 

Education about the right form of worship for Divinity is one of the many dimensions of the new model for education proposed 

by Mary Wollstonecraft3. Her main aim concerning education consists in promoting a revolution in the education and in the 

 
1 This concept was neither natural, nor immediate, nor commonly accepted in Mary Wollstonecraft’s time, and it is not self-evident today 

either. 
2 For a profound analysis of Mary Wollstonecraft’s theological observations, I highly recommend the essay of B. Taylor “The rel igious 
foundations of Mary Wollstonecraft’s feminism”. For further observations expressed by Taylor on Mary Wollstonecraft’s theological positions, 

I refer to the chapter “For the Love of God”, pp. 95–142, in Taylor’s book “Mary Wollstonecraft and the Feminist Imagination”. I furthermore 

wish to refer to the analyses of V. Sapiro (see the paragraph “Religion, God, and Nature”, pp. 44–52, in chapter two, “The Reasoned, Passionate 
Self” of her book “A Vindication of Political Virtue: The Political Theory of Mary Wollstonecraft”). Interesting reflections on this subject are 

moreover expressed by E.S. Guralnick in her essay “Radical Politics in Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman”. 
3 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 Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Hints, London, 1989. In this essay, I mainly refer to A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Nonetheless, 

despite the fact that A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is undoubtedly her most famous work, all the works of Mary Wollstonecraft deserve 
great attention to thoroughly analyse, among other things, the variety, development, richness, and depth of her thought. 
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formation4 of individuals in general and of women, in particular. Her revolution involves developing the individual spiritual 

independence, promoting individual autonomy, and developing power over oneself5. In particular, as regards the new model of 

education for women, women ought to reach through a new, alternative system of education the goal of a reappropriation of 

their own minds. Liberating women from passions6 and promoting autonomy of judgment are the main goals of Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s educational programme. This programme is not limited to a change in women’s mind and to the education of 

women, but it will bring about a radical change in society7: educational reform will bring about societal reform. 

In her reflections on education, Mary Wollstonecraft develops a strategy to unmask all notions which aim to present the results 

of a particular form of education for women as corresponding to the very essence of women themselves; she reveals education 

programmes which aim to present themselves as corresponding to the very nature of women and as developing this very nature, 

whereas they only correspond to a precise power strategy over women, that is, they correspond to a project of domination over 

the whole female dimension. Mary Wollstonecraft’s analysis of the traditional education is, therefore, a process of unmasking 

all the subjugation relationships suffered by girls and women in their own society. 

My analysis will show that many aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought are also current nowadays. For instance, her 

absolute refusal of blind obedience, her insistence on the indispensability of the development of reason, her defence of 

individual independence, her pleas for liberty, her analysis of educational systems, and her theological reflections can be 

insightful nowadays, too, both for developing autonomy in individuals and for a rational way of worship, that is, for a rational 

kind of faith strongly opposed, as such, to any form of faith based on irrationality and on blind obedience, on fear, and on 

fanaticism. Promoting and defending the autonomy of individuals is to be seen, in my opinion, as the very synthesis of Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s thought. 

 

 

b) Liberty, education, and independence 

 

I shall begin by describing some aspects of Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought regarding liberty, education, and independence. 

Beginning with liberty, Mary Wollstonecraft expresses the strong conviction that liberty is indispensable for the development 

of virtue; liberty is the very precondition for the development of any form 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) 

 

 
4 In this introduction, I mention the concepts “education” and “formation” together, whereas, throughout my essay, I shall mainly use the 
concept “education”. The reason for mentioning “education” and “formation” together is that Mary Wollstonecraft’s concept of education does 

not regard simply school education; for her, “education” also involves the whole development of the person and corresponds to the complex 

of all those instructions that produce the formation of an individual, his mentality, his way of being, his behaviour, his interpretation of society, 
his values, his orientation in life, and so on. I am deeply indebted to the study of V. Sapiro, “A Vindication of Political Virtue: The Political 

Theory of Mary Wollstonecraft” for the analysis of the notion of education and for the non-reducibility of this notion exclusively to scholastic 

learning (see, for instance, pp. 27–28). 
5 In particular, Mary Wollstonecraft’s intention is that women have power over themselves; she is not interested at all in women having power 

over men: “I do not wish them to have power over men; but over themselves.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 131) Her strategy of 

education aims at women’s self-reappropriation of their own mind. The reform of the whole society will begin with, and will follow from, the 
very process of self-reappropriation. 
6 I should like to recommend the study of G.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, which I am not going to elaborate on in this paper. Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s positions on the subject are mainly analysed at the beginning of chapter one, “Sensibility and the Nervous System”, 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 highly recommend the book by 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 on in chapter 7., “The Rights of Woman and the Wrongs of Sensibility”, pp. 112–129. 
7 Mary Wollstonecraft’s societal reform programme is synthetized in her 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) The revolution in female manners will bring about a complete change of women’s position in 

the society and, therewith, a reform of the whole society; revolution is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought, a reform of the mind, i.e., revolution 
is not armed struggle. Without a reform of the mind there cannot be an effective reform of society. 
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Liberty is indispensable for the moral development of the individuals; individuals cannot reach proper moral development 

without liberty8. Morality presupposes liberty; in the absence therefore of liberty there is no real morality. Strongly connected 

to liberty and its indispensability is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s view, the key element of independence. Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

whole meditation can be synthetized as a programme of education aiming at independence for all individuals. On the subject 

of independence, she declares: 

 

“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.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 65)9 

 

Independence is the basis for every virtue; for Mary Wollstonecraft this means independence in thought, independence in 

education, independence in all aspects of life; we have a real citizen (in particular, we have an authentic woman citizen), only 

if and when we have an independent individual. This implies that at least future citizens ought to be put into the position of 

becoming and being independent in all aspects of their existence through an appropriate educational system (no form of 

independence will arise by itself). This involves, first of all, a complete transformation of education10; it involves, as a 

consequence of this, a transformation of property relations11, of marriage organization12, and of political institutions, since 

education is not only the product of a particular school system. On the contrary, it is the product of all behavioural forms and 

of all the moral directions being followed in any given society. Regardless of the area of society looked at, the degree of 

independence of the citizens is the fundamental useful criterion to evaluate conditions, progress, and backwardness of a whole 

society. 

As regards education the following passage shows the consequences of a false educational system. Women are not inferior 

beings, but they are transformed into inferior beings through an educational system. Mary Wollstonecraft’s thoughts are, 

therefore, an authentic denunciation of the system of education reserved for women: 

 

 
8 The quoted passage has a direct relation to the position of women. If women are not educated to freedom and in freedom, any moral 

development of women turns out to be impossible. The following passage confirms how indispensable liberty is for virtue: “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 Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 264) 
9 The quoted passage could give the impression that the notion of “independence” refers exclusively to the female dimension; it might initially 
appear that Mary Wollstonecraft’s mention of “independence” is a target which only women ought to reach. Actually, the concept of 

“independence” is, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s thought, the basis of every virtue. Promoting independence is something for the whole society 

and all spheres of individual life, regardless of whether an individual is male or female. For Mary Wollstonecraft, independence ought to be 
the whole goal 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) Consider also the following criticism of the 

traditional education: “The child is not left a moment to its own direction, particularly a girl, and thus rendered dependent – dependence is 

called natural.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 110) 
10 No form of education is neutral; any system of education is functional to the results we want to reach through it: different systems of education 

correspond to different kinds of individuals. Moreover, an attitude of independence and of autonomy does not come about by itself and has to 

be promoted and nurtured by a corresponding educational system. We cannot wait and hope that this attitude will come about spontaneously. 
We have to work towards creating a correct system of education. For Mary Wollstonecraft’s exposition of a general programme on education, 

see A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, chapter XII, “On national education”. The study by A. Richardson, “Mary Wollstonecraft on 

education” is a very useful analysis of Wollstonecraft’s position on education. 
11 In many passages of her writings, Mary Wollstonecraft shows great interest in social issues: she resolutely pleads for a greater equality and 

for a better distribution of property in society (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 distinctions established in society”, pp. 211–220). I should 
like to quote the following passage in order to give an idea of Mary Wollstonecraft’s radical criticism of the British system in which she lived: 

“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) 
12 Mary Wollstonecraft strongly criticizes, for instance, all forms of marriage based on the obedience of women towards their husbands (see A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 141); she proposes companionship and cooperation between women and men (see A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, p. 66); besides, she expresses her favour for a condition of friendship between wife and husband and, at the same time, she 
expresses her refusal of any condition of dependence of wives on husbands (see A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 98). A relationship 

between women and men based on fellowship, instead of being based on obedience, would better every moral dimension 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 
daughters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more reasonable mothers – in a word, better citizens.” (A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, p. 220); see also the following affirmations: “make women rational creatures, 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.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 250); correct 
marriage relations and the status of being good citizens imply each other. 
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 “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 endeavour 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 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 very little or no faculty of judgment if their education tends in every way to 

transform them into beings without any ability to judge. Women do not possess the capacity of judgment since society, through 

a corresponding educational system, wants them to be without it. Any educational system is not neutral. It aims to produce a 

determined individual and a determined society. For a new system of education to be correctly thought out, it is necessary for 

women to be considered as individuals who ought to be educated to autonomy, independence, self-conduct, and responsibility; 

the goals of the system of education should be, therefore, rightly determined. 

According to Mary Wollstonecraft, the female education has exclusively been an enchilding process13. The particular education 

given to women is the consequence of the notion of the whole female dimension that has interpreted the nature of women as 

an entity being determined once for all; this notion has given women fixed and subordinated14 roles, fixed and subordinated 

functions, and fixed and subordinated duties in society, thereby preventing (and wanting to prevent) women from developing 

mentally. Education for women has aimed at producing, and it has actually brought about in women the loss of any possibility 

of developing autonomy and the loss of any sense of independence. The following passage outlines Mary Wollstonecraft’s own 

ideal of education: 

 

“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, regulate 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 result from the exercise of its own reason.” 

(A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 90) 

 

Promotion of independence in children should be the aim of education. Education ought to produce independent beings who 

are capable of autonomous thinking. The only source for virtue is reason; it is not possible for virtue to arise without reason. 

The development of independence, of virtue, and of reason presupposes a correct system of education. Without a correct 

education we cannot develop reason. Therefore, education proves to be the basis for every process of change. 

 

 

c) Reason, virtue, and knowledge 

 

In order to give elements on the goals that, according to Mary Wollstonecraft, human nature ought to reach, I should like to 

quote a passage in which Mary Wollstonecraft singles out reason, virtue, and knowledge as being the criteria through which 

 
13 For the adoption of the word “enchilding”, I am indebted to C. Kaplan’s essay “Wild Nights: Pleasure/Sexuality/Feminism” (see p. 48). 
14 Of course, subordinated to those assigned to men. 
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the development and the perfection of our nature can be evaluated; we shall also note that Mary Wollstonecraft considers 

reason, virtue, and knowledge as the principles that should 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 every 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 reasoning is built; though, when entangled with 

various motives of action, they are formally 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? Virtue15; we spontaneously reply. 

For what purpose were the passions implanted? That man by struggling16 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 estimated by the degree of reason, virtue, and 

knowledge, that distinguish the individual, 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 collectively17.” (A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman, p. 81) 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft considers reason, virtue, and knowledge as the basis of both individual education and of the structure of 

society provided, of course, that the education of individuals and the structures of the society are well organized. Worshipping 

traditions, authorities, or other institutions does not have any relevance, at least when it comes to developing reason. The 

justification and foundation of education and laws should consist in conveying reason, knowledge, and virtue, and in their 

capacity for promoting the birth and the development of reason, of knowledge, and of virtue in society. Furthermore, it is clear 

from the passage that the real basis of every positive value is reason (and connected to it, the educational system promoting 

and developing reason), since both virtue and knowledge derive from reason. 

The presence of our passions can be explained as a kind of exercise. By struggling with our passions, human beings can obtain 

a degree of knowledge that brutes cannot reach. We become better by struggling with passions. This means, among other things, 

that we should have control over our passions, and that we ought to fight against them. Our aim is virtue; passions are 

instruments to reach virtue. Most of all, passions exist so that we struggle with them; passions do not exist so that we become 

slaves of them18. Mary Wollstonecraft proposes, therefore, an education as a struggle against passions, not a diseducation as 

enslavement by passions. The perfection of our nature and the capability of happiness that we can reach depend on the degrees 

of reason, of virtue, and of knowledge we are able to obtain. These are the goals of a correct system of education. 

 
15 As regards virtues, Mary Wollstonecraft refuses the division of virtues in virtues for men and virtues for women. Virtues are virtues 
independently of sex and no further specification is needed, and every further specification would be wrong. See, for instance, the following 

passage: “… I here throw down my gauntlet, and deny the existence 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) Separate virtues for men and women are what Mary Wollstonecraft aims 
to eliminate in society. The same goes for institutions that separate men and women and which assign men and women different duties for their 

own lives; see for instance, the following passage: “Ignorance is a frail base for virtue! Yet, that 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)”. The passage is an example of the notion of an 
essentialism in nature (women are, in this perspective, made to feel, women are sensibility) which Mary Wollstonecraft criticized and fought 

against. Rejecting specific female and male virtues and specific female and male faculties is part of a precise programme of societal reform 

that aims to affirm a new kind of relation between the sexes founded on mutual companionship, reciprocal equality, and mutual cooperation. 
16 Noteworthy here is the notion of struggle, which Mary Wollstonecraft applies to our own relations with our passions. Our whole life we 

must exercise a kind of personal effort against a factor living in us: in this sense, individuals are a kind of work in progress continuously 

educating themselves. 
17 Mary Wollstonecraft’s conviction that no morality is possible without knowledge is expressed in the following comment: “Without 

knowledge there can be no morality!” (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) Of course, these affirmations imply that no one can, as regards the development of virtue in individuals, simply 
wait and see. If knowledge is the basis for virtue, the structures of society ought to be oriented to furthering knowledge in individuals. Virtue 

does not come about by itself. 
18 One of the aspects of the traditional education for girls criticized by Mary Wollstonecraft consists in showing that education for girls develops 
passions in women instead of teaching girls to fight against passions. 
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Mary Wollstonecraft’s presentation of virtue, reason, and knowledge turns out to be a programme for educational goals. An 

education that promotes the development of virtue, reason, and knowledge in us is the correct education. All other forms would 

be, and actually are, false. Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas are, at the same time, a revolutionary programme for a future society 

and a criticism of present-day society. She aims to inject reason, virtue, and knowledge as the measures that must be used in 

order to evaluate the principles of a society. In particular, an educational programme aiming to develop a woman’s mind is, as 

such, a programme to reform the whole society, since it goes against one of the pillars of the organizations of the society which 

Mary Wollstonecraft lives in, which is the submission of women: 

 

“Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and there will be an end to blind obedience; 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.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 93) 

 

The development of reason corresponds to the diminution and elimination of blind obedience: improvement of reason is, thus, 

a precise political choice of Mary Wollstonecraft, since reason (and its development) does eliminate blind obedience. The 

presence of reason in women will prevent tyrants from having slaves and sensualists from having play-things. A new, 

independent, and autonomous individual will thus emerge. 

  

 

d) The programme for a reform of theology 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s interest in societal reform involves, as previously mentioned, the sphere of theology. Her criticism of 

the traditional worship and her proposal of a new relationship of the believers with God are fundamental in order to understand 

her whole strategy for reforming society; a reform of theology is immediately a reform of society. In her thoughts we see the 

intention to completely substitute traditional theology with new proposals of interpreting God and His relation to creation. 

These aspects are an authentic revolution in theology. Moreover, the theological aspects of her thought have an immediate 

relevance for and an immediate connection with the political and social aspects of her reflections. A change in the theological 

basis involves a change in all the relationships with every kind of authority19. To begin with, Mary Wollstonecraft expresses 

herself against every form of blind submission to God. If no blind submission is due even to the Deity, no blind submission is 

due to any authority whatsoever20; consider, for instance, the following passage, in which her opposition to traditional religion 

and her proposal of a rational religion becomes clear: 

 

“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 

principles 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 them21. Rational religion, on the contrary, is a submission to the will of a being 

 
19 For information on the political environment in which Mary Wollstonecraft lived, I refer to the essay of G.J. Barker-Benfield, “Mary 

Wollstonecraft: Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthwoman”, and to the essay of Ch. Jones, “Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindications and their 
political tradition”. 
20 Generally speaking, Mary Wollstonecraft proves to be strongly against any form of blind submission to whichever institution, authority, 

person, power, and so on. Blind submission is never a positive value for her. Moreover, she does not agree with any form of blind obedience 
towards authorities. Consider, for instance, the following statements in which she clearly comments on the incompatibility between blind 

obedience and rights of humanity: “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 rights belong 
only to man.” (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, p. 153) 
21 Traditional attitudes concerning religion have an obvious connection to traditional education. For instance, if girls are educated to be 

dependent persons, they will be educated to accept any 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) As regards religion, traditional education, at least a form of it, aims at developing a girl who 
refuses her own judgment. Conformism and denial of reflection are the educational goals. 
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so perfectly wise, that all he wills must be directed by the proper motive – must be reasonable.” (A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, p. 255) 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s own ideas and proposals consist of promoting independence in individuals: this excludes a blind 

submission in any sphere of individual life, including the sphere of worship. Mary Wollstonecraft proposes, therefore, a new 

model for religion; she proposes a model for a rational religion which is 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 in the rational kind of religion, therefore, is the reverence 

due to wisdom, not to absolute power. The fundamental aspect that emerges from this passage is that the incommensurability 

between Divinity and human beings is not a principle of faith; the mysteriousness of God is not a value. 

Rational religion, therefore, turns out to be a completely alternative form of religion in comparison with traditional religion; 

the notion of God as reason and as wisdom is opposed to the conception of God as absolute power. Wollstonecraft refuses the 

interpretation of a God who, because of His own omnipotence, is beyond any human reasonableness. She refuses the conception 

of a Deity being beyond any human capability to understand the causes of the divine directives; she refuses the very idea that, 

as a consequence of the absolute Otherness of the Divinity, individuals should only blindly submit themselves to God. 

Another interesting passage shows us the contraposition between traditional theological assumptions and Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s own proposals. Mary Wollstonecraft speaks of the duties to parents and describes how those who require 

blind obedience towards parents, compare the obedience due to parents to the obedience due to God with the aim of describing 

both kinds of duties as indisputable obligations. In their own opinion, duties towards parents need no justification in the same 

way as respect for God does not need any rational explanation; duties towards parents and directives of God have only to be 

accepted without doubts or related discussions: 

 

“I have already very frequently had occasion to observe, that vicious or indolent people 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 instinct 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 facing 

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 Omnipotence, 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 ones22, they shine clearly, for God is 

light, and never, by the constitution of our nature, 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, even mutually opposed ways of interpreting God 

is evident23. God’s prescriptions, in the theological traditional point of view, must be accepted without any discussion. Only 

 
22 Noteworthy in this passage, is the difference posed by Mary Wollstonecraft between speculative truths and moral truths regarding God. If 
speculative truths can represent, and do represent a mystery, the same cannot be said of moral truths. If God poses duties, these duties are 

reasonable and understandable for us. No blind obedience is due to the duties imposed by God. There is no question of a blind obedience 

towards these duties, since these duties are always understandable. 
23 Consider 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 thoughts on natural rights are clear; natural rights are given to mankind directly by God, so that 

they have an absolute status. They are above all actual and all possible human norms. They do not find their validity in a particular tradition; 

their validity is directly given by God. Moreover, natural rights do not depend on a particular community or on a particular nation. Natural 
rights exist independently of the particular historical configurations and divisions. The fact that natural rights are received at birth excludes the 

notion that belonging to a group, to a community, or to a nation can be a condition for having these rights. There are no conditions for the 

possession or for the acquisition of these rights. Besides, natural rights belong to individuals independently of their position in the society; 
there is no legitimacy for any vertical structure of classes. 
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blind obedience is, in this way of thinking, the right kind of behaviour. God is, in the theological perspective criticized by Mary 

Wollstonecraft, the wholly Other; God’s decisions lie beyond the realm of comprehension. God’s directives are, for us, 

absolutely incomprehensible. They do not ask for comprehension, but for obedience. God’s ways are defined, in this 

perspective, as inscrutable. Mankind is, in this theological conception, unable to understand God’s decisions; mankind must 

only accept them. Between God and believers there is no mediation, no common point, no connection, no kind of rapport other 

than God’s orders and believers’ submission. 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s own theological position is characterized by the conviction of the reasonableness of God’s prescriptions. 

God is not seen, first of all, as being exclusively powerful, as being an absolute power; God is wisdom. God’s prescriptions are 

valid because they are rational, and their validity does not depend on any absolute power. They are not valid because an Entity 

who has absolute power has affirmed them, they are valid because an Entity that is supreme wisdom has disposed them on the 

very basis of Her being supreme wisdom. 

Even though Mary Wollstonecraft admits that the speculative truths regarding God cannot be reached by us, even though she 

admits the presence of at least a certain degree of mystery in the whole nature of the Deity, she, nevertheless, does not admit 

that the moral truths may not be investigated. Moral truths are reasonable and therefore they are understandable for us. God is 

light, God is not darkness24. As regards moral truths, God’s directives are understandable. There is no moral prescription that 

cannot be understood on the basis of a rational analysis. God’s prescriptions are grounded in His reasonableness. Therefore, 

God’s prescriptions are not orders to be accepted in silence. God’s orders are always reasonable orders, so that they can be 

understood and do not need to be merely accepted in silence. Submission, dependence, and obedience are not rationally 

legitimate solutions. As such, they do not represent any value. 

Mary Wollstonecraft is contraposing with each other two ways of interpreting Deity; she is contraposing two completely 

different theological models. One interpretation proposes a mysterious, unknowable, unfathomable God, in relation to whom 

only silent submission is the correct attitude; the subject must only show and feel blind obedience. The alternative theological 

position, which is Mary Wollstonecraft’s own theological position, sees God as an Entity whose decisions are understandable. 

There should not be any absolute submission, there is no need for any blind obedience, since God’s directives can be 

understood. To predicate blind obedience is to go against the very nature of God: God’s precepts are here in order to be 

understood before receiving obedience. 

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 thinkers 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 attributes 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) 

 

The kind of worship influences the individual character. In the kind of worship criticised by Mary Wollstonecraft, the individual 

has a relationship to God as that of subject to the authority exercising power. God is, first of all, power; His first attribute is 

 
24 The message is that no power whatsoever may seek refuge in the mystery. If God’s teachings are understandable and rational, any order of 
whichever institution may not be based on power as such: it should be justified. 
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power. The individual adores, so to speak, a dark cloud, his faith is directed to a mysterious power. God is, essentially, a 

mystery. Mary Wollstonecraft poses a direct connection between kind of religion and effects on the moral education of the 

individuals; she clearly expresses her own ideas about the kind of faith which can really be useful if a person aims at reaching 

virtue or knowledge. Faith must consist in loving God as the source of wisdom, goodness, and power. Various kinds of faiths 

are being implicitly differentiated from each other according to the quality of character that a person wishes to reach. If a person 

wishes to obtain virtue of knowledge, the right consideration of the Deity is that of a Deity as a source of wisdom, of power, 

and of goodness. Faith is not a neutral attitude in relation to the moral development of the believer nor is it a concept that is 

always identical for every believer. It can have, on the contrary, many senses corresponding to the moral characters that a 

believer wishes to achieve. In this context, Mary Wollstonecraft mentions a series of attributes for God without conceding a 

prevalence to any of these attributes. God is not seen as being only power, God is wisdom and goodness, too. 

The connection of this notion of God with the moral and intellectual development of the subject is also particularly important. 

Only the faith in God as the source of wisdom, of goodness, and of power can be useful for a subject aiming at acquiring virtue 

or knowledge. Any other kind of faith would not promote virtue or knowledge in the individuals. Mary Wollstonecraft makes 

a connection between the notion of God and moral development of the individuals, or, in other words, between the notion of 

God and the education of individuals. Faith is, as such, already a form of education (or of diseducation). We could observe, on 

the basis of previous passages, that the aim of education consists in acquiring virtue and knowledge. Now we can see that only 

a specific kind of faith promotes this kind of education. The project of changing society cannot help but involve the theological 

dimension. 

Wollstonecraft is, furthermore, rather distrustful towards a kind of worship based on pure affection; sentimentalism is not a 

kind of relationship with God that she is particularly fond of. A kind of faith based on sentimentalism would take possession 

of one’s own mind, bringing about a behaviour that would not take into consideration noble deeds like loving mercy, doing 

justice, and every other noble deed. This kind of worship will consign the believer to the passions while turning him away from 

cultivating positive deeds. The following text shows us new elements 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, 

because he is wise; he must be good, because he is omnipotent. For to exalt one attribute at the expense of another equally 

noble and necessary, bears the stamp of the warped reason of man – the homage of passion25. 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, doubtless 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) 

 

Wollstonecraft’s theological idea sees the presence of an equilibrium between the attributes of God: justice, wisdom, goodness, 

and omnipotence are all attributes of God. They constitute a harmony in the essence of God. There is no attribute belonging to 

God’s essence being superior to another attribute of God’s essence, no divine attribute is more important than another divine 

attribute, and there is no attribute hierarchy. A right notion of God, therefore, must consider all of these attributes; any idea of 

God that gives more importance to one of these attributes than to another one, would thus be completely false. Mary 

Wollstonecraft presents the character of the Supreme Being as the only solid foundation of morality: justice, wisdom, goodness, 

and omnipotence are all attributes of God. In particular, the predominance given to omnipotence has to do with the habit of 

 
25 Wollstonecraft’s refusal of passions as the source of one’s own vision of God is clear. 
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mankind of bowing down to power; it is a projection onto the nature of the Deity of the power relations holding in the human 

dimension. The notion of an omnipotent God, whose omnipotence is given specific value in comparison with the other attributes 

of the Divinity, is the reflection, on theology, of the organization of the society, in which power, and not freedom, is the 

dominant value. Unjust relations between individuals in the society have produced an unjust theology; in this sense, the analysis 

of the theological conceptions is an instrument to comprehend the attitudes present in a given society.  

  

 

e) Measures and orientations 

 

Many of Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas presented in this analysis are, in my opinion, more alive than ever nowadays. They can 

be proposed as a model both for the construction of a pacific society and for the construction of a rational, tolerant theology. 

Moreover, Mary Wollstonecraft’s ideas on education give us instruments that help us better understand the aims of particular 

educational systems. I should like to point out the following aspects: 

- The education and formation of individuals are essential for the structure of a society; society mirrors the system of 

education and formation. 

- There is no neutral education because education is always oriented to the kind of individuals the particular society 

wants to have. 

- The promotion of independence should be the first goal of a correct system of education. 

- Blind obedience is, in political, social, and family life, never to be accepted because it damages individuals and poses 

a risk of danger for the development of individuals. 

- There is no fixed nature and no essential nature for individuals in general and for women, in particular. 

- The individual way of thinking and behaving in general and particularly in women is a product of the system of 

values and of the education accepted and adopted in a society. Thinking and behaving are not dictated by an 

immutable nature: they are not a natural product; they are a social result. 

- The unmasking and uncovering of the intention to dominate individuals that are concealed under the ideas of a 

supposed essence of individuals (of women) represent indispensable processes for societal reform. 

- Ignorance is not a good basis for virtue; reason and liberty alone can be the authentic basis for virtue. 

- Mental independence is the goal in order to have free citizens. 

- Any notion of God as a mysterious power, lying behind our possibility of understanding, is strongly refuted and ought 

to be strongly refuted. God is not an Entity who is completely extraneous to the creatures; there is a connection 

between God and believers: the factor of connection between the Deity and the creatures is reason (it is not, and 

should not to be, for instance, blind submission). 

 

 

f) Conclusion 

 

I should like to conclude my comments by quoting a passage in which Mary Wollstonecraft expresses the mutual compatibility 

of the worship of God, on the one hand, and of the reverence for the rights of man, on the other hand. Worshipping God and 

reverence for the rights of man are not mutually incompatible. In the passage it also becomes clear that Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

reverence for God is submission to an unerring reason, it is not submission to a mysterious absolute power; her submission is 

a submission to God as reason, to a God that is reason: 

 

“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 opinions, I still preserve my bowels; my heart is human, beats quick with human sympathies – 

and I FEAR God! 
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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) 
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