
3 Mary Wollstonecraft and the 
politics of self-control

Mary Wollstonecraft seeks to extend the rights and privileges of citizenship to 
women, whom she believes will become virtuous citizens. This can be achieved 
by a reform in education, which will educate women to be rational, and a 
‘revolution in female manners’ – a social/cultural change which will end the 
association of women with sensibility, weakness and passivity. Although this 
chapter draws on other aspects of Wollstonecraft’s work, its main source is A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman (hereafter, A Vindication).

Introduction
Wollstonecraft’s thought offers us the prospect of both rational self-control and 
an emphasis on our relatedness to others. However, Wollstonecraft prescribes 
roles for women related to nurturing. Wollstonecraft maps out a path or a plan 
for women and thus, as with the ‘regimented, compulsive person’ described by 
Joseph Raz, there is little flexibility for women’s identity in Wollstonecraft’s 
thought. Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on self-control reflects a concern that women 
fulfil their specific duties, and her focus on relatedness to others shows women 
to relate to others from their position in the family sphere and men to relate to 
others from theirs in the civic/political sphere.
 This chapter begins with an examination of women’s identity in Woll-
stonecraft’s thought and then addresses her understanding of what it means to be 
human. Here Wollstonecraft can be seen to express both rationalist and Roman-
tic understandings, and even to display quite radical possibilities through her 
conception of the human imagination. However, it will be argued that, ulti-
mately, Wollstonecraft sees the imagination as needing control by reason. 
Control is linked to duty and to social improvement, important features in Woll-
stonecraft’s thinking. The next section describes the nature of the relationship 
we have with others. Wollstonecraft appears not to be an advocate of isolated 
rationalism, but understands the importance of human interaction as a source for 
the development of self-sovereignty, being in control of oneself without seeking 
to control others. However, this is not always smooth and she provides examples 
of when this goes badly, when humans cease to relate to others as equals and, 
instead, resort to arbitrary power. This power corrupts both the holder and the 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  61

subject and demonstrates a lack of self-control on the part of the holder. The 
exercise of arbitrary power is a failure of reason. It should not be exercised over 
rational humans, but it can be exercised over nature, or non-rational humans. 
This leads to the final section, which addresses our relationship with nature. The 
examination of Wollstonecraft’s attitude to nature explores both her tendency to 
see women as ‘natural’ and her view of nature as something over which we 
should exercise control. This chapter offers a reading of Wollstonecraft’s thought 
in which order, control and duty dominate. Additionally, it argues that Woll-
stonecraft’s identification of women with the natural suggests the need for 
control either by, or failing that, over, women. Wollstonecraft’s thought reflects 
arguments for self-control and taking responsibility for ourselves which are key 
parts of my concept of autonomy. However, Wollstonecraft also demonstrates 
the way in which self-control can be replaced by social control, the threat of 
which is needed in order to prevent individuals from relinquishing control to 
nature.

Women’s identity
Wollstonecraft believes that women need to become better wives and mothers. 
The role of mother and wife is valued because it is a duty and, therefore, carries 
with it the recognition of citizenship. Yet it is a role that places woman firmly in 
the family with a very specific set of identity options. Wollstonecraft envisioned 
the ideal family to which the man returned home in the evening and in which the 
woman tended to the needs of the children, as well as those of her husband; her 
role was to be a comfort to him. Together they should form a perfect whole. She 
should be nurturing yet educated enough to understand his cares and worries in 
the public sphere, and her existence should complement his. The role of mother 
was integral to Wollstonecraft’s description of women:

But, to render her really virtuous and useful, she must not, if she discharge 
her civil duties, want, individually, the protection of civil laws; she must not 
be dependent on her husband’s bounty for her subsistence during his life, or 
support after his death – for how can a being be generous who has nothing 
of its own? or, virtuous, who is not free? The wife, in the present state of 
things, who is faithful to her husband, and neither suckles nor educates her 
children, scarcely deserves the name of a wife, and has no right to that of a 
citizen. But take away natural rights, and duties become null.

(Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 166)

There are no duties without natural rights because, without natural rights, we are 
not free, and if we are not free then we cannot be generous, we cannot be virtu-
ous. The role of women is to ‘govern a family with judgement’ and to ‘take care 
of the poor babes whom they bring into the world’ (ibid.: 13). Wollstonecraft is 
clear that it is a wife’s duty both to educate and to breastfeed her children (ibid.: 
166) and she criticizes men who ‘refuse to let their wives suckle their children’ 
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62  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

because they see this as a transfer of the wife’s attention from them to the chil-
dren (ibid.: 83). This criticism of women who used wet nurses was levelled 
against the wealthy who found breastfeeding an inconvenience (Green 1995: 
96). Wollstonecraft objected to wet nursing because breastfeeding was a 
woman’s duty, part of her role as a rational mother. Here, nature and reason 
coincide in that duty stems from bodily practice. With the increase in the prac-
tice of wet nursing in the eighteenth century (Green 1995: 96), breastfeeding 
became an option for wealthy women rather than a necessity, and, accordingly, 
they did not necessarily perform their duty.
 For Wollstonecraft’s notion of citizenship, it was essential that a woman be 
sufficiently rational. This was not only to ensure her own sense of duty, but also 
that of the next generation in whom a sense of duty was instilled through her 
nurture. The mother provided the earliest example of how to be dutiful, virtuous 
and of how to submit to reason: ‘She lives to see the virtues which she endeav-
oured to plant on principles, fixed into habits, to see her children attain a strength 
of character sufficient to enable them to endure adversity without forgetting their 
mother’s example’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 57). Watching her children 
develop this strength of character should be a source of great satisfaction for a 
mother. However, Wollstonecraft maintains that some, primarily, privileged and 
wealthy women, were a danger to the project of child-rearing. They failed to cul-
tivate their own faculty of reason because their lives consisted of ‘the pursuit of 
pleasure’ (ibid.: 58). Without sufficient reason and living a life in which they 
had ‘every extrinsic advantage’ (ibid.: 51), they knew little of reason, had been 
‘educated for dependence’ (ibid.: 54), and also lacked bodily strength, exhibiting 
‘lovely weakness’ (ibid.: 43). This made them dependent on men and rendered 
them incapable of educating their children sufficiently (ibid.: 55). These women 
were also accustomed to having their every whim catered for and exercised 
‘arbitrary authority’ (ibid.: 178). This did not fulfil the criteria for citizenship. 
Wollstonecraft argued that women must learn to limit their desires and embrace 
motherhood as a duty of citizenship because this ‘gives women a place in the 
world’ (Brace 2004: 450). Motherhood, if carried out with respect to duty, virtue 
and reason, made women fully fledged citizens and moved the emphasis of the 
eighteenth-century image of passive and delicate woman towards a far more 
rational and robust character: ‘masculinity and femininity was conveyed in allur-
ing images of natural complementarity in which strength and the capacity for 
reason and freedom stood in perfect harmony with the attributes of physical 
weakness, empathy and gentle submissiveness’ (Vogel 2000: 190).
 Wollstonecraft wanted to change this perception and to argue that, while 
women have a specifically domestic role to play, this role is not a passive one. 
The family itself is not a passive sphere that is acted on by the state but an active 
realm of growth and creativity. However, if, as will be suggested, Wollstonecraft 
held reason to be of greater value than the more ‘natural’ aspects of human 
nature, then ultimately the other aspects must submit to reason. If man represents 
reason and woman support and nurturing, then she too must ultimately submit to 
the control of rational man. Accordingly, Wollstonecraft’s thought may be too 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  63

limiting for my concept of autonomy, primarily because she limits the identity 
options available to women. As Moira Gatens notes: ‘Wollstonecraft’s tendency 
to treat the role of wife/mother/domestic worker as one which follows directly 
from women’s biology raises further problems for a feminist analysis of 
women’s social and political status’ (Gatens 1991: 114). Men held the world to 
be a place of opportunity and possibility, but women should stay in the known 
and prescribed limits of the home.
 Barbara Taylor comments on women’s identity in A Vindication, noting that 
Wollstonecraft failed to get to grips with the socio-economic reality of her time. 
The women she wrote about with such contempt were the rich few and not the 
poor many. Yet Taylor’s comment also displays an example of Wollstonecraft’s 
view of the aristocracy – rich women were complicit, but women rendered poor 
and powerless by men, were not – a view found in the later work Maria (Taylor 
2003: 13):

In Wollstonecraft’s writings, as in most eighteenth-century works on femin-
ine manners, modern Woman is a figure of sensational unreality. A preening 
narcissist, obsessed with appearance and fashion; a voluptuous hedonist; 
wallowing in sybaritic excess; an enervated emotionalist, strung out on frail 
nerves and overwrought sensibilities: the pages of the Rights of Woman are 
so crammed with caricatures like these that the reader, looking up from 
them, finds it hard to recall the more mundane reality, that in 1792 the vast 
majority of British women were not rich dilettantes but poor women who 
spent their days labouring in the field or home, tending their children, wor-
rying about bread prices, rents, unwanted pregnancies. Wollstonecraft knew 
this too, yet it was to be some years before the shadow cast by emblematic 
Woman over her writings began to fade.

(Taylor 2003: 174)

The women in A Vindication were emblematic to Wollstonecraft because they 
were characteristic of the kind of women she most detested: aristocratic women. 
These were the women who had the time to obsess over fashion and who had the 
leisure to concern themselves with sensibilities. These women were passive 
rather than active; they did not venture outdoors to breathe fresh air and go for 
long walks to strengthen their constitution. Their embracing of emotion and sen-
sibility rendered them incapable of self-control and therefore in need of guidance 
from others: their husbands or fathers.
 Such women needed to be shaken from their self-obsession and sensibility 
and become rational citizens capable of self-direction, rather than relying on 
their husbands/fathers. This facet of Wollstonecraft’s argument adds to my 
concept of autonomy by emphasizing why self-direction is so important. 
However, her argument is also troubling for the notion of changing and diverse 
identity for which this book argues. The association of women with nature and 
roles connected with mothering raises problems by which feminist theory con-
tinues to be troubled. For example, Wollstonecraft’s linking of rights to maternal 
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64  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

duties raises the question of ‘whether it is possible for women to be citizens, and 
therefore possess rights, without enacting maternal duties which, for the twenti-
eth- and perhaps also eighteenth-century woman, come dangerously close to a 
new form of enslavement’ (Moore 1994: 35). Wollstonecraft admires reason and 
argues for the rational credentials of women, yet she also associates women’s 
nature with the natural world and with nurturing.
 Wollstonecraft demands active citizenship for women, yet continues to assign 
women specific roles as to the terms of this citizenship. This is both a radical and a 
limiting move by Wollstonecraft. It is radical as it is the beginning of the recogni-
tion that women’s lives in the private sphere influence the public: justice should 
pervade the private as it does the public. Wollstonecraft recognized that women’s 
experiences of life in the private sphere varied dramatically in the eighteenth 
century, yet in some way they were united by their gender, or how their gender 
was perceived by men. Wollstonecraft’s citizenship is limiting because it forces 
women into a rigid identity. Multiple and changing identity is not easy here as the 
possibilities of self-definition and relocation are limited; they are already pre-
scribed by Wollstonecraft. Wollstonecraft provides us with an early understanding 
of feminist citizenship, but feminist constructions of citizenship frequently contain 
a notion of what is distinctive about being a woman, at least that is the case for 
those which go beyond liberal feminist arguments to extend rights to women. Ruth 
Lister notes that some models of citizenship value women’s ‘care responsibilities 
in the private sphere’ (Lister 2007: 62). Identity is a key issue for discussions of 
citizenship, and this can include a focus on maternal thinking as a valuable aspect 
of citizenship as well as on an ethic of care (ibid.7: 63). To this can be added ideas 
about women as carers having a special perspective on nature in the form of 
ecofeminism.1 Each of these views of citizenship posits a view of women’s iden-
tity, traditionally associated with the private sphere, as key to citizenship, but also 
creates what Carole Pateman notes as ‘Wollstonecraft’s dilemma’: ‘either women 
conform to the male citizenship model or they continue with their tasks as carers, 
which are not and cannot be adequately valued by that model’ (Lister 2007: 64).2 
It appears that, in terms of women’s identity, neither approach is satisfactory. 
Many aspects of citizenship can be experienced as a somewhat alien identity. For 
example, Rhiannon Firth interviewed inhabitants in autonomous communities and 
some of their attitudes to citizenship suggest that it is an identity experienced on a 
more intimate and local level than national identity or universal value:

I’m certainly a citizen of Laurieston Hall, I mean that would certainly be a 
fine thing to say, and I would say, I’m a citizen of here more than anywhere 
else. But if I was to ask what supports me, and what expresses my values, 
and what places its feet on the earth in a way that I approve of, it’s this one, 
so it’s not an abstract connection, it’s a real connection. Whereas with 
British citizenship, it’s just a pure matter of chance and an abstraction, it has 
absolutely no meaning whatsoever

(Interview: Patrick, Laurieston Hall, 22 September 2007; italics signify 
vocal emphasis) (Firth 2010: 96)
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  65

 Another respondent associated citizenship with swearing allegiance to the 
Queen and commented, ‘I’m not a citizen, I’m a person, an autonomous person 
(Interview: Tash, Kebele, 7 April 2007) (Firth 2010: 96). For these people, cit-
izenship on a large scale is an imposed and somewhat alien identity. Recalling 
the example in Chapter 1 of what could constitute citizenship in terms of protect-
ing the environment, the act of composting waste, simple and seemingly insig-
nificant as it is, constitutes an act of citizenship because it has ‘a public impact’ 
(Dobson 2003: 136). This is part of Dobson’s argument that the private sphere is 
important for his concept of ecological citizenship ‘because it is a site of citizen-
ship activity, and because the kinds of obligations it generates, and the virtues 
necessary to meeting those obligations, are analogously and actually present in 
the types of relationship we normally designate as “private” ’ (ibid.: 138). The 
value of making citizenship an expression of what we do in the private sphere is 
that it brings into view often neglected and undervalued identities, such as the 
contribution to society of raising children, the value of an ethic of care, or acts of 
environmental responsibility. However, the danger is that citizenship is a label 
we must all wear, and yet some of these identities are ones to which we may not 
wish to conform: this is a difficulty for citizenship3 – how to foster an identity 
that unifies people but allows, in the words of Tash at Kebele, the possibility of 
being also ‘an autonomous person’? In Wollstonecraft’s case, the association of 
women’s citizenship with the identity of mother appears somewhat restrictive.
 Wollstonecraft’s arguments span a range of features of contemporary feminist 
argument and also reflect contemporary dilemmas over women’s identity. Her 
thought offers more than her confinement to the label of rationalist or of liberal 
feminist thought today would allow. Wollstonecraft offers some routes to libera-
tion for feminism, yet also reflects some of the problems that have developed. 
One of her strengths appears to be that she demonstrates the importance of what 
were considered women’s traditional roles to the very maintenance of the state, 
thus making politics not simply the arena influenced by men, but also by 
women.
 As an eighteenth-century thinker, Wollstonecraft will have been influenced 
by the rationalist and Romanticist debates that were taking place at the time, 
including, as Ursula Vogel’s analysis shows, those relating to women’s libera-
tion. Rational arguments focus on claims for rational citizenship and place heavy 
emphasis on the political sphere. The Romantic argument, however, is less con-
cerned with the political than with other aspects of human life; it emphasizes the 
importance of the particular and refutes the rationalist emphasis on the universal. 
It stresses the interconnectedness between individuals: ‘Not “rational fellow-
ship” among citizens, but romantic love freed from the conventional sexual roles 
points towards the utopia of a regenerated world’ (Vogel 1986: 20).
 Vogel believes that Wollstonecraft falls into the description of a rationalist 
feminist. She notes that Wollstonecraft assumes that reason in men and women 
is ‘of the same kind’ (ibid.: 27).4 Rationalist feminism is complex because, like 
Romanticism, it argues that sexual difference should not be a significant differ-
entiation between people (Hutchings 2003: 12), therefore challenging gender 
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66  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

stereotyping but also promoting unity. However, the emphasis on lack of embod-
iment means that rationalist feminism misses out on the transformative ‘positive 
potential of sex and gender as conditions of possibility for thought and the trans-
formation of social and political relations for both men and women’ (ibid.: 14). 
Thus, by emphasizing women’s capacity for reason as the basis of unity, ration-
alist feminism can foreclose the possibility that women could bring something 
new to thinking about the world.
 Yet the rationalist position is more complicated than its association with 
modern liberal feminism allows. This is a rationalism that seeks not merely 
formal equality but uses education to promote genuine equalities (Vogel 1986: 
30). It seeks to change society by ending exclusion (ibid.: 33). What is important 
about an emphasis on rationalism as a strategy for women’s liberation is its 
understanding of the need for reform through education designed to ‘bring about 
a fundamental re-education of attitudes, a rooting out of the most deeply 
entrenched prejudices of modern society’ (ibid.: 30). This is a view shared by 
Wendy Gunther-Canada, who claims that the ‘revolutionary power of Woll-
stonecraft’s feminist analysis was that it theorized the relationship between 
gender, education, and citizenship’ (Gunther-Canada 2001: 113).
 The potential for education in Wollstonecraft’s thought is that it mediates the 
relation of the citizen to the state (ibid.: 113). Therefore, if Wollstonecraft 
wanted women to become rational mothers and citizens with a duty, then they 
had to be educated for these purposes. The link between education and citizen-
ship is essential to women’s liberation for Wollstonecraft, because her argument 
in A Vindication is that there needs to be representation of women as well as 
men on a subject as important as political rights (ibid.: 114–16). Vogel argues 
that Wollstonecraft sees the family as ‘a constitutive element of citizenship’ 
(Vogel 1986: 32), thus making the family a place of duty and virtue for women 
that should be included in the universal concept of the ‘rights of man’. Accord-
ing to Vogel, rationalist arguments contain utopian hopes. In fact, she claims that 
there can be found ‘two utopian expectations’: the claim of one underprivileged 
group shares the claim for equality with all other underprivileged groups and 
‘equality of right will eventually change the very basis and quality of all human 
relationships within society’ (ibid.: 32–3). So rationalist arguments, although 
limited by the claims to universalism, offer the hope of change and improve-
ment. Parts of A Vindication suggest that human improvement and progress are a 
theme in Wollstonecraft’s thought. Women’s oppression has formed a social 
‘gangrene’ that ‘pervades society at large’ and equality is a benefit not just to 
women but to the entire moral improvement of society (Wollstonecraft [1792] 
1995b: 204). Wollstonecraft claims that ‘Liberty is the mother of virtue’ (ibid.: 
42). She later says that good politics (good government and good civil society) 
promote liberty, and to promote liberty is to effect an improvement in human 
wisdom and virtue (ibid.: 42). The rationalist position holds genuine potential 
and although this chapter does not seek to define Wollstonecraft as either a 
rationalist or a Romantic thinker, it appears that the parts of Romantic thinking 
Wollstonecraft displayed were ultimately traits to be controlled by reason.
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  67

 The Romantic view says that emancipation should be achieved not with an 
emphasis on universal rights, the imperative that links us together, but on love as 
a unifying emotion, which generates a natural concern for others. Against a 
sense of rational order, Romanticism emphasizes creativity (Vogel 1986: 34). It 
argues that women should be emancipated in order to develop society with ‘the 
diversity of male and female dispositions as a stimulus and a source of energy’ 
(ibid.: 35), yet the emphasis appears to be on women as having a definable set of 
characteristics.
 However, as this passage in A Vindication of the Rights of Men demonstrates, 
Wollstonecraft would not have defined herself as a Romantic thinker:

From observing several cold romantic characters I have been led to confine 
the term romantic to one definition – false, or rather artificial, feelings. 
Works of genius are read with a prepossession in their favour, and senti-
ments imitated, because they were fashionable and pretty, and not because 
they were forcibly felt.

(Wollstonecraft [1790] 1995a: 29)

This kind of Romantic thinking represents a lack of authenticity, a fake feeling. 
Wollstonecraft despised the affectation of sentiment (which she associated with the 
aristocracy). In A Vindication she argues that reason should ‘tame’ the passions 
(Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 155). Reason should be used to discover genuine 
emotions – those experienced through feeling not imitation. This gives us independ-
ence and yet ‘the nature of reason must be the same in all’ (ibid.: 60). This is 
because reason links us to God. Children depend on adults for advice as their ration-
ality is only at the stage of being built-up; after rationality is attained, then Woll-
stonecraft says ‘you ought to think, and only rely on God’ (ibid.: 23). She seems to 
want to express the need for an individual to think for herself. This is a point made 
clearer a page later when she asserts that we become virtuous by the exercise of our 
own reason and that ‘it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues do not 
result from the exercise of its own reason. This was Rousseau’s opinion respecting 
men: I extend it to women’ (ibid.: 24–5). This reflects Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on 
the family and it re-emphasizes the importance of self-direction.
 Women become corrupted from their duty as mother and wife, especially 
women of the aristocracy, thus rendering them less virtuous. The less virtuous 
women are subject to vices of all kinds, including the passions that their lack of 
reason renders them unable to control. Passions are not dangerous if measured 
by reason: ‘Women as well as men ought to have the common appetites and pas-
sions of their nature, they are only brutal when unchecked by reason’ (ibid.: 
147). Reason gives us pre-eminence over other animals, virtue distinguishes us 
from other humans and, through the experience of struggling with our passions, 
we gain knowledge (ibid.: 14). Reason appears to be required in order to prevent 
destructive tendencies. This results in a need for order, stability and control and 
this chapter interprets Wollstonecraft as placing significant emphasis on the need 
for control, a view that can also be seen in parts of Vogel’s work.
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68  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

 Part of the reason for Vogel’s description of Wollstonecraft as a rationalist is 
Wollstonecraft’s dismissal of love. Love should not be the foundation of marriage 
and Wollstonecraft ‘fears in love a destructive power extending well beyond the 
boundaries of the merely private sphere’ (Vogel 1986: 40). For Wollstonecraft, love 
threatens the order of society (ibid.: 44). Stability is valued, and Wollstonecraft 
gives priority to friendship over love, and love threatens stability because it comes 
from the passions and serves to ‘distract individuals’ (ibid.: 41). Stability is a prior-
ity, as it is for both Mill and Hegel. So when it comes to marriage, partners should 
be chosen for companionship rather than love, stability rather than passion. Ruth 
Abbey also asserts that ‘Wollstonecraft’s model of marriage as friendship is valu-
able because it allows us to imagine how liberal values might be furthered without 
increasing the domination of the social contract model of human relations’ (Abbey 
1999: 90). In this model, marriage is between equals and does not entail obedience 
(ibid.: 85). So friendship, which is void of the passion, irregularities and turmoil of 
love, forms a more ordered basis for marriage and family life. For Wollstonecraft, a 
man who prefers to have his senses stirred by nature is also the libertine who prefers

the sensual tumult of love a little refined by sentiment, to the calm pleasures 
of affectionate friendship, in whose sober satisfactions, reason, mixing her 
tranquillizing convictions, whispers, that content, not happiness, is the 
reward of virtue in this world.

(Wollstonecraft [1797] 1989a: 175)

Friendship offers the prospect of equality, whereas Wollstonecraft sees sexual 
relations as uneven, as they treat women as objects (Green 1995: 99). Woll-
stonecraft preferred to emphasize the calm aspect of friendship over the potential 
chaos of passion and emotion because it promoted her ordered view of women’s 
identity as nurturing, caring and stable, all vital to maintain the family. Love, 
however, does not seem to feature in Wollstonecraft’s description of the family, 
due to Wollstonecraft’s desire to see the family regulated by justice, rather than 
left to what she would see as the contingencies of love.
 A woman’s role of mother and wife is ensured by the marriage contract and 
this contains the conditions of women’s relationship to the state. Gunther- 
Canada comments on Pateman’s analysis:

As Carole Pateman has argued, women did not contract into the societies 
created by Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau. According to Pateman’s reading of 
the fathers of the canon, the social contract was based upon a preceding 
sexual contract that inscribed the political subjection of women to men. 
Thus, when the canonized forefathers spoke of women they were speaking 
of wives; women’s relationship to the state was mediated by man.

(Gunther-Canada 2001: 129)

If men mediate women’s ties to the state then this also affects how women 
behave in the home. The two spheres are connected and behaviour in the family 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  69

can have a disastrous effect on life in the state. Abbey notes that Wollstonecraft 
sees powerless women as tyrants. This means that they will dominate those they 
can (children and servants): ‘Women who are forced to resort to arbitrary power 
are dangerous models for their children, for future citizens grow up in house-
holds witnessing the very power that liberals seek to expel from the public 
realm’ (Abbey 1999: 86). So, Wollstonecraft sees a link between the power of 
men over women in the state and the power of women over children in the home, 
and this comes full-circle in that it creates the kind of state available for the 
future generation. It also emphasizes the negative impact of domination, and, 
further, Philip Pettit (1997: 63) notes that such domination lies in the capacity to 
exercise arbitrary power, thus stressing its sheer unpredictability. The emphasis 
on the arbitrary nature of the exercise of power-over means that an agent’s 
autonomy is subject to the arbitrary exercise of the power of another; the agent 
no longer has control over herself and this is damaging to autonomy. For Woll-
stonecraft, it also means that the family fails to provide the model of justice and 
reason that it should. Wollstonecraft presents reason as incompatible with domi-
nation, although reason is only one facet of Wollstonecraft’s thought.
 Taylor also emphasizes the rational characteristic of Wollstonecraft’s thought, 
but she further claims that this is mixed with strong arguments over the imagina-
tion, a trait associated more with the Romantic than with the rationalist tradition, 
and one that highlights the rich tapestry of Wollstonecraft’s thought. Hers is a 
theory of emancipation that combines the views of liberal and radical feminism, 
for, in arguing as a rationalist, Wollstonecraft also touches on the possibilities of 
combining reason in women with arguing for both the difference of women’s 
contribution to society from that of men, but also the similarities. This makes her 
harder to categorize in contemporary terms than her usual association with 
liberal feminism would suggest. What follows does not suggest that Woll-
stonecraft did not place much emphasis on reason, but that reason was only one 
facet in her thought. We gain knowledge by experience and through emotions, 
but also through rational reflection on these (Green 1995: 101). The imagination 
plays an important role in Wollstonecraft’s thought because it unlocks the mind 
and gives rise to social and ethical development (ibid.: 103).
 In her argument that Wollstonecraft has created a feminist imagination, 
Barbara Taylor comments that Wollstonecraft has been ‘a pioneer of romantic 
individualism’ (Taylor 2003: 140). For Taylor, ‘imagination’ has deep ambigui-
ties. It has ‘dual reference to conscious reasoned creativity – the sort of mental 
inventiveness that, in the political arena, gives rise to revisionary theories, 
reformist strategies, utopian projections – and to the implicit, often unconscious 
fantasies and wishes that underlie intellectual innovation’ (ibid.: 4). Taylor sees 
Wollstonecraft’s ‘unconscious imaginings’ as linked to her utopian aspirations: 
‘the imagination was a sacred faculty, linking the fantasising mind to its maker’ 
(ibid.: 21). It is the ‘impassioned imagination’ for Wollstonecraft that makes us 
active in pursuit of happiness; it gives humanity an ‘incessant striving’, without 
which ‘there would be only stasis, death-in-life, the one truly impermissible 
state’ (ibid.: 204). The imagination is a powerful force, it drives us forward. The 
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70  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

motivation for this comes from religious belief. Taylor notes that Wollstonecraft 
rooted her work in God because she wanted ‘revolutionised ethical subjectivity’ 
for women:

The male erotic imagination transforms biological sexual difference into a 
rigid division between male sexual possessor and female possessed, and 
then concocts a female image to fit the scenario. Women, economically 
dependent and intellectually degraded, immerse themselves in mythic 
Woman to the point where their subjectivity disappears into the image. A 
female self is created so saturated by masculine fantasy that it appears to 
lack any independent moral personality – or even a soul.

(Taylor 2003: 129)

Without a self, without autonomy, there can be no soul because the female self 
is an image, not a rational subject. So when men limit women’s freedom they 
deny women not simply a moral sense of self, but also the possibility of divinity. 
Women must be rational in this life in order that they can pursue their freedom 
and become virtuous: only then can they have a soul to be ‘stamped with the 
heavenly image’.
 Taylor claims that ‘the erotic imagination is implanted in us by God to lead 
us toward Him’ (ibid.: 113). She says that Wollstonecraft celebrated the erotic 
imagination ‘as the dynamic core of human subjectivity’, although it had ‘its true 
source in the fantasising mind, not in the body, and its ultimate direction must be 
heavenward’. It is ‘the realm where profane passion transmutes into sacred 
rapture’ (ibid.: 112). So women should stop acting as the objects of the male 
gaze, as objects of (earthly) desires, and see themselves as seen by the creator. 
Accordingly, they no longer want to adorn themselves for men and move from 
being the objects of the male gaze to objects of the divine gaze. As Taylor 
observes: ‘for Wollstonecraft, the truly creative spirit, like the soul of a truly 
emancipated woman, remained one bound by the love of God’ (ibid.: 140). 
Taylor argues that in linking the imagination to God by love, ‘an epistemic 
impulse toward Him is essentially imaginative and erotic in character’ (ibid.: 
108). In other words, Wollstonecraft discovered a perfect love. Love ‘is not only 
who we have but who we are’; if love is projected towards the perfect – the 
divine – then the ‘painful issues of personal identity’ love brings are avoided 
(ibid.: 131). For much of her life Wollstonecraft channelled her love to God but, 
Taylor argues, becoming a mother and meeting Godwin altered this (ibid.: 131). 
Her faith in the imagination as a source of liberation connected to God might 
have dwindled but her understanding that women’s as well as men’s imagina-
tions can be directed towards ‘amorous idealisations’ had not (ibid.: 131).
 The erotic imagination remains a useful tool for analysing Wollstonecraft’s 
thought, especially in reference to her view that the imagination must be control-
led because there is danger if it becomes misdirected towards bodies. The mind 
is distracted by the imagination when it strays into the body and nature. 
Women’s imagination is criticized by Wollstonecraft as being misguided by 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  71

novels, romance and social notions of what a woman should be – all these give a 
voice to the lie that the object of the imagination should be physical. This holds 
no value for Wollstonecraft and is a distraction from the true focus of the imagi-
nation: spiritual objects. Wollstonecraft provides an example of this when she 
argues that ‘wealth leads women to spurn’ the ‘natural way of cementing the 
matrimonial tie’, that is breastfeeding their child in favour of wearing ‘the 
flowery crown of the day’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 162).
 The imagination is our capacity to fantasize, to construct a utopia; it is the 
fuel for social progress and the psychic space that allows the individual freedom 
to develop from within. However, these capacities and the possibilities they rep-
resent, for both the individual and for social change, also render the imagination 
a threat to social cohesion, social order and social unity. This means that the 
imagination must be controlled, its scope delimited. The following looks at other 
interpretations of the imagination in order to understand better the combination 
of the concepts of imagination and reason in Wollstonecraft’s thought.
 The imagination is a dangerous thing. The imagination is the source of our 
fantasies as Uday Singh Metha notes, adding that our fantasies affect ‘the par-
ticular content of our freedom’ (Metha 1992: 118). So our definition of what will 
render us as free individuals depends on what we fantasize our freedom to be. 
The content of our freedom is determined by our imaginations, but the content of 
our freedom is also mediated by the outside, by what constitutes acceptable fan-
tasies of freedom and what freedoms we would actively pursue as a result of our 
fantasies. A link is established between what individuals are told is acceptable, 
even as a result of the exercise of parental authority, and what individuals tell 
themselves is acceptable. Thus authority, judgement and self-restraint can 
become what Metha describes as ‘a tripartite relationship’: it is necessary to 
experience submission to others before one can learn to submit to oneself (ibid.: 
138). This contradicts the way in which I use recognition for my concept of 
autonomy because it involves consideration of the recognition of others (the 
outer self) before self-recognition and also posits an element of social control 
prior to self-control. The self regulates from within and finds itself ‘husbanding, 
enclosing and moulding the imagination’ (Brace 1997: 144), but the regulation 
is socially conditioned.
 There must be control of the passions and Metha’s description of the passions 
explains the wider fear of the non-rational. The passions have three features 
including, first, an absence of self-control. Second, they are mysterious in that 
they ‘designate a person as being under the governance of an inscrutable 
motive’. Finally, passions are identified as ‘misguided excess’; the activity is 
insensitive to boundaries and without direction: ‘some presumed limit is trans-
gressed and . . . the destination of the activity is either unknown, insatiable, or 
wilfully denied’. Passions, then, are under the control of the self within: they are 
unrecognized or perhaps unacknowledged forces that propel us through the 
boundaries of acceptability towards the infinite (Metha 1992: 8). We, as indi-
viduals, must then regulate ourselves and construct ‘internal boundaries’ (Brace 
1997: 139).
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72  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

 Reason, therefore, polices the imagination to maintain the outer order of 
society. However, Drucilla Cornell also argues for the policing of the imagina-
tion, or the creation of the ‘imaginary domain’, a psychic space needed for the 
creation and expression of imaginaries (Cornell 1995: 104). She wants to free 
the imaginary zone of women from the imposition of ‘masculine sexual fanta-
sies’, a confinement imposed by ‘men’s reaction to us’ (ibid.: 171). For Cornell, 
the imagination is a vital part of our individuality and of our freedom. She makes 
personhood dependent on free scope of the imagination:

The project of becoming a person is dependent on the psychic space of the 
imagination, particularly when it comes to the living out and the contesting 
of sexual personae. Thus I have defended the imaginary domain as itself a 
minimum condition of individuation. The demand is that we all have, as 
sexuate beings, the imaginary domain granted to us as part of the equivalent 
evaluation of the worth of our personhood. To demand equality in this 
manner is to demand sexual freedom as long as one accepts that sexual 
freedom is intimately related to the release of the constraints on the imagi-
nary imposed by gender hierarchy and normalized heterosexuality. By 
demanding an imaginary domain, we are insisting that we will not be con-
fined in our life’s opportunities because of the imposition of physical, cul-
tural and legal definitions of ourselves as unworthy of personhood.

(Cornell 1995: 232)

Personhood (as opposed to citizenship) can only be achieved through giving 
freedom to the imaginary domain: to become a person is to work towards a 
future; it is ‘a project, a struggle and an endless process’ (Brace 1997: 152). As 
was shown in Chapter 2, the imagination holds the possibility of thinking about 
ourselves in better situations and can help with self-recognition.
 These are three different interpretations of what the imagination’s function is. 
First, in Taylor’s interpretation of Wollstonecraft, the imagination is a vital com-
ponent of freedom as it directs individuals to the creator, and it can serve to bind 
people together in this project of divine salvation. However, it can lead indi-
viduals astray if it is focused on the desire for others, specifically on the physical 
and on bodily desire. This corrupts the individual as it diverts the imagination 
from its true focus, and such misdirection is brought about by a deficit of rational-
ity: reason should control the imagination. This is true also of the second descrip-
tion of the imagination: for Metha, the imagination must not run wild. The 
imagination holds the content of our freedom in that it directs us as to what kind 
of individuals we want to be. However, it must be controlled as it has associations 
with disorder and lack of control, and must, therefore, be policed. As with Taylor, 
we get a sense that it is better for the imagination to be policed by the individual, 
and we are brought up to do just that through lessons in submission. If this fails, 
though, there will be ways of controlling our imagination’s scope. Indeed, a 
failure to limit the imagination is interpreted as madness (Metha 1992: 111). The 
question of who it is that polices and sets limits to the imagination is raised in the 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  73

third account of the imagination by Cornell. Her protection of the imaginary 
domain is necessitated by the imposition of the imaginary domains of others. 
However, this use of the imagination does allow for difference, experimentation 
and a sense of individual freedom worthy of celebration. In Cornell, there is no 
fear of a breakdown in order and no fear of the imagination swamping reason. 
Wollstonecraft’s use of reason and the imagination offers an innovative approach 
to both concepts.
 The imagination offers the potential for invention, for an alternative to con-
crete and constraining reality and also for love. Yet there is also a sense that 
even our imagination must be limited by our reason. To some extent we police 
our own imagination, setting limits on what we dream of as an alternative to our 
reality. The imagination offers the potential to extend creativity, which is import-
ant to my concept of autonomy. Yet Wollstonecraft wants to tame creativity with 
reason. In Wollstonecraft’s thought it appears that self-direction, in the form of 
reason, limits creativity. This is a problem for my concept of autonomy and there 
is no clear solution as to when self-direction and reason should limit creativity, 
and if it should at all.
 The possibility of thinking of women in ways other than those portrayed by 
polite society and novelists, and the possibility of imagining a society regulated 
by justice, are key to the value of the imagination for Wollstonecraft. Yet in 
tapping into the imagination, Wollstonecraft also reveals a sense of fear, a fear 
of losing control, and this fear can also be seen in her attitudes to nature.
 Although the final section describes Wollstonecraft’s desire for control over 
nature, it should also be remembered that there are some aspects of nature that 
she valued. These were the parts of nature that enlivened the spirits. She valued 
that there was beauty to be found in nature and that nature also ‘demands 
respect’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 157), and is linked to God (ibid.: 34).

Individuals and relationships with others
Before embarking on an examination of Wollstonecraft’s attitude to nature in the 
form of our relationship both with and against nature, this section discusses our 
relationship with others. In places, Wollstonecraft appears to follow the classical 
liberal conception of the isolated individual. In an attack on social attitudes of 
‘ladies’ in the eighteenth century, she points out the need for self-direction:

Besides, by living more with each other, and being seldom absolutely alone, 
they are more under the influence of sentiments than passions. Solitude and 
reflection are necessary to give to wishes the force of passions, and to enable 
the imagination to enlarge the object, and make it the most desirable.

(Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 66)

Reason should be used to ‘tame’ our passions, but from this statement it appears 
that reasoning should be done in solitude. This shows a similar attitude to auton-
omy as Mill as was demonstrated in Chapter 1 in that there is an insistence on the 
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74  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

value of individual experience. Men are more able (as a result of social attitudes) 
to pursue their passions and yet not to be overtaken by them. Men

give a freer scope to the grand passions, and by more frequently going 
astray enlarge their minds. If then by the exercise of their own reason they 
fix on some stable principle, they have probably to thank the force of their 
passions, nourished by false views of life, and permitted to overleap the 
boundary that secures content.

(Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 123–4)5

It is only through our passions that we have the opportunity to exercise reason 
(ibid.: 123–4). Further, it is only by experience, being driven by our passions 
and making mistakes (something denied to women), that we can use reason to 
understand our passions.
 Wollstonecraft champions a form of relational autonomy. In A Vindication, 
she argues that individuals develop through their relation to others and that 
human flourishing depends on the active participation of all society’s members. 
This connects to self-sovereignty in that individuals negotiate their lives in the 
context of others, rather than to the exclusion of others. However, in terms of 
identity, self-sovereignty must also give the individual control over her own 
process of identity claim: the individual must want/desire the identity she has, 
and, if she does not, then she must be able to alter this identity. Wollstonecraft 
did not set out to discover if women wanted the identities of mother and wife, 
but, rather, she assumed these were the roles women should have because she 
saw these roles as women’s duty. Women do not have control over their identity 
in terms of initially claiming their identity for themselves. Women have to carry 
out a duty in the form of their gender-based roles, and this is also an expression 
of their freedom: ‘how can woman be expected to cooperate unless she know 
why she ought to be virtuous? Unless freedom strengthen her reason until till she 
comprehend her duty’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 4). The emphasis on duty 
is part of Wollstonecraft’s emphasis of reason over the possibility of women 
imagining themselves other than wives and mothers.
 This book argues that the concepts of autonomy and identity are linked 
because autonomy is conceptualized as a process by which people alter and 
develop their identity. However, the reading of Wollstonecraft’s thought in this 
chapter suggests the process of self-development is not open-ended. Autonomy 
or freedom appear to be linked to identity for women in that Wollstonecraft’s 
rational woman is free when she performs her duty – when she is a good wife 
and mother – but the opportunity to develop identity beyond these two roles is 
not available.
 However, Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on self-sovereignty and active participa-
tion in the context of other people is a positive development for my concept of 
autonomy because it suggests some possibility of a relational approach. Woll-
stonecraft does not suggest that individuals relate to each other as possessive 
individuals, excluding others and defining themselves against others, yet she sets 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  75

individuals apart in their pursuit of virtue which limits the possibilities for a fully 
relational approach. Brace notes that the ‘triumvirate of reason, virtue and know-
ledge at once binds people together by distinguishing their humanity from the 
rest of the world, and holds them apart from each other in their individual virtue’ 
(Brace 2000: 442). We therefore use our virtue to distinguish ourselves from 
others. Wollstonecraft argues that women are included in this narrative but fails 
to see that, because she underpins reason with the conquest of nature and 
because she equates nature with gendered difference, she excludes women. She 
still associates women with nature through her insistence on mothering and 
family, yet also insists on the importance of reason to control nature.
 Women seek their autonomy in relation to men: they seek recognition that 
they are autonomous from men. This takes the form of ‘an innate desire for love 
and respect, a craving for recognition from others that ideally affirms the indi-
vidual’s absolute autonomy’ (Poovey 1984: 60). This poses a problem with 
re cognition which will be revisited in the following chapter on Hegel. The 
problem is that, in seeking recognition of our autonomy in others, we need others 
in order to be autonomous. Recognition is potentially a co-dependent system, 
and if this is so men still have the opportunity, if women seek their autonomy 
through them, to mediate the terms of women’s freedom. Recognition risks 
becoming misrecognition when, as was discussed earlier, we seek recognition 
from others. For Wollstonecraft, recognition should be sought from God and she 
sees the emancipation of women and eternal salvation as inextricable:

If the human soul were not immortal – if our brief existence invariably ter-
minated at death – then female oppression, however censurable in itself, 
would be only one more of those infinite woes which make up our lot in this 
vale of tears. Social injustice throws into relief the injustice of women’s 
subordinate status and offers opportunities for change; but it is the prospect 
of life beyond all such mortal contrivances which makes women’s suffering 
as a sex wholly reprehensible – for in enslaving women on earth men have 
also been denying them heaven.

(Taylor 2003: 106)

 Recognition of the immortal souls of women as well as men is, therefore, 
essential to their freedom. In a similar way, Taylor reads Wollstonecraft’s 
demand that wives should have affection for their husbands as being conditional 
on husbands ‘inspiring wifely respect’; they should be united by a ‘shared love 
of the Good’ (ibid.: 108). Recognition plays a pivotal role in emancipation – it is 
not just understanding of God, but also understanding of shared advancement 
towards that state – the mutual inspiring of virtue – that creates the path leading 
to freedom.
 Wollstonecraft’s sense of virtue, through performing duty to God, means that 
she insists on specific roles for women. Although equally endowed with reason, 
Wollstonecraft’s citizen is still defined as either a male citizen or as a female 
citizen. It is in the best interests of the state for women to fulfil their duties as 
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76  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

wives and mothers and this takes the form of civic obligation in that to fail to 
perform an obligation not only renders the citizen a non-citizen, outside civic 
life, but it also threatens the security of the state. In relation to the state, Woll-
stonecraft’s woman does not have empire, but nor does she have equality; her 
‘nature’ makes her unequal in the patriarchal empire, ‘an empire of difference’ 
(Brace 2000: 453–4). Her attempt to treat women as different from men, yet at 
the same time equal, highlights the problems of treating women as a group equal 
to men or as a group different from men that continues to influence feminist 
theory. This raises the issue of not just equality and difference, but also of what 
constitutes a group. For Wollstonecraft, for example, emblematic aristocratic 
women form a specific group. Our relationship with others threatens to be a dis-
traction from performing our duty to God and the state, but, if we successfully 
join together for the purpose of performing our obligation, then we better realize 
our true freedom (through devotion to God) in the company of others.
 In A Vindication, Wollstonecraft argues that women have to be understood as 
having the status of slaves. However, her notion of slavery, both in terms of how 
constrictive it is to the individual and in terms of the identity of the oppressor or 
slaveholder, varies. She understands the nature of power relationships under-
lying slavery, but her shifting of the description of slavery varies from men, sen-
sibility, women, women’s bodies, opinion and slavery itself to the dependence of 
others on us that gives us a sense of obligation (Poovey 1984: 54). Thus the 
dangers of enslavement for women exist in many forms. She appears to use the 
notion of slavery consistently to denote powerlessness, but women are enslaved 
in different forms: as well as enslavement by men, rich women dominate poor 
women, and women can be slaves to their bodies as they ‘plume themselves, and 
stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 
63). These women have attained ‘power by unjust means . . . and become either 
abject slaves or capricious tyrants’ (ibid.: 51).
 Equality, for Wollstonecraft, is linked to equal distribution of power. It is, in 
a sense, a positive notion of power: together, equal citizens (equal because they 
are all rational) create a polis in which each is as free as the other and in which 
each performs the task to which they are best suited (for women this is nurturing 
a family), thus creating a state that is effective, secure and based on equality 
rather than arbitrary power. ‘It is not empire, but equality’,6 Laura Brace notes 
that ‘Women should not be aiming for negative power over others, a mere inver-
sion of patriarchy, but for power over themselves’ (Brace 2000: 453). To under-
mine equality of rational beings is to undermine a rational state and a rational 
citizenship; it is counterintuitive and it damages the state by replacing relations 
of equality with relations of domination and subordination.
 Wollstonecraft is clear in A Vindication of the Rights of Men that domination 
damages both the person who holds the power and the person who has power 
held over her:

virtue can only flourish amongst equals, and the man who submits to a 
fellow-creature, because it promotes his worldly interest, and he who 

Hague, Ros. Autonomy and Identity : The Politics of Who We Are, Routledge, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=684034.
Created from nottingham on 2018-05-25 06:42:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  77

relieves only because it is his duty to lay up a treasure in heaven, are much 
on a par, for both are radically degraded by the habits of their life.

(Wollstonecraft [1790] 1995a: 61)

Power, when used over others, degrades both parties. Her argument is that the harm 
done by slavery is a moral one in that it prevents the possibility of virtue. A virtuous 
person cannot be either slave or master. Arbitrary power affects both family rela-
tions and translates into the state for, as Abbey notes, the affect of arbitrary rule 
within the family is to ‘form personalities unaccustomed to the possibility of free, 
rational and equal exchange among individuals’ (Abbey 1999: 86). Domestic 
animals, ‘brutes’, and all non-human life can be dominated (however, even here 
there must be respect as all humans must respect God’s creations), but rational 
beings are free because freedom, as was pointed out earlier, ‘strengthens reason’ so 
that we know our duty. To carry out our duty makes us virtuous. To enslave another 
person is to act contrary to reason and is to assume power over a person. The source 
of this power cannot be rational agreement because it is not rational to agree to 
enslave yourself. John Hoffman argues that force leaves the individual with no will, 
and without will there is no choice (Hoffman 2001: 12). Where force is used there is 
no freedom. Hoffman also says there is no distinction between force and violence 
(ibid.: 173) and violence ‘is never legitimate. It undermines freedom, brutalizes both 
perpetrator and victim, and can easily become counter-productive’ (ibid.: 175). 
Force dehumanizes those involved, and the use of force against a person leads to a 
situation in which ‘the individual becomes the mere property of another’ (Hoffman 
1995: 89). Even hierarchical relationships maintain their social legitimacy because 
they are based on coercion not force, but force/violence means we can no longer 
talk of a relationship (ibid.: 89). A relationship is defined as when ‘each sees the 
other as a subject’ (ibid.: 89); when the other is seen as an object there is no relation-
ship because relationships require at least two subjects.
 Wollstonecraft questions the validity of hierarchical relationships predicated 
on authority; unless it is divine authority, there is no reason to submit to another. 
She criticizes Burke for arguing for dependence on authority (Wollstonecraft 
[1790] 1995a: 64). We are not autonomous if we submit to authority because we 
lack self-direction.
 Wollstonecraft’s perception of our relationship to others is more complicated 
than the charges against liberal feminism’s abstract individualism suggest. She 
recognizes how our relationship with others is complicated by a power differen-
tial that gives men more power to define women’s identity and prescribe their 
social role than women have over themselves. This definition of women implies 
that they have an enhanced sensibility and are weak. This has a corrupting 
impact on women, rendering them non-rational holders of arbitrary power. The 
result of this is that Wollstonecraft sees these women as being as dangerous and 
as threatening to rational society as the upper classes:

Wicked women, and their invidious effects, are men’s handiwork. The argu-
ment moves back and forth, mobilising the radical critique of absolute 
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78  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

power to expose women’s debasement at the hands of men, and then return-
ing to ‘artificial distinctions’ of rank and power to depict them in gendered 
terms, with women equated not to the lower orders, as in late twentieth-cen-
tury feminist polemic, but to the corrupted upper ranks, the ‘great’.

(Taylor 2003: 16)

These women are the holders of false power and, as such, threaten society when 
they are ‘the corrupted upper ranks’ and are subject to false power when ‘at the 
hands of men’. Again, aristocratic women hold arbitrary power: they demand the 
fulfilment of their passions and Wollstonecraft compares them to ‘uncivilized 
beings who have not yet extended the dominion of mind’, and she says that they 
are incapable of thinking for themselves and so ‘blindly obey authority’ (Woll-
stonecraft [1792] 1995b: 215).
 Another form of slavery appears in Wollstonecraft’s critique: women being 
‘slaves to their bodies’ (ibid.: 49), as they are constantly confined by illness due to 
inactivity and, as a result of their lifestyle of leisure, are unable to cope with such 
indisposition. Later, she describes women as being ‘slaves to their persons, and 
must render them alluring that man may lend them his reason to guide their totter-
ing steps aright’ (ibid.: 165). Their enslavement to their bodies, their vanity, renders 
women dependent on men and here we see the complicity of women, in particular 
aristocratic women, in their oppression. This dependence on men represents a want 
of reason created by immersion in bodily beauty and, for Wollstonecraft, this is not 
a source of virtue; rather, it renders women ‘spaniel-like’ (ibid.: 38).
 Gunther-Canada notes that Wollstonecraft is critical of Rousseau’s work in 
that ‘he used the novel to romance female readers into embracing the marriage 
plot and accepting their inferior status within the social contract’ (Gunther- 
Canada 2001: 29). Part of the romance of novels (especially, according to Woll-
stonecraft, the novels of Rousseau) was that they offered the possibility of unity. 
Woman’s destiny lies in marriage where she becomes part of a whole but this 
serves only to make woman ‘be reconciled by romance to her chains – the bonds 
of matrimony’ (ibid.: 30). This inferior status is evident when Gunther-Canada 
describes Julie’s ‘predicament’ in La Nouvelle Heloise, where Julie describes 
herself as having surrendered her esteem to Saint Preux (ibid.: 28).
 However, Wollstonecraft’s own vision of the family set out in A Vindication 
does present an ideal of unity. Wollstonecraft would see this as a rational unity, 
with each individual performing the role to which they were best suited. In her 
vision, women discover their roles through reason; therefore they are not the 
victims of novels, of romance. Wollstonecraft describes her vision of unity in the 
family: ‘I have seen her prepare herself and children, with only the luxury of 
cleanliness, to receive her husband, who returning weary home in the evening 
found smiling babes and a clean hearth’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 162). Yet 
this does, as remarked earlier, present a notion of unity that relies on essential 
notions of ‘woman’. (Unity is a concept to which I return in Chapter 5.)
 Moira Ferguson argues that, in one way or another, all men enslave women. 
She notes that this assertion gives women ‘a group identity, a political position 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  79

from which they can start organizing and agitating’ (Ferguson 1992: 88). The 
effect of this group identity is that it must encompass all those included in Woll-
stonecraft’s comparison of women’s oppression, which would put aristocratic 
women in the same group as poor women. So, when women’s lot is compared to 
that of brutes and brute is ‘a synonym in contemporary vocabulary for slaves . . . 
white women, slaves and oxen become part of a metonymic chain of the tyran-
nized’ (ibid.: 92). The substitution of one label for another reminds us of the fear 
Wollstonecraft has of the effects of slavery – to render the oppressed non-
rational holders of inauthentic power. The danger of this is that attempts to assert 
this inauthentic power can have devastating effects. For example, for Woll-
stonecraft, sexuality would be an inauthentic source of power for women 
because not only does it not stem from rationality, but it also prevents rational 
and equal relations. This is ‘because sexuality for Wollstonecraft (dictated at 
large by men) imperils any chances of female autonomy’ (ibid.: 95). It prevents 
self-sovereignty, and self-direction. Two examples of this lack of autonomy can 
be found in examples of what Taylor would see as the misdirection of erotic 
power: the meretricious slave and the prostitute.
 Corruption and lack of control lead citizens to ignore their duty. Woll-
stonecraft sees women as corrupted by having false power (or inauthentic power) 
over men and as in need of obeying their civic duty as well as their duty to God. 
Just as the imagination becomes misdirected towards bodies, so too does recog-
nition: men’s recognition of women. Rather than recognizing the soul in an indi-
vidual, men focus on women’s bodies and this makes women holders of a false 
power over men. Taylor notes Wollstonecraft’s failure to comment on Rous-
seau’s theory of women’s power: ‘Nowhere in her quarrel with Rousseau does 
Wollstonecraft contest this overblown, paranoid account of female power; 
indeed: her own ruminations on the theme tend to be even darker than his’ 
(Taylor 2003: 92). This renders women holders of (erotic) power over men and 
this notion of power was, Taylor notes, commonplace in eighteenth-century 
thought and would have been the target of feminist criticism, especially when 
‘such behaviour was as grossly idealised as it was in the case of Rousseau’s 
Sophie’ (ibid.: 92).
 A source of inauthentic power for women, according to Wollstonecraft, is the 
attainment of ‘power that comes from powerlessness’:

Women have been taught to be cunning, soft, outwardly obedient and to pay 
attention to propriety in order to ensure that they are protected by men. This 
is the classic sexual contract, trading obedience in return for protection, but 
she complicates the power relationships involved by arguing that women 
develop a winning softness ‘that governs by obeying’.

(Brace 2000: 438)

It is the need for protection, and the rewards women can offer in return, that 
inspires the protection of men. In Wollstonecraft, the reward of such protection is 
obedience and the ‘gentleman’ lacks both sincerity and humanity (Wollstonecraft 
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80  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

[1792] 1995b: 149). Brace points out that Wollstonecraft saw this as an ‘inau-
thentic’ source of power because it comes from powerlessness. Women, under it, 
are still slaves. This slavery damages both master and slave, again, because it 
degrades both. Wollstonecraft describes such a woman as a ‘meretricious slave’ 
(Brace 2000: 438), the result of a mode of patriarchal domination that has been 
the subject of feminist attention. This type of woman is one who uses her per-
ceived weakness as a means of control over men, but does not see how her weak-
ness makes her identity weak and false.
 Wollstonecraft is critical of the woman who seeks to ‘govern by obeying’ 
because not only should she not be submissive, but also because she should not 
seek to govern another. It is ‘not empire, but equality’, and not control over 
others, but control over herself, that creates a desirable type of autonomy for a 
woman. ‘Educated women would not need to resort to the deceptive practices 
that subservient females had historically used to sway tyrannical husbands and 
despotic fathers’ (Gunther-Canada 2001: 119–20). The meretricious slave seeks 
to control others because she cannot control herself and, therefore, she becomes 
a threat to the order of society. Wollstonecraft’s solution is education which 
would give women real power over themselves rather than false power over 
others. Education, or a lack of education, is also the basis of Wollstonecraft’s 
understanding of the cause of prostitution.
 In A Vindication Wollstonecraft talks of the ‘shameless behaviour of prosti-
tutes’ who lacked the virtue of modesty (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 138). As 
a virtue, modesty would only come from knowledge and education, something 
denied to these ‘poor ignorant wretches’ (ibid.: 138). Yet, as well as the women 
who worked as prostitutes, the act of prostitution itself was seen by Woll-
stonecraft to be something many women were compelled to perform. Julia 
O’Connell Davidson notes that prostitutes ‘are seen as people who live outside 
the ‘respectable community’ of wives, sisters, mothers, aunts etc’ (Hoffman 
2001: 195). Yet, for Wollstonecraft, many women were outside this community, 
particularly the women portrayed in Maria. Taylor argues that Wollstonecraft 
believes ‘In a man’s world, all women are prostituted’ (Taylor 2003: 242): all 
women experience powerlessness. If this is so, then Wollstonecraft’s view of 
women’s identity in the eighteenth century (as always dominated and powerless) 
is reflected in this view, because there will be women who prostitute ‘them-
selves’, women who enjoy their status and women who attempt to escape. Taylor 
also notes how Jemima in Maria is neither a ‘pitiable whore’ nor a woman ‘of 
virtue’ (ibid.: 242) because Wollstonecraft does not want to make this distinc-
tion. Taylor compares the characters of Maria, the ‘respectable’ character, and 
Jemima, the former prostitute, and finds that ‘like Jemima, Maria too has been 
married, defiled, and bartered for money’ (ibid.: 242). All women trade their 
bodies, or at least some form of access to their bodies, in return for financial 
support. For Wollstonecraft, some women were prostitutes, some women were 
dominated physically by men, some women traded access to their bodies in 
return for financial security, and some women thought they could use their 
bodies to control men. Wollstonecraft objects to all these uses of women’s 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  81

bodies, believing the soul to be more important. Even so, she also draws 
women’s role and identity from their bodies.
 Given the class distinctions Wollstonecraft describes between women, it 
seems unlikely that she would identify women as a group. Women are compared 
with slaves in different ways, as was described above, ranging from the woman 
who has very little power as a result of domination by men, or as a result of 
poverty, to the aristocratic woman who is a slave to her passions.
 If Wollstonecraft uses prostitution to describe all women, this does not mean 
she sees all women as prostituting themselves in the same way. Again, this has 
much to do with class, with aristocratic women being prostituted by the erotic 
imagination of men and poorer women, who lack economic power, resorting to 
actual prostitution. Therefore, neither ‘slave’ nor ‘prostitute’ can define all 
women for Wollstonecraft. Wollstonecraft recognizes that women do not all 
experience oppression in the same way. This is a similar argument to that put 
forward by bell hooks who argues that there is a need for feminism to look at 
‘the politics of domination on all fronts’ (hooks 1989: 50) and to combat ‘inter-
locking systems of domination’ (ibid.: 22).
 Accordingly, the struggles might be linked together, but should also be 
observed to be different. Hoffman uses Elizabeth Spelman’s argument to show 
that oppression can be at once similar and different: ‘Spelman makes a convinc-
ing case for seeing the interlocking character of oppressions so that, for example, 
the sexism experienced by black women is quite different to the sexism experi-
enced by white women’ (Hoffman 2001: 197). The experience of sexism is not 
universally homogeneous: nevertheless, acknowledging this does not mean that 
there cannot be solidarity between women. Wollstonecraft’s description of the 
different ways in which women are ‘prostituted’ suggests her thought goes some 
way to understanding women’s oppression as experienced in different ways.
 Wollstonecraft does envisage a common duty for women based on an 
assumption that women are always concerned with the family and that the family 
is the source of private affection that translates into public virtue. Wollstonecraft 
appeals to duty when she considers autonomy, in that our autonomy exists in our 
doing the right thing according to God. For women this path is always mother-
hood, and so women’s autonomy is automatically conflated with children and 
family and duty. All is a duty to God. Autonomy is about self-definition, but this 
self-definition is to choose motherhood. It is also about self-control and not 
giving in to the emotions or behaving as if a non-human animal – behaving, that 
is, as if without reason.

Nature
The prospect of non-rational humans, who would not be considered citizens, 
arises out of Wollstonecraft’s view that reason separates us from nature, while 
our bodies link us to nature; she quotes from Francis Bacon: ‘man is of kin to the 
beasts by his body; and if he be not of kin to God by his spirit, he is a base and 
ignoble creature!’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 23) She uses this passage to 
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82  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

protest at women’s treatment as ‘domestic brutes’ because women, if in posses-
sion of the same rationality as men, must have the same link to God. This link 
provides a human nature in which humans are rational and virtuous and carry 
out the duties of citizenship. Even so, she ascribes specific natures to men and 
women when it comes to defining their roles in civic life and these roles are 
‘based on a sexual division of labour as dictated by nature’ (Brace 2000: 435). 
There is also a link to nature itself, as her quotation from Bacon shows: this is 
the nature that links humans to non-human animals. Yet this link has different 
interpretations. It is good for women to be in accordance with nature when, for 
example, breastfeeding, but to follow nature is also abhorrent in that it gives rise 
to uncontrolled appetite and leads to the vices she so despises in the aristocracy. 
Humans are different from nature. What separates us from animals (in this sense 
of nature) is our reason, but what links us to animals is our bodies. Animals lack 
reason and, therefore, their domination by humans can be justified. However, 
although they can be used for human ends, they cannot be treated with cruelty, 
and Wollstonecraft argues that justice should regulate our relationship with 
animals; otherwise, justice will not prevail elsewhere. She argues that if boys are 
allowed to tyrannize animals, then they will grow up to be men who tyrannize 
women, children and servants (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 197). So, to some 
extent, how we behave towards nature defines how we behave towards each 
other. This point is reiterated in an analogy already referred to from Woll-
stonecraft’s description of women as caged birds. Wollstonecraft describes 
women as ‘the feathered race’ who ‘plume themselves’ (ibid.: 63). Interestingly, 
they are described as being in cages because, when caged, women are not quite 
nature. Wollstonecraft is not locating women in the realm of simply the natural: 
she is not saying that women are nature but that women are nature controlled by 
men. Women have been dragged out of nature but then controlled and put in 
cages in order to preserve the aspects of nature men find appealing, whilst simul-
taneously being aware that nature is dangerous for men and must be controlled.
 We behave differently than animals because, endowed with reason, know-
ledge and virtue, we move with a sense of purpose, we progress. We achieve 
this by being active: ‘Individuality is created through activity. It is defined in 
opposition to being sedentary, delicate and soft, insulated from the world’ 
(Brace 2000: 442). Wollstonecraft’s ideal of individuality is about being active. 
It suggests a very masculine concept of autonomy based on a fear of passivity 
in a similar way to Mill. Mary Poovey comments on Wollstonecraft’s opinion 
that women need to escape their bodies, ‘a body that in giving birth originates 
death’ (Poovey 1984: 76). Women need to escape their bodies in order to 
escape the sense of passivity and decay. In a similar vein it is argued that, when 
the body overflows its prescribed boundaries, what is a danger is ‘not just dis-
ruption of the unmarked, universalised body, but disqualification from full per-
sonhood’ (Shildrick and Price 1998: 5). The body cannot or, at least, should not 
be transcended, overcome or moved beyond. As Spelman observes, the way in 
which ‘a philosopher conceives of the distinction and the relation between soul 
(or mind) and body has essential ties to how that philosopher talks about the 
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Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft  83

nature of knowledge, the accessibility of reality, the possibility of freedom’ 
(Spelman 1999: 33). However, if a theory of freedom requires that the imagina-
tion be focused away from the body then we must ask why this is so. This is the 
case for both Mill and Wollstonecraft: both set freedom in rational grounds and 
both invite some use of the imagination. Both also demand its control and see 
the imagination as threatening to engulf reason, rather than reason being the 
threat to the possibilities of, not just the imagination, but also of an imagination 
given free expression (including nature, the body and senses).
 This primacy of reason also gives rise to a link between rationality and 
intended action. The active person intends her actions: they are ‘the product of 
consciousness, reflection, choice and so then issues in intended action’ 
(Prokhovnik 2002: 72). If a woman follows life, not through the path of intended 
action but through ‘natural bodily rhythms’, then her life is not the result of 
intended action, but of the dictates of her body, thus revealing a ‘dependence of 
the definition of reason on body and on social roles’ which equates intended 
action with men (ibid.: 73). If our minds separate us from non-human animals 
and the natural world, then women’s autonomy depends more on mind than on 
body, more on active rationality than on immersion in bodily rhythms. Yet Woll-
stonecraft’s definition of woman’s role as mother and wife limits women’s 
autonomy by linking them constantly to their bodies.
 Wollstonecraft cautions that nature should be observed and understood as 
valuable: ‘Nature in every thing demands respect, and those who violate her 
laws seldom violate them with impunity’ (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 157). 
She presents a description of ‘weak’ women and ‘libertines’ who produce ‘a half 
formed being that inherits both its father’s and mother’s weakness’ (ibid.: 158). 
Here Wollstonecraft appears to assign nature a role in human fate: if men have 
children with women who are weak, and women with men who are also weak, 
then they will suffer a morally weak child. The two guilty partners have been led 
by their (base) nature/tendencies and the result is that nature takes over and pro-
duces a child who would not make a suitable citizen: this is what happens when 
people give in to their natural instincts and become closer to the natural than to 
the rational (ibid.: 157–8). Here nature could be a force for good in that we 
should observe ‘her’ rules. In a wider sense, nature represents the opportunity of 
being active, an opportunity to which I shall return in the chapter on Mill.
 For Wollstonecraft, the state of nature is one based not on justice but arbitrary 
rules. For Wollstonecraft our rights come to us via our reason, which is given 
from God. Wollstonecraft’s fear is of a lack of order and control. Before we 
become rational in what Virginia Sapiro describes as ‘the human mental state of 
nature’, we do not have control over ourselves and we are ‘buffeted about by 
outside forces’; Sapiro thinks this is what Wollstonecraft ‘meant by a dependent 
mind’ (Sapiro 1992: 62). In other words, without reason or before reason, we are 
only able to follow and not to think. Our rationality offers us the prospect of 
freedom, but it is freedom in the form of control. If we demonstrate our 
command over nature then we have rationality, and, if we can be rational, then 
we can be free. If, however, we are to be free alongside others, then we must 
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84  Politics of self-control: Wollstonecraft

demonstrate self-control. Self-control for Wollstonecraft means not becoming 
weak in the face of nature. We should enjoy the outdoors, not because we are a 
part of the natural world, but because it makes us stronger.
 That women are as potentially capable of this as men is something Woll-
stonecraft asserts. However, underwriting her belief in equality (at the expense 
of nature and any qualities to be found there) is a belief in difference. The rights 
she wants for women must be earned by women in the form of duties, including 
duties to the (patriarchal) state. The state needs men to perform certain duties 
and women others, as was discussed earlier. Wollstonecraft presents an argu-
ment for citizenship that runs along deeply gender-constructed divides.
 Wollstonecraft says that men have encouraged women to be beautiful rather 
than virtuous, resulting in women being corrupted. She makes her point by com-
paring women to plants:

like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength and usefulness 
are sacrificed to beauty; and the flaunting leaves, after having pleased a fas-
tidious eye, fade, disregarded on the stalk, long before the season when they 
ought to have arrived at maturity.

(Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 9)

She describes this as ‘barren blooming’, in part to be attributed to ‘a false system 
of education’ (ibid.: 9). This barren blooming reflects Wollstonecraft’s dislike of 
women who only seek to please men, a role Hegel would attribute to women, 
and a role which we will see Mill, in places, also suggests for women. Ostenta-
tion and desire to please also suggests the ‘meretricious slave’. The meretricious 
slave could be seen as the one who tempts men back into the grasp of nature; in 
seeking to govern by obeying, the slave drags the master down into nature with 
her.
 Wollstonecraft describes a link between mind and body, for example, as 
Sapiro notes, when she talks of controlling appetite and instinct in order to 
develop the mind (Sapiro 1992: 68). Further, in A Vindication of the Rights of 
Men Wollstonecraft notes that ‘self-preservation is, literally speaking, the first 
law of nature; and that the care necessary to support and guard the body is the 
first step to unfold the mind’ (Wollstonecraft [1790] 1995a: 15). So the mind and 
body are linked but, ideally, with the mind in control of the body. This control is 
the beginning of human progress, and progress of the individual is inextricably 
linked to the progress of society (Gatens 1991: 120). This is why slavery is so 
damaging: it impedes self-improvement. A society that sets limits on self-
improvement is damaging because ‘human life is not worth living, is not truly a 
human life, unless there is opportunity for growth and self-improvement’ (ibid.: 
117). Therefore, the improvement of women is the improvement of all humans. 
If women are allowed to be rational and free citizens then they will make good 
wives and good mothers (Wollstonecraft [1792] 1995b: 204). Yet, for Woll-
stonecraft, this improvement should not just be on the part of upper-class women 
but all women. Taylor notes that later, Wollstonecraft demonstrates a clearer 
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awareness of the limits to self-improvement posed by class as well as by atti-
tudes to gender, especially in Maria (Taylor 2003: 238). That this appears to be 
the case is demonstrated by the way the female characters in Maria are both eco-
nomically poor and abused by men, as if Wollstonecraft’s optimism that 
women’s liberation could be achieved has been dampened.

Conclusion
In Wollstonecraft’s understanding of what it means to be a woman, her duty is to 
perform the role of mother and wife. This is a civic duty: the family and state are 
not easily separated in Wollstonecraft’s thought. These roles are rational, but 
Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on reason suggests a need for both social control and 
self-control. In historical terms, her understanding of women’s oppression was 
sophisticated. She recognized that there were degrees of oppression at the hands 
of men, that some women were complicit in their oppression, and that others 
suffered oppression in part through poverty. As my discussion of Woll-
stonecraft’s ideas on prostitution shows, all these women, even aristocratic 
women, were having to trade aspects of their bodies in return for survival. 
Nevertheless, the powerlessness they experienced depended on their class: Woll-
stonecraft did not treat women as a homogeneous group.
 Some of the five themes which were described in the Introduction to this book 
as important to my concept of autonomy have been developed in this chapter. 
Wollstonecraft’s thought demonstrates the importance of both the idea of inner 
and of outer recognition that was put forward in Chapter 2. We seek recognition 
of ourselves as God’s creations, but Wollstonecraft also demonstrates the impor-
tance of considering how individuals relate to others. The emphasis on related-
ness leads to the development of another theme: a relational emphasis of 
autonomy. In Wollstonecraft’s thought autonomy is not a project we explore 
alone; individuals are not merely isolated beings, but rather they belong to a 
shared project of doing their duty. Duty to the state and to God makes us free. 
These two themes (recognition and the importance of a more relational under-
standing of autonomy) can be seen as conjoined.
 Recognition of each other as citizens means that we do not seek power over 
others: instead, we relate to others as autonomous agents and, accordingly, part 
of being autonomous ourselves involves seeing others as autonomous. How we 
relate to others affects how we are seen by them but also how we see ourselves – 
arbitrary power is a failure to recognize ourselves as autonomous because direct-
ing others is not the same as being self-directed. Recognition, as it has been 
described here, makes us mindful not only of our own autonomy, but also of the 
autonomy of others. Our autonomy has to be exercised without impeding the 
autonomy of others because to do so would be akin to exercising power over 
others and, therefore, inauthentic. We best exercise our autonomy by relating to 
others, but not by being directed by them.
 Another theme, that of control, has been advanced by my reading of Woll-
stonecraft’s work. Order and control play important parts in Wollstonecraft’s 
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understanding of what it means to be human. For example, marriage should be 
based on friendship rather than be subject to the arbitrary nature of love. Passion 
and emotion serve to disrupt the order that should prevail in the family. Auto-
nomy lies in self-direction and self-control; self-control requires neither exercis-
ing nor being dominated by arbitrary power. However, self-direction and 
self-control in Wollstonecraft are not about a process for claiming any identity; 
rather, they are about pursuing specific identity options – for women, the roles of 
wife and mother. Wollstonecraft’s autonomy involves maintaining an independ-
ence from others and keeping a respectful distance from nature: it does not offer 
the possibility of multifaceted identity as it has prescribed roles for women. 
Nature features in Wollstonecraft’s framework as both something from which 
we can learn, as her division of domestic labour based on nature suggests, and 
also something over which we must exercise control, and in relation to which we 
must use our reason. Too much nature renders our actions unintended, unplanned 
and potentially chaotic. This is the beginning of a fear of nature, which can be 
seen to a greater extent in the work of Mill. Wollstonecraft’s framework is influ-
enced by both Romanticism and rationalism: autonomy is exercised through 
self-control, yet also through an understanding of human emotion and the natural 
world.
 Wollstonecraft’s view of autonomy for women takes the form of belonging to 
the rational family. Rational motherhood shows a link in Wollstonecraft between 
autonomy and identity. A woman should be rational, able to think for herself, 
but this is in order to fulfil the duty of a woman, and that is to be a good mother. 
Wollstonecraft’s woman uses her narrowly defined autonomy in order to follow 
the path of a virtuous and rational mother. Identity is limited to prescribed roles 
and thus limits the potential for women to be autonomous in terms of being truly 
in control of their identity. My concept of autonomy needs to make room for 
self-definition and, accordingly, relies on an open-ended process, something that 
is not available in Wollstonecraft.
 Wollstonecraft promoted the use of reason through education; she argued that 
an increase in reason in both men and women would alter social relations. Her 
emphasis on rationalism is vital to her understanding of the world. For Woll-
stonecraft, reason is linked to divine knowledge via the imagination. Her thought 
produces a virtuous citizen: rational and dutiful. It does, however, produce two 
types of citizen – the male and the female. The male citizen is similar to Hegel’s 
masculine subject, capable of pursuing freedom and thus of contributing to 
human improvement outside the family. The female citizen remains in the family 
and makes her contribution to human progress by maintaining that unit. Her 
autonomy and her identity are bound by and limited to these roles.
 Although Taylor points to the liberating potential offered by Wollstonecraft’s 
use of the imagination, my reading has shown that, in actuality, it is limited 
because the imagination is ‘policed’. Accordingly, a conception of autonomy 
based upon her thought is over-controlled and limited in scope. This, in turn, 
limits the possibilities for creativity and for change. My concept of autonomy 
needs dynamism in order to open up the possibilities that exploring new 
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identities can bring, and it needs to maintain control over those identities in order 
to go some way to realizing our identity as authentic and unstereotypical. The 
imagination is a useful part of this process. We need diverse identities, and we 
need to be able to choose them ourselves and to take responsibility for them. 
Wollstonecraft does recognize the need for women to take responsibility for 
themselves, to have a degree of independence, however, in her thought, the 
emphasis appears to be more about control than about exploring identity. Her 
work reflects the need for both state control (through making the family just) and 
self-control (through emphasizing the need to do our duty).
 It is hoped that this chapter has offered a different interpretation of Woll-
stonecraft by focusing on aspects of her theory that are not usually discussed. 
Such aspects include control, her attitude to nature and the importance of other 
people, as well as the dangers of exercising power over others. For Woll-
stonecraft, knowledge of the world and understanding of what it means to be 
human appear to come from reason and self-control. Women have specific roles 
and women’s autonomy is a combination of her belief in reason and self-control. 
Women’s autonomy is in the realm of the family, men’s in the realm of the civic. 
Women can be autonomous like men in that they have the capacity to think for 
themselves and rely only on God, but they do not follow the Hegelian process 
for claiming identity as will be shown in the following chapter. They are given 
the identities of wife and mother, and from there become autonomous. They are 
autonomous because they control their own lives and are independent of others, 
but also because they value this role. If they do not, then this is an imposed iden-
tity, and this is something with which Wollstonecraft’s theory cannot cope.
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