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PRAGMATICS AND THE RHETORIC OF FEMINISM: A SPEECH ACT 
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AND THE SUBJECTION OF WOMEN 

DECEMBER 1986 

This dissertation utilizes the concepts and terminology 

of speech act theory to explore two major nonfiction 

feminist argumentative documents: A Vindication £f the 

Rights £f Woman (1792) by Mary Wollstonecraft and The 

Subjection Qi Women (1869) by John Stuart Mill. These works 

are analyzed using the following criteria: authorial intent, 

with that intent being the advocacy of women's rights and 

the authors' persuading readers to assume the stance of 

women's-rights advocates; cultural, social, and rhetorical 

context; biographical data concerning each author; and the 

status of women at the time each work appeared. 

Furthermore, each work is examined in terms of H. Paul 

Grice's Conversational Cooperative Principle Maxims of 

Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner, and this paradigm 

provides additional insight regarding authorial intent and 
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observance or flouting of rhetorical and literary 

conventions. 

The study juxtaposes these two treatises, allowing a 

comparison and contrast examination of the works. Each 

author's status vis-a-vis the audience and compliance with 

sincerity conditions is considered, and key illocutionary 

acts indicating authors' intent are analyzed. Additionally, 

the study moves into the realm of rhetorical effect, 

investigating the perlocutionary effect or readers' reaction 

to each work both at the time it was published and over the 

course of years. In this connection, Winifred Bryan 

Horner's text act theory provides a mechanism for 

determining the extent to which each work has been accepted 

or rejected by readers throughout the ages. Finally, the 

dissertation concludes that despite Wollstonecraft's 

somewhat erratic lifestyle and prose and the bias against 

her for several generations after her death, her work now 

comes closer to achieving its author's desired 

perlocutionary effect than does the more restrained, 

formally logical prose of Mill. Although Mill enjoyed 

superior status as a man in a male-controlled society and 

wrote at a time which saw a true women's movement, it is 

because he is a man and because his prose lacks the fervor 

of Wollstonecraft's that his Subjection is less successful 

now in achieving its author's desired perlocutionary effect. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Feminist studies have waxed and waned over the years, 

reaching a zenith in the 1970s with the full-flowering of 

the women's movement. It is important, however, to keep in 

mind that the renaissance of feminism experienced in the 

1960s and 1970s and, to a lesser extent, the 1980s, is 

really that--a rebirth. For the women's movement be gan in 

earnest only in the later 1800s, when John Stuart Mill used 

his considerable personal, political, and literary in f luence 

to help establish an organized women's suffrage group in 

Britain. Yet Mill and those early feminists had powerful 

precedents; their path had been blazed by others who came 

even earlier. And none of those earlier eighteenth-century 

feminists spoke more eloquently or more passionately of the 

wrongs done women--woman--or the possible remedies for the 

existing inequality between the sexes than did journalist 

and feminist Mary Wollstonecraft. 

While Wollstonecraft wrote her fierce and indignant 

Vindication Qi the Rights of Woman and published it at the 

height of revolutionary ardor inspired in Britain by the 

French Revolution, Mill published his treatise On the 

Subjection of Women in the midst of another type of revolt--
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a social revolution. In Queen Victoria's England, circa 

1869, a strong move ment was underway to gain full manhood 

suffrage for the many lower and middle-class men who had 

2 

been theretofore disenfranchised. So while Wollstonecraft's 

plea for women's rights comes in concert with the rather 

abstract and all-encompassing French cry for liberty, 

fraternity, and equality, Mill's plea comes in connection 

with the very concrete and focused English demand for 

universal manhood suffrage; Mill simply wished to erase the 

"manhood" stipulation and advocated instead "universal" 

suffrage--male and female. Both Wollstonecraft and Mill 

want the same things--freedom and equality, including the 

vote, for women. Yet the periods in which they wrote and 

their styles in expressing that desire are very different. 

In this dissertation these two important works of early 

feminist persuasive discourse--Wollstonecraft's A 

Vindication Qi the Rights Qi Woman (1792) and Mill's On The 

Subjection £i Women (1869) are examined. Certainly much has 

been written about each of these authors and each of these 

works, and this study cites extensively from these 

resources. Although one finds numerous mentions of 

Vindication and Subjection in many of the same works, there 

seem, however, to be few critical treatments of these two 

treatises in a format in which Vindication and Subjection 

are placed side by side and examined on a comparison/ 
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contrast basis. Two exceptions are George Edward Gordon 

Catlin's and Pamela Frankau's introductions to the 

Everyman's Library editions of Vindication and Subjection, 

published in 1929 and 1954, respectively. Yet these 

editions provide only minimal analysis of either of the 

works and certainly in no way rank as authoritative studies. 

And while whole works about the style, rhetoric, and logical 

structure of Vindication abound, such full-scale rhetorical 

treatments of Subjection tend to be rather less numerous. 

This discrepancy could be the result of the fact that 

Vi n dication is Wollstonecraft's best-known work (indeed the 

only work of hers known to many), while Mill is better known 

for his Autobiography, Principles Qi Political Economy, 

System Qf Logic and On Liberty rather than for his short 

treatise on women's rights. 

Consequently, the aim of this dissertation is to bring 

these two works together for a side-by-side examination. 

Further, Subjection will be accorded as full an analysis as 

Vindication, while the same critical theories will be 

applied to each. This author's goal is to ascertain how 

context may have influenced the author's intentions in 

writing her/his treatise and how context affected the 

reception of each work by the audience to whom it was 

addressed. Finally, using a combination of current critical 

approaches, this study ascertains how each author says what 



he/she says and in this way suggests why each work has 

earned a place of respect in the history of the women's 

movement in Great Britain. 

Popular opinion accords Wollstonecraft the place of 

"mother" of the women's rights movement in Great Britain, 

although this opinion is not totally accurate (Spender 32), 

and most people knowledgeable about the fight for women's 

rights in Britain consider Mill one of the foremost 
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exponents of those rights in Victorian times. Known for his 

broad defense of individual liberty, On Liberty, as well as 

for his speeches advocating women's enfranchisement when he 

was a member ·of Parliament, Mill has earned a place in the 

history of women's emancipation. Therefore, Vindication and 

Subjection have been selected for this study because the 

authors are very different persons, but each is well known; 

because each work represents a major contribution to the 

women's movement circa 1792-1869; and because each work 

deserves a thorough scrutiny in its own right as both social 

document and literary work. 

From the outset, it is this author's intent to show how 

the author, his/her text, and the audience interact in the 

intentional and affective aspects of Vindication and 

Subjection. Much support for this proposed analysis is 

substantiated by speech act theory as set forth by J.L. 

Austin and John Searle. Further, additional useful 



applications appear in the works of Kent Bach and Robert 

Harnish and H. Paul Grice. Essentially, speech act theory, 

or pragmatics, as it is often termed despite Searle's 

insistence that such an interchangeability of terms is not 

strictly warranted (Speech Act Theory and Pragmatics x), 

concentrates upon the intentions of the author; what the 

author does with everyday language--performance, or a 

context-dependent interpretation of expressions; what 

effects he wishes to elicit from his hearers or readers 
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(Searle, Speech Act Theory and Pragmatics ix-x). The speech 

act schema involves a Speaker or Writer (S or W); a 

Hearer(s) or Reader(s) (H orR); and an Utterance or Text. 

The basic tenets of the theory are that by saying something 

and in saying something, a speaker/writer performs some 

action which is at once rule-based, sincere, convention

observing, and purposeful (Austin 6-11; Searle, Speech Acts 

21). Additionally, the Sand H or Wand R abide by certain 

cooperative principles which govern all conversation: 

Quantity--saying enough but not more than is needed; 

Quality--saying what you believe to be true and what you can 

support; Relation--saying only what is relevant to your 

purposed topic; and Manner--saying things clearly, using 

perspicuity of language and form (Grice 8-9). 

The observance of these rules and conventions 

influences the for·m, content, and effect of the interaction. 
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Therefore, any study that seeks to analyse a text thoroughly 

would wisely consider that text's genre, content, context, 

and adherence to existing communicative, literary and social 

conditions/conventions at the time that text was published. 

Consequently, each of these considerations contributes an 

important dimension to this study. Despite Teun van Dijk's 

observation that "pragmatics . . has become the waste-

paper basket of the grammarian" (189), the eclectic approach 

of this study makes use of this so-called "catch-all" with 

interesting results, while moving beyond the traditional 

sociological approach to literature as advanced by adherents 

to Ma r x ist criticism or other such sociological approaches 

(Hall 1-8). This study examines two highly practical 

treatises, conceived and written with actual pragmatic 

results in mind--the granting of equal rights to one-half 

the human race. Consequently, it is important that each 

work be examined as a practical human document, produced by 

persons living in a society at an actual time in history, 

desiring actual, pragmatic results of their writing. 

Because Vindication and Subjection are persuasive 

treatises, not works of fiction nor simple oral exchanges, 

one's first inclination might be to perform a rhetorical 

analysis of them. Indeed, as Aristotle defines "rhetoric" 

as the available means of per~uasion at a given time 

(Rhetoric 7; bk. 1, ch. 1. 2), and categorizes it as the 
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chief aim of rhetoric, such an examination may seem 

mandatory. Yet the strictly rhetorical aspects of both 

Vindication and Subjection have been thoroughly explored in 

other works (Hayden, Vindication and McDonnell, Subjection). 

And, again, this study advocates the importance not only of 

the language used in the tracts but also of the tracts' 

practical intentions--the desired effect of Wollstonecraft 

and Mill when they wrote their works. Consequently, it is 

necessary to consider other avenues of exploration, for few 

studies exist which focus to any great extent upon 

context/milieu--the social, cultural, political, economic 

context that existed at the time each of the works under 

study was published in Britain, 1792 and 1869, respectively. 

And it is this broad consideration of context, especially 

vis-a-vis the women's movement, that seems particularly ripe 

for study, for context has significant bearing upon the 

writer's intentions and the resulting effects of those texts 

on the audiences of 1792 and 1869 in Britain and upon the 

audiences that read these important feminist treatises 

today. Indeed, Searle says there is no "null context"-

sentences mean something [and by extension "sentence" may 

include the whole discourse] only in context (Expression and 

Meaning xi). 

Thus speech act theory, with its emphasis on the 

Speaker/Writer and the Hearer/Reader and the context created 



by the relationship of these compone n ts in the speech event 

becomes an invaluable tool for analysis. Austin maintains 

that the truth or falsehood of an act is determined by the 

author's action in and by saying something in certain 

circumstances or in a certain context (144). Succinctly, 

8 

speech act theory views communication as an action involving 

the locutionary act, illocutionary act, and the 

perlocutionary act. The locutionary act involves the 

graphic or phonetic encoding of an utterance; the 

illocutionary act expresses the intentions of the speaker; 

the perlocutionary act is the effect of the utterance upon 

the hearer(s) (Austin 108; Searle, Speech Acts 22-26; Ba c h 

and Harnish 3). In other words, speech act theory envisions 

communication as an interactive process involving certain 

motives on the speaker's part--asking a question, making a 

declaration or assertion, giving a command (Austin 162; 

Searle, Expression viii; Bach and Ha~nish 41-55). 

As one may see from the numerous citations regarding 

taxonomy of illocutionary acts, there is considerable 

eclecticism in determining the function and naming of the 

types of illocutionary verbs. In this study, the taxonomy of 

speech acts established by Bach and Harnish and based upon 

Austin and Searle's works is the primary classification 

used. In this connection it is important to note that 

Stanley Fish has criticized some critics' confusing of the 



performative and constative utterances and their loose use 

of speech act terminology. Further, Fish contends that 

speech act theory cannot explicate perlocutionary effects 

because that lies outside the theory's competence (''How to 
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Do Things" 1002-007). Obviously there is much truth in what 

Fish says about classification schemes, and scrupulous 

attention is paid to the exploration of illocutionary acts 

in this study in order to avoid committing the kinds of 

errors and too-hasty generalizing that Fish protests. And in 

regard to his contention that speech act theory cannot 

explicate perlocutionary effect this study uses a variety of 

approaches, in addition to some components of speech act 

theory, to assess perlocutionary effect. 

Of much import to this study is the idea of author's 

intent in his utterance or discourse. The intent of the 

author is determined by the illocutionary force of his 

utterance--asking, demanding, apologizing (Searle, 

Expression 3-4; Speech Acts 62-71). The illocutionary force 

is the author's desired effect of that utterance. However, 

determining the actual effect--the perlocutionary effect--of 

the illocutionary utterance is not as simple to categorize 

as the locutionary act of putting words into strings or 

choosing words from a certain taxonomy of illocutionary 

verbs. For the perlocutionary act is the actual effect--not 

necessarily the author's desired or intended effect--of the 



utterance upon the hearers. Austin cautions against 

confusing the "act of achieving X" with the "act of 

attempting to do X" (105). 
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Thus while classical rhetoricians explore ways in which 

the rhetor can incite certain emotions in his hearers and 

thereby elicit certain behavior from his audience, viewing 

the word as power and rhetoric as technique (Tompkins 203), 

speech act theory admits that speaker's intent via his 

illocutionary act may not always produce the intended effect 

in his hearer. Grice does much with this aspect of 

communication when he investigates implicatures (13-16), as 

does Robin Lakoff in her studies of politeness conventions 

and the appropriateness/inappropriateness dimensions of 

social discourse ("Language in Context" 907-27). 

Additionally, Austin discusses how context, the relationship 

of S and H, can cause misfires or infelicitous speech acts 

(14-18, 52). Searle terms such speech acts gone awry 

"defective," not meeting the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for the performance of a certain illocutionary 

act (Speech Acts 54). The perlocutionary effect is 

difficult for the speaker to forecast, for one may say: 

"There is a spider on your arm" with the intention of 

informing his hearer, while the hearer may respond with 

fright to the statement, taking it as an alarm or warning. 

Similarly, authors may rail against injustice with the 
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intent of arousing the reader to take action against the 

injustice, with the effect that the audience instead becomes 

angry with the author for making that accusation about the 

system or the injustice! 

In its acknowledgement that human behavior does not 

alwa y s respond in a systematic, pre-ordained manner, speech 

act theory is quite practical, pragmatic. It analyzes human 

speech--and until recently oral utterance has been its prime 

concern--in terms of the actions performed by S to H, in 

keeping with certain conversational cooperative maxims and 

conforming to the rules of sincerity, appropriateness, and 

the mutual desire of S and H to communicate about something, 

us i ng a common language. The S and H abide by certain 

rules, which can be regulative or constitutive, or both 

(Austin 26-35; Searle, Speech Acts 33-34; Steven Mailloux 

126-27). Regulative rules determine how the conversation 

will operate based on prior action or conversation, what is 

and is not allowed, while constitutive rules determine the 

perimeters for new conversation, under what circumstances an 

action has meaning (Searle, Speech Acts 33-34; Mailloux 126-

2 9) . By abiding by certain rules and observing certain 

conventions, Speaker and Hearer and Utterance together in a 

certain context create yet another context in which the 

speech transaction may be analyzed. Gertrude Himmelfarb in 

Victorian Minds makes a strong case for such a contextual 



study when she says, "Mill cannot be understood except in 

terms of his intellectual and personal history" and goes on 

to say that any analysis that seeks to e x plore Mill's work 

without relation to the circumstances surrounding its 

composition or its relation to Mill's other works "is 

necessarily faulty" (xii). 
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And it is upon the notion of context that this analysis 

of Vindication and Subjection is constructed, for the impact 

of each work is very context-dependent, both intrinsically 

(within the discourse) and extrinsically (the context 

outside the discourse). Therefore, context--in the 

aforementioned broader consideration which encompasses 

speech act theory's somewhat narrower concept of context-

becomes a primary focus of this exploration, for in accord 

with the neo-Firthian School of linguists, ~ language can 

be viewed apart from the context that produced it (Freeman 

9). Yet with context as a chief focus, I do not propose to 

abandon the constraints placed upon the text by the rules 

and conventions mentioned above; rather, those rules and 

conventions may be viewed as an aspect of the text itself, 

essential to a thorough analysis of each work. By surveying 

how closely each author abides by the existing genre rules, 

conversational cooperative principles, and other conventions 

of communication, this work may assess how Wollstonecraft or 

Mill accomplishes or fails to accomplish her/his intentions 



through the text. For an assessment of each author's 

intentions in writing his or her treatise, this analysis 

relies upon the content statements of each treatise as well 

as other writings of the author that shed light upon his or 

her goal in writing the treatises under study here. Since 

one cannot interview Wollstonecraft and Mill, one must rely 

upon their statements about feminism at the time they wrote 

to provide what can be accepted as their intentions in 

writing Vindication and Subjection. Thus rules and their 
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observance become part of the larger context, for as P. F. 

Strawson notes, the performance of any speech act--including 

the extended speech act of discourse--involves "the 

ob s ervance or exploitation of some linguistic conventions" 

(442) as well as the observance or exploitation of some 

extra-linguistic conventions. 

With this investigation of context, the study moves 

beyond the purely pragmatic constraints of context as 

produced by a certain speech event for certain participants. 

It is concerned not only with how a work is perceived at the 

present time but also with how others perceived the work at 

the time it first appeared in print. In this connection, 

Winifred Bryan Horner's Text Act Theory: A Study Qi 

Nonfiction Texts provides both the theory and applications 

for furthering this exploration. 
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Horner's text act theory follows the general lines of 

speech act theory but extends beyond the speech event in its 

frozen state "to allow for both the presence of the reader 

and writer as well as the pastness of the writer . ." (4; 

emphasis mine). Although Walter J. Ong asserts that the 

cooperative principle and implicature have different 

bearings in oral communication as opposed to written 

discourse (Orality 170), Horner seems undeterred. Her 

application moves from oral utterance to written discourse, 

and, like the works to be studied in this dissertation, her 

samples consist of selected works of nonfiction discourse. 

Text act theory expands speech act theory's non-verbal 

context to study the relation between writer, reader, time, 

and place (85) by considering not just Speaker and Hearer 

and the verbal context of the words and sentences before and 

after the isolated utterance (55) but also by considering 

text writer, text reader, and the text with its own speech 

acts (94). Horner points out that the idea of a text 

existing apart from its source/writer "has become an 

important aspect in linguistic theories and literary 

criticism" (94). Indeed, such an explanation as she notes 

is the basis for contemporary reader-response criticism and 

for much sociological criticism as well. 

Horner lists three conditions which comprise the 

conventions by which the text act reader decides who the 
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text writer is, where and when the writer speaks, and who 

the text reader to whom the writer is addressino himself is. 
0 

These conditions include: I. Sincerity condition: text 

reader believes what is being stated in the text represents 

what the speaker believes to be true; II. Identity 

condition--when the sincerity condition obtains, the speaker 

~ text writer c~ denoting equivalence, not equality) and 

hearer~text reader, and III. Text time and place~ text act 

reader's time and place and context time and place~ text 

writer's time and place (144). These conditions thereby 

establish the boundaries within which a critic can read a 

text and analyze it in a special way, knowing that he is the 

individual text act reader viewing the work in keeping with 

all of the hierarchies of various interrelationships 

existing within the speech acts and the text acts. Thus 

while Richard Ohmann contends that literature (and he seems 

to mean exclusively imaginative literature such as fiction, 

drama, and poetry) uses a different kind of language, not 

subject to analysis using traditional speech act theory 

(13), Horner suggests that reading even a nonfiction text is 

a more complex act than that explained by simple speech act 

analysis, and she sets up a paradigm for analyzing such 

diverse types of discourse as poetry and newspaper and 

magazine articles. At the same time Horner opposes Ohmann's 

contention that "literary" language does not follow the 
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rules of "normal" language; she believes literature merely 

calls upon the reader to make some adjustments in perception 

(Horner, "Theme-ing" 166-69). 

Certainly Horner's text act theory goes far in 

expanding the realms of speech act theory as she analyzes 

written discourse rather than purely spoken oral discourse 

using the concepts and vocabulary of speech act theory. 

Indeed she seems to anticipate the cry for an extension of 

speech act theory to literary discourse, a plea made most 

eloquently by Mary Louise Pratt in Beyond ~ Speech Act 

The o ry Qf Literary Discourse, in which Pratt proposes speech 

act theory as a possible bridge between the fields of 

linguistics and literature--a bridge in which context plays 

a major role ( 80 ). Furthermore, Horner's approach, positing 

the making of meaning not only in speaker's intent but also 

in the text reader's participation in the text, leads into 

the re a der-response criticism of such individuals as Fish, 

Norman Holland, Jonathan Culler, and others. 

Because an aim of this study was to find, as best as 

can be determined, what effect--what perlocutionary act-

Vindication and Subjection had upon their audiences, some 

ideas from reader-response criticism prove useful in 

expanding speech act theory applications. The reaction of 

the audiences to each text is surmised to be a result of 

that broad context/milieu noted earlier, as well as a 
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response to the extent to which each author achieved his 

intended effect by way of abiding by, exploiting, or 

"flouting" (Grice's term for deliberate refusal to fulfill a 

conversational cooperative maxim, 14) the existing rules and 

conventions for the persuasive reform/action-oriented 

treatise in the days of Wollstonecraft and Mill. 

And it is in the realm of reader-response criticism, 

and especially in the works of Hans Robert Jauss, Ian Watt, 

and Richard Altick, as well as the realm of reception 

aesthetics or the German Rezeptionsasthetik, that precedents 

for this sociological/historical milieu approach to reader 

response are found. Reception aesthetics attempts to 

explain the reception "of literary works in a given culture 

at a given time, and [to account for] historical 

continuities and discontinuities" in the reception of 

authors' works (Suleiman 35). In his introduction to Toward 

~ Aesthetic Qf Reception by Jauss, Paul de Man says that 

Jauss and the Konstanz school reject the idea that a work 

written in the past can be understood now by reconstructing 

the expectations and conventions that existed when the work 

was first published (x-xi). However, the modification of 

this critical approach used in this study makes no attempt 

to understand either work based on the conventions existing 

at the time the works first appeared but instead focuses on 

how the expectations of audiences have changed over the 



years. The "horizon of expectations" includes cultural, 

ethical, and literary expectations of a writer's product at 

the very time it appears (Jauss, "Literary History" 14). 

The contention of those critics involved in reception 

aesthetics is that by understanding the "horizon of 

expectations" existing at the time a work was produced, one 

can better understand an author's intentions and can better 

study the extent to which he conforms with or flouts those 

expectations, while recognizing that a modern critic can 

never completely recreate that past horizon (Toward an 

Aesthetic Qi Reception xii). 
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While the criticism dealing with reception aesthetics 

deals with imaginative literature (in the same way that 

Ohmann distinguishes between literary and "practical" 

language), this study makes use of some aspects of the 

sociology of literature to investigate literary yet 

pragmatic, nonfiction works such as those studied in this 

dissertation. Once again, this author agrees with Pratt, 

Horner, and others who seek to expand the domain of various 

critical theories to nonfiction literature; indeed, I concur 

with these individuals that "real" language and the language 

used in fiction are really one and the same language, but 

simply put to different uses. By so extending and modifying 

certain aspects of reception theories and considering 

Vindication and Subjection in terms of the "horizon of 



expectations" existing in the various audiences to which 

Wollstonecraft and Mill wrote, this author is able to make 

the kind of analysis that had been anticipated. This study 

produces an examination of the works' immediate reception 

rather than following the complete reception aesthetics 

paradigm, and it traces only representative samples of the 

works' reception by subsequent generations of readers. 

19 

Of course, as both treatises under investigation are 

first and foremost persuasive nonfiction treatises, the rich 

fields of rhetorical criticism proved extremely prolific in 

the contributions of theoretical and practical ways of 

dealing with the texts. Of special note is that while 

Wollstonecraft wrote in an age of great rhetorical 

prominence, the age that relied upon the rhetorical texts of 

the great Scottish rhetoricians Hugh Blair and George 

Campbell, among others, Mill's age had not only those two 

rhetoricians' works but also the more logic-based rhetoric 

of Richard Whately. In this connection, it is interesting 

to note that Wollstonecraft's treatise follows somewhat the 

belles lettres tradition established by Blair, while Mill's 

tract follows more closely the logical rhetorical style 

advocated by Whately. Both writers obviously knew about the 

rhetorical paradigms of their day, and both paid close 

attention to existing rhetorical practice when they wrote 

their famous feminist tracts. 
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Consequently, this study is a hybrid, eclectic analysis 

of two seminal treatises in the movement for women's rights 

in Great Britain. A variety of critical approaches is used 

in order to open the texts as wide as they may be opened to 

study. For such a bridge-building approach I am grateful to 

my predecessor in the realm of theoretical eclecticism, John 

Stuart Mill, who consistently took various theories and 

meshed them to produce his own particular paradigm. Again, 

as a chief focus here is the role of context in the 

reception of each of the works, this dissertation explores 

as man y critical avenues as possible in order to make the 

emphasis on context at once legitimate and fruitful, 

contributing to an overall understanding of the texts of A 

Vin d icat i on of the Rights of Woman and The Subjection of 

Women. 

The following chapters follow this general pattern: 

Chapter 2 explores the life and times (with a special 

emphasis on the role of women at the time) of Wollstonecraft 

and Mill. Such a juxtaposition of facts about each author 

provides new insights into each subject. Chapter 3 examines 

Vindication by applying aspects of speech act theory, 

especially intention analysis and determining compliance 

with Gric e 's Conversational Principle Maxims; and by 

analyz i n g the text's compliance with or flouting of certain 

rhetor i cal strate g ies or conventions. Chapter 4 takes the 
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same approach in regard to Subjection. The fifth and final 

chapter draws conclusions regarding each of the works as a 

result of the comparison/contrast arrangement and critical 

approaches taken, considers the perlocutionary effect or 

results of each work through the years, and considers which 

work achieves more fully its author's desired effect. 

Obviously, a major objective of the study is to provide a 

system, a rationale, and a model for future studies of 

literary works--both nonfiction and fiction--using the 

approach taken in this study, and this objective is implicit 

throu ghout the dissertation. 



CHAPTER II 

THE LIFE AND TI ME S OF WOLLSTONECRAFT AND MILL 

In keeping with the historical, political, and social 

context approach set forth in the introduction of this 

study, a knowled g e of the life and times of Wollstonecraft 

and Mill are essential to an understanding of their work. 

General considerations for each author include childhood, 

education, emplo yment, political activity, marriage, and 

literary productions. And, as both Wollstonecraft and Mill 

come out of the same British heritage in regard to the 

tre a tment of women, a brief survey of woman's place in 

society forms the necessary backdrop a gainst which to sta g e 

the subs e quent investigation of each author. In conjunction 

with ma ny critics of the soc i ological school of criticism, 

this author takes as given the important influence of an 

author' s biography and milieu upon his or her work. In this 

connection the sociological/historical approach taken by Ian 

Watt in Th e Rise Qf the Novel (1957) and others, such as 

Diana T. Laurenson and Alan Swingewood in The Sociology Qf 

Literature, coupled with a simplified application of German 

reception aesthetics, provides precedent for this approach. 

It is hoped that the juxtaposition of these parallel aspects 

of each author's life may prove elucidating both in itself 
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and in conjunction with this study of Vindication and 

Subjection. 
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Although Susan Okin's Women in Western Political 

Thought traces the role of women from the misogyny of 

Plato's era to the present time, her central thesis is that 

men have traditionally been described by what they iQ, who 

they are, while women have been described by their function, 

what they are for (28-50). And thou gh Plato's Republic 

admits women as members of the benevolent ruling class, 

making them "phi losopher queens," Okin points out that 

Plato's beneficence toward women extends only to the upper 

" guardian " class of women; lower class women are to serve 

only as wives and mothers (42). It is interesting that in 

western civilization, it has historically been the women of 

the u pper and middle classes who have taken it upon 

themselves to act as the spokespersons for women's rights, 

and perhaps it is be cause these women from earliest times 

have had more clout in the male-engineered-and-run societies 

of the West. Yet even those women who took it as their duty 

to advocate expanded rights for women almost without 

exception accepted as at once desirable and just that women 

would be first and foremost wives and mothers. Indeed, even 

today, in the 1980s, most feminists insist that the role of 

wife and mother is an honorable one, one that may go hand

in-hand with whatever profession the wife/mother chooses to 



pursue. And neither Wollstonecraft nor Mill differed from 

this pattern; neither was anti-marriage per se nor anti

procreation. 
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Despite some bitter words about marriage as tyranny of 

husband over wife in Vindication, and even though she and 

William Godwin chose not to marry until she was well into 

her pregnancy and then kept separate apartments, 

Wollstonecraft did, ultimately, enjoy her marriage. In fact, 

Margaret George says that Wollstonecraft's values were 

always strictly bourgeois, and so her acceptance of marriage 

was only in keeping with such values (10). In the essays on 

marriage and divorce Mill and Taylor wrote for each other in 

1831-32, Mill calls marriage a "lottery" and says "whoever 

is in a state of mind to calculate the chances calmly and 

value them correctly, is not at all likely to purchase a 

ticket" (Autobiography 45). And although Mill wrote and 

signed a pre-nuptial agreement decrying conventional 

marriage laws that made wife and children the property of 

the husband, Mill was ecstatic when he and Taylor had at 

last ntied the knot." Similarly, both authors acknowledged 

the pleasure and attendant responsibilities of procreation. 

Commenting on the importance of motherhood in Vindication 

Wollstonecraft writes: 
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As the care of children in their infancy is one of 
the grand duties annexed to the fem al e character 
by nature, this duty would afford many forcible 
arguments for strengthening the female 
understanding. To be a good mother--a woman 
must have sense, and . . independence of 
mind . (151-152) 

Mill, too, realizes the importance of procreation and 

child-rearing for a woman and notes that most women, given 

the choice of professions, will choose to be wives and 

mothers (Subjection 281). 

Those who came before Wollstonecraft and Mill, people 

like Bathsua Makin (1673), Mary Astell (1694), and Daniel 

Defoe (169 8) , empha sized the n eed for woman's education as 

the chief goal of their ple as . They all considered the 

exclusion of women from the same public and private 

educational privileges as men to be a flaw in the nation's 

educational system, and they demanded the education of women 

on equal footing with men as a necessary first step in 

improving women's plight of being considered vain, pathetic, 

and irrational (Rogers 29-30). But despite their now 

conservative-sounding pleas, the society to which they were 

addressed failed to act upon the advice of those impertinent 

enough to raise a criticism of the status quo in British 

civilization. And even though the femme fatale, the 

superannuated tart, and the virago of Restoration and 

Eighteenth-Century drama came to be joined by wise, 

virtuous, and untimid female raisonneuses such as William 
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Congreve's Millamant in The~ Qf th~ World (1700), in such 

plays as Thomas Shadwell's ~Fair (1689), they remain 

clearly subordinated to the male (Rogers 57). 

Indeed, the eighteenth century proves to be an 

interesting enigma in its vacillations regarding "the fairer 

sex." Although by no means pro-feminist in regard to 

women's legal rights or voting privileges (a topic not yet 

ripe for serious discussion in Wollstonecraft's England), 

Tatler and Spectator editors and men of taste Richard Steele 

and Joseph Addison, and even vituperative Jonathan Swift, in 

his ascerbic "Advice to a Very Young Lady Upon Her Marria ge " 

(17 26 ), advocate the need for women's education (Wardle 137-

39; Rogers 30). Ironically, these men advocate women's 

education while at the same time attributing to women more 

mor al goodness, more innate virtue, than men possess. Often 

it is men's adulation of women rather than their misogyny 

that makes womankind a separate caste. But in the age of 

Steele, Addison, Swift, and even in Wollstonecraft's day, 

the spirit of rationalism, reason, ruled. Even some of the 

men who frequented the all-male coffee houses and laughed at 

the theatre's viragoes, tarts, and schemers accorded females 

at least lip-service "equality" in the realm of education. 

And it was chiefly in advocacy of equal educational 

privileges for women that Wollstonecraft took up her pen and 

wrote her Vindication. Yet even earlier Wollstonecraft had 



published a treatise entitled Thoughts ~ the Education of 

Daughters, in which she set forth her arguments for the 

education of females. Greatly influenced by the female 

historian and literata Catherine Macaulay, whose Letters on 

Education appeared in 1790 -and pointed out that the so

called "female vices" enumerated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

stemmed from nurture and training rather than biology or 

nature, Wollstonecraft admitted that her arguments in 

Vindication owed much to Macaulay. Wollstonecraft's 

contention, in keeping with the spirit of the age which saw 

the French Revolution and Thomas Paine's Rights Qi Man, is 

that women need to be better educated in order to be better 

wives, mothers, persons, citizens. In Vindication 

Wollstonecraft asserts that if woman ''be not prepared by 

education to become the companion of man, she will stop th e 

progress of knowledge and virtue • . " (4). In an age that 
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espoused a stalwart belief in the progress of mankind, 

Wollstonecraft argues that such progress will be impeded 

until women/mothers are accorded the education to rear their 

children in keeping with enlightenment principles. 

Mill's Subjection also highlights the importance of 

women's education, touting equal education of women as a way 

to insure the public good, the progress of society. Yet 

Mill notes not the absence of education for women (and even 

in Wollstonecraft's day girls could be educated at home by 
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tutors or, often, their father or be sent to girls' 

"finishing schools" such as that depicted in Victorian 

William Thackeray's Vanity Fair), but the kind of education 

being meted out in the home to female students. Such 

"education" Mill found degrading to women and designed 

mainly to make the girls more attractive to potential 

husbands. Needlecraft, some art, literature, and music were 

generally taught to girls of the upper-middle and higher 

classes, all of which made for a sex of dilettantes, 

dabblers in the arts, women untrained for any serious 

professional application of their refined talents. In 

Subjection Mill writes, "Women artists are all amateurs," 

having no time for arts due to attention to household duties 

(317). So not only did Mill detest the learning of arts for 

show, but also he protested that women were so exhausted by 

their legal "duties"--wife, mother, house-manager, etc.-

that they were left little time to pursue their polite 

learning with professional fervor. Thus Wollstonecraft 

abhors forced coquetry, Mill forced dilettantism. 

It ·is important to remember that neither author wrote 

his or her treatise on women's rights in a vacuum; 

precedents existed, and neither Vindication nor Subjection 

offered any suggestions radically departing from what had 

been said before in other places. Both authors inherited 

the philosophical and literary works of such authors as 
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Thomas Hobbes, who, while asserting the need for women to be 

treated as rational human beings and citizens and "lords" of 

their offspring, ironically contends that the male is to be 

sovereign of his home, ruler of society, since commonwealths 

are founded by fathers, not mothers. And of course there is 

the philosophy of John Locke, whose views played such an 

important role in the framing of the United States' 

Declaration of Independence and Constitution. While 

advocatin g liberty for all men, Locke firmly places women 

and children under the control of those liberated men, 

justifyin g this discrepancy between his theory and practice 

by claiming that men are naturally stronger, abler persons 

than are women. In addition to the British philosophers, 

Wollstonecraft and Mill also had access to continental 

writers' works, works by Montesquieu, who saw women as 

frivolous, vain and irrational; and Rousseau, with his 

concept of the "natural woman"--modest, chaste, and patently 

inferior to men (Okin 99-101; Rendall 21-24). 

Wollstonecraft specifically attacks the theories 

' " t 1" 1 espoused by those male experts on women s na ura ro e in 

life and society, and Mill acknowledges their chauvinism 

tacitly in Subjection. But obviously it was in reaction to 

just such one-sided pronouncements about women and woman's 

"place" and the ~ jure relegation of women to second-class 

status that both treatises were produced. In addition to 
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the above-mentioned philosophical treatises denigrating 

woman's role in society, Wollstonecraft and Mill also 

inherited the tradition of moral sentiments which gave rise 

to the popular genre of the sentimental novel, such as those 

born of Francis Hutcheson's Short Introduction to Moral 

Philosophy (1753). Laudably, Hutcheson proposed that 

sentimentality and morality were desirable qualities for 

both males and females and even went so far as to state that 

mutual affection and companionship were the basis for the 

marital contract. Jane Rendall points out that Hutcheson 

even denied the husband absolute control over his wife (11). 

Yet it was against this very excess of sentiment that 

Wollstonecraft reacted in her Vindication, for Hutcheson's 

sentiments had become inextricably linked with "feminine" 

behavior in the sentimental novels of the 1760s and 1770s. 

Even as early as 1740, Samuel Richardson's Pamela had held 

up a poor, virtuous, sentimental heroine as the victim of a 

ruthless male superior. And in Henry Fielding's Torn Jones 

(1749), even the wise heroine "Sophia" (the word "sophia" is 

Latin for wisdom) is ultimately a pawn in the trouble 

between her father and her lover. 

Sentimental novels appearing after Hutcheson's call for 

equal sentimentality in both sexes and produced heroes like 

Harley in Henry MacKenzie's The Man £f Feeling (1771) and 

the kindly Vicar in Oliver Goldsmith's The Vicar of 
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Wakefield (1766). Both of these heroes are endowed by their 

creators with an excess of passion, altruism, sentiment for 

sentiment's sake. Yet the sudden transfer to males of 

characteristics that had for centuries been associated wi th 

the female sex had the effect of hyperbole, and the rather 

effeminate heroes appear slightly ridiculous to readers 

today. Although readers of these novels at the time may 

well have enjoyed the catharsis by tears (the great Dr. 

Johnson is said to have admired The Vicar), it is probable 

th a t most of the public, steeped in their conventional 

wisdom (Mill's ''custom'') thought that such sentimentality 

was proper l y the sphere of women, not men, and viewed the 

novels as emotional drivel, even if they did read them. 

Certa i nly it seems that the sentimental novels did not blaze 

a tra i l for women's equality in the practical 9 work-a-day 

world; sentimental male heroes and tragic female heroines 

rem a ined on stage in sentimental dramas such as Hugh Kelly's 

False Delicacy (1768) and Richard Cumberland's The West 

Indian (1771), but their equality seems to have been 

relegated to the realm of the theatre; in real life, the 

caste system remained. The public may have attended the 

theatre and read the novels, but in practice the laws of the 

land still denied women the sine ~ non of citizenship--the 

vote. In regard to women's rights, life decidedly did not 

imitate art. 



32 

From the late 1700s through the nineteenth century, 

Britain enjoyed its relative political and economic 

stability. While the French deposed their king and the 

reign of terror prevailed in France, the British monarchy 

and Parliament stood firm. And while revolutions shook 

other nations, Britain enjoyed the comforts of the status 

quo, including, of course, male supremacy. During this 

period unmarried women of the middle and upper classes were 

allowed some rights, and even certain professions were 

considered acceptable for those who had the misfortune of 

being without a male guardian--father or husband. The women 

of the lower classes had historically worked, as bar maids, 

shopkeepers, prostitutes, but the women of the more elite 

classes had to pursue careers in keeping with social 

conventions relative to their standing in society. Thus, 

such females had open to them the careers of governess; 

companion to an older, wealthier female; and writer. 

Wollstonecraft herself held all of these "acceptable" 

positions, and she detested all of them except that of 

writer, loving to write especially when she wrote espousing 

her own convictions, as she did in her famous Vindications 

of Men (1790) and Woman (1792). Although she apparently put 

much effort into her reviews for Joseph Johnson's Analytic 

R . . d . 1 "h k" evlew, most of these pleces rea slmp y as ac 

journalism. Yet such hack writing in the Grub Street 



tradition freed Wollstonecraft from the necessity of taking 

other more odious positions, and they led the way to her 

financial independence and her entry into the foremost 

intellectual circles of her day. 
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Wollstonecraft's acceptance as a writer and Mill's 

belief in the intellectual capacity of women were both 

influenced by a group of women known as "Bluestockings," a 

name derived from the blue worsted hose the prim and proper 

and keenly intellectual women wore when they held forth in 

their salons, the female equivalent of the ubiquitous all

male coffee houses in the period. These women, mostly 

upper-class, educated individuals, Dale Spender divides into 

two generations--the first generation, consisting of women 

such as Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Hester Thrale, and Mrs. 

Chapone (circa 1700-1750), and the second generation, 

including Wollstonecraft's contemporaries Fanny Burney and 

Hannah More (102). In Byron's Don Juan, Canto XI, Juan is 

set upon by just such English lady intellectuals, whom the 

poet also satirizes in his literary eclogue "The Blues" 

(1821-23). Indeed, Mill's age saw such a circle of female 

intellectuals, including Harriet Martineau and his wife, 

Harriet Taylor Mill. Therefore, women with the tenacity and 

intelligence to set themselves up as worthy of giving and 

getting opinions about the chief topics of the age were not 

unheard of, but the fact that they are known by an epithet 



such as "Bluestockings" gives some indication of the fact 

that while they might have been man's intellectual equals, 

they were nevertheless first and foremost females. 

Not only did women have a role in the theoretical 

intellectual life of the day, but they also played a 

significant role in the literary production of the age. 

During Wollstonecraft's era female writers such as Fanny 

Burney, Elizabeth Inchbald, Charlotte Smith, and Anne 

Radcliffe had numerous best-sellers. In Mill's day, female 
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novelists like Jane Austen, the Bronte sisters, and Mary Ann 

Evans (George Eliot) produced their literary masterpieces. 

While the usually higher class Bluestockings cultivated 

their intellects in the salons and were careful to protect 

their feminine modesty, almost to the point of prudery, the 

female novelists of both Wollstonecraft's and Mill's eras 

went about the business of earning a living or producing 

cherished "pin money" by the use of their pen. It is 

interesting here to note that while Wollstonecraft was 

working on a novel, The Wrongs Q_f Woman, ~Maria at the 

time of her death and had written Mary, ~Fiction early in 

her career (1787), she is not known as a novelist. Mill 

wrote--or at least published--no fiction. Both 

Wollstonecraft and Mill are celebrated for the production of 

philosophical treatises of non-fiction, thus applying the 

best ideals of their precursor Bluestocking and male women's 



rights advocates in practical, pragmatic ways. 

Despite the fact that women in the eighteenth century 

were seen as having reached a high point in domestic and 

family status, being viewed as the moral guardians of 

society (Rendall 32), Katherine Rogers, in Feminism in the 

Eighteenth Century, says there is some spark of feminist 

feeling in the writings of even the most timid and 

conventional women authors of the time, evidenced in the 
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themes, motifs, and characterizations they draw (3-4). Even 

the fact that women were writing for money was a sign of 

change; gradually women were learning the value of the pen 

and publication in the struggle for the recognition of 

females as rational human beings. Much of the success of 

the women novelists and other female authors of the day can 

be attributed to the increase in the female reading public 

(Altick, English Common Reader 5-12; Watt, Rise 43-45). The 

Lady's Magazine was begun in 1790 (and published until 1841) 

to cater to a female readership in much the same way that 

the venerated Gentleman's Magazine had been established by 

Edward Cave in 1731 (and published until 1922) to serve a 

male audience. Thus the stage was set, the actors and 

actresses in place, the scene ready for a real drama of 

women's-rights activities. Wollstonecraft's was a great age 

of political pamphleteering (witness Paine's Rights £f Man) 

and editorial comment ; the audience for a plea was decidedly 
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there (Watt, Rise 51-58; Altick, Common Reader 67-77). 

Similarly, Mill wrote in an era in which the call for 

women's rights had been sounded numerous times before. So 

why did Britain wait until 1918 to extend women the vote? 

Rogers attributes the lack of concrete advances in the cause 

of women's rights during this period to a political, 

economic, and social "conservatism [that] led people to 

doubt that the social order could be changed" and which 

prompted people to embrace the status quo so that women 

would not be too disappointed when no changes occurred (245, 

emphasis mine). Such circular reasoning served the cause of 

conventional behavior, custom, the very dictatorship of 

custom and popular opinion which Wollstonecraft attacked in 

Vindication and which Mill decried in On Liberty (1859) and 

Subjection. 

Although radicalism in the late 1700s was supposedly 

dedicated to freedom for all, prompted by the liberty-based 

slogans of the American and French Revolutions, most of the 

great thinkers of the era reserved that liberty for the male 

citizenry. 

Vindication 

Diderot, Godwin, Paine, Talleyrand (to whom 

is addressed), and even Jeremy Bentham were all 

indifferent or even hostile to the right of women to vote in 

the ideal societies they envisioned (Rogers 181-82). 

Bentham, the father of Utilitarianism, the rule of the 

greatest good for the greatest number, whose political, 
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economic, and social philosophy left an indelible stamp on 

British history of the Victorian age, summarily denied 

women, one-half the population, the first right of any 

citizen--the vote. In 1788, Bentham listed his formal 

objections to female suffrage, stating that women: 1) were 

too absorbed in other occupations [namely wifely horne

tending, child-bearing, and child-nurturing]; 2) were 

economically dependent upon males [having no legal rights to 

own property under existing British law]; 3) lacked 

education [being excluded from equal education by the male 

po wer brokers who legislated educational practice and law]; 

4) had vast powers already via their sexual hold over men 

[since other non-sexual recourse was denied them, and in 

spite of the fact that "decent" women were supposed to look 

upon sexual activity as a "duty" to be performed but 

certainly not (wickedly) enjoyed]; and 5) likely to 

precipitate domestic strife if given the vote and thus 

placed on equal legislative footing with their [sovereign] 

husbands (qtd. in Tornalin 103-04; my comments in brackets). 

Certainly Utilitarian Bentham must have been aware of 

the patent lack of "greatest good for greatest number" 

application of his reasoning, but the "usefulness" of 

existing laws excluding women from the vote must have proved 

more useful--at least for the governing male populace, of 

which he was a member. One cannot help but think, in this 
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connection, of the great twentieth-century Socialist George 

Orwell and his "some pigs are more equal than others" 

proclamation in the utopia-gone-amuck Animal Farm. To 

preserve a status quo that he personally found comfortable 

in at least its granting of dominance to men over women, 

Bentham was ready to compromise his reformist philosophy and 

to ignore the logical fallacies inherent in his stance vis-

a-vis women's suffrage. And the failure to note and/or 

correct such logical fallacies seems to have been epidemic 

in the period. In 1825, when William Thompson published his 

Appeal from One Half the Human Race ridiculing James Mill's 

"Essay on Government" (1820) and its exclusion of women from 

voting rights, few people--even women, who had so much to 

gain from his plea--were willing to pick up the torch and 

follow his example. And when arch Mill-critic Thomas 

Babington Macaulay criticized James Mill for writing off the 

interests of one-half the population (women) in his "Essay," 

the criticism had a great sting for John Mill (McDonnell 

176). But John Mill's stance was atypical. Just as spinster 

Hannah More had refused to read Vindication yet openly 

ridiculed it (Stenton 313), many people shunned Thompson's 

plea, attributing his treatise to the ramblings of an 

eccentric, someone not in step with conventional mores and 

practices (Stenton 333). 

Utilitarians Bentham and James Mill, John's father, 



favored logical and philosophical inconsistency over 

breaking with custom in regard to women's suffrage, a view 

John Mill did not share or approve (Packe 90). It remained 

for their disciple John Mill to cast down effectively in 

print the rule of custom, popular opinion, in On Liberty. 

And this broad condemnation of accepting as right what 

simply is customary is what undergirds Mill's position 

regarding the subjection of British women. Significantly, 

Mill's age was more ripe for the message of women's rights 

than Wollstonecraft's age had been. Beginning with the 

passa ge of the First Reform Bill in 1832, extending voting 

privileges to a previously unenfranchised group of men, the 

trend toward social, political, and economic reform 

prevailed. The mid-1830s saw the rise of Chartism, a 
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movement Altick terms "the first sustained, inclusive 

working-class movement in modern English history" (Victori a n 

89). The Chartists' six-point program included the call for 

universal manhood suffrage, use of the secret ballot, 

removal of property restrictions for voting, payment for 

members ·of Parliament, equal electoral districts, and annual 

elections (Altick, Victorian 90). Subsequent Chartist 

manifestoes, largely precipitated by Catherine Barmby's 

"Demand for the Emancipation of Women," penned in the 1840s, 

noted the need for women's suffrage, but that aspect of 

their reform demands was in no way universally supported 



even by the Chartist membership (Rendall 307-08). 
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And still 

other activities and events contributed to the spirit of 

reform that permeated the age of Mill. 

In 1839 Mrs. Caroline Norton brought attention to the 

plight of married women and their children when the wife 

separated from her husband. In her celebrated case which 

exhibited a well-to-do respected society couple's marital 

ma l aise, Norton sought le gal aid to grant her access to her 

children, from whom she had been barred since leaving her 

hu s ba n d. Yet, under existing British law, a woman and her 

children were considered the property of the husband and 

father, and the mother had no rights at all regarding 

cu s tody or visitation privile ges. Realizing that the law 

offered her no re medy for the maternal misery brought about 

by the forced estran g ement of her and her children, Norton 

produced numerous pamphlets and made several court 

appe a rances advocating a mother's right to her children. 

And she made those court appearances technically as a 

~ersona non grata in the court, having no rights whatsoever. 

Yet as a result of Norton's efforts and the attention which 

her case accorded the problem of women's rights as mothers, 

the 1839 Infants' Custody Act was passed (Strachey 39). As 

weak as the law was, it proved to be an important 

legislative and legal inroad for women's legal and political 

rights. However, true legal recourse for women did not come 
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until much later, for even the 1857 Divorce Act (officially 

Matrimonial Causes Act), which established a regular legal 

divorce procedure for women and men, was strongly biased in 

favor of the man (Stenton 336). Still these laws were a 

beginning. The idealism of Wollstonecraft was finally being 

translated into action--laws, rights, precedents. 

As has been noted, in the fight for women's rights in 

the 1800s there were several causes closely allied. One of 

the most powerful allied causes was Abolition, or the Anti

Slavery cause. When the Anti-Slavery convention was held in 

London in 1840, the British organizers refused to seat the 

sizeable female contingent sent by the Americans as part of 

their delegation. In response to the British snub of his 

fellow delegates, the celebrated American Abolitionist 

William Lloyd Garrison boycotted the convention after his 

arrival in London, thus creating quite a flap in the press 

and thereby drawing considerable attention to the treatment 

of the female delegates (Strachey 40-41). Throughout the 

subsequent years of the mid-1800s, the Abolitionists counted 

among their number many suffragettes and male advocates of 

women's voting rights. 

By 1842 reforms brought about in response to a 

heightened awareness of workers' rights were in place. 

Indeed, such reforms sought to remove women and children 

from the mines and other places of work that might prove 
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unnecessarily hazardous, but such reform attempts often met 

with bitter opposition from the husbands and fathers of the 

working-class females and children (Black 169). Similarly, 

Jane Rendall, in The Origins £i Modern Feminism, attributes 

certain advances in women's rights to the evangelical 

movement of the era and to the pervasive air of equality and 

republicanism in politics (3). And in the line of political 

movements, none is more important to the women's cause than 

is that of the Christian Socialists and their spokesmen 

Frederick Maurice, Charles Kingsley, and Thomas Hughes. 

This group picked up the torch of working-class people's 

rights that had temporarily fallen when the Chartist 

movement collapsed (Altick, Victorian 142-45) and indeed was 

a chief shaper of Mill's philosophy itself. The Christian 

Socialists' concern for women's education led to the opening 

of Queen's College in 1848, the first exclusively for the 

education of women (Strachey 43). And on other fronts, too, 

the cause of women's rights was being slowly but surely 

advanced. 

Reform-minded legislators such as Joseph Hume and 

Benjamin Disraeli as early as 1848 supported a resolution 

"to extend the vote to all house-holders, including women" 

(Strachey 43), a resolution that was defeated, only to be 

resurrected many times in Parliament before the final 1918 

Woman's Suffrage Law. Thus, by 1860 in Britain, the 
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groundwork was laid for a "recognisable feminist movement" 

(Rendall 276). And it was in the midst of this ferment that 

Mill stepped with his strong pro-feminist line. The 

Westminster Review to which he regularly contributed even 

before assuming the editorship in 1835 had been an early 

champion of women's rights. As early as 1824 in that Review 

Mill had written denouncing society's double-standard of 

morality for males and females (Rendall 285). And despite 

his apparent lack of respect for his mother, a rather weak 

and insipid woman, tyrannized by her husband, James, as is 

indicated in Jack Stillinger's edition of The Early Draft of 

Mill's life story (66), Mill in Subjection claims that his 

pro-feminist inclinations had existed since his early years, 

those convictions being among the earliest results of the 

applications of his mind to political subjects (261). Mill 

even believed that Harriet Taylor was initially attracted to 

him because of his feelings about feminine rights. 

However long-standing Mill's views on women, they most 

assuredly were enhanced by his liaison and eventual marriage 

with Taylor. While most modern historians concede that 

Mill's opinions vis-a-vis women's rights were less radical 

than those held by Taylor, who advocated quick and easy 

divorce for partners who could not peacefully co-exist 

within the bounds of matrimony, a view Mill held, but with 

reservations (Hayek 71-72), none contends that Mill was 
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anything less than dedicated to the cause of women's voting 

rights and freedom from matrimonial tyranny by husbands. 

However, despite modern critics' opinion that the radical 

treatise "The Enfranchisement of Women" (1851) was penned by 

-
Taylor (Mazlish 307), at the time the work appeared most 

people, including women's-rights advocate and intellectual 

friend of Mill and Taylor, Harriet Martineau, attributed the 

article to Mill and praised his advocacy of the cause 

(Spender 187). This willingness to attribute anything of 

substance to a male over a female will play a significant 

role in the reception analysis to be set forth in a 

subsequent chapter of this dissertation. However, despite 

attribution of "Enfranchisement" to Mill, the work still 

received little attention, and even in selective anthologies 

of Mill's work, "his writing on women has not received the 

same attention • . as his writing on rights and liberty--

as they relate to men" (Spender 188). 

Nevertheless, Mill did think deeply about women's 

rights, the subjection of women to unjust marriage and 

divorce laws, and the lack of professions--besides wife and 

mother--open to women. As an elected member of Parliament, 

Mill was a tireless advocate of women's suffrage, and even 

though he penned Subjection as early as 1861, he 

intentionally kept it from the public until such a time as 

he judged to be politically expedient for the cause. In 1866 



his beloved step-daughter Helen Taylor became involved in 

forming the National Society for Women's Suffrage, a cause 

Mill fervently supported (Axelrod 12, footnote 8). In 1867 

the Second Reform Bill was passed, further extending male 

suffrage, and by 1868 various women's "sisterhoods" or 

groups joined the National Society for Women's Suffrage 

(Rendall 319). Additionally, the first woman's college at 

Ca mbridge, Girton College, was founded in 1869. And it was 

in this carefully selected year (1869) that Mill chose to 
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publish his Subjection Qi Women. But even with the reasoned 

yet impassioned arguments set forth in that treatise, and 

even though Mill was viewed as one of the preeminent minds 

of h is day, endowed with great personal charm, money, and 

reputation, Mill was unable to move people en masse to 

accept the need for women's suffrage. Indeed, Mill could 

not even succeed in enticing crusading nurse and eminent 

public figure Florence Nightingale to join the fray on 

behalf of her sex (Stenton 344). Nightingale rather 

summarily dismissed the cause of women's rights, choosing to 

direct her considerable clout and energies to hygiene 

standards and nursing care alone. 

Mill's feminism, then, was neither a sideline, a 

diversion brought about as a result of his infatuation with 

the beautiful Harriet Taylor, nor an aberration brought 

about by some mental disorder. Instead, his advocacy of the 
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woman's cause was a logical extension or counterpart to his 

central philosophical ideas. His advocacy of individual 

freedom and rights was not designed exclusively for 

application to eccentrics, nor women only, but for all of 

society (Okin 202-03). Mill's stance amounts to pure, 

practical, applied Benthamism--the greatest good for the 

greatest number principle--and that number had, by logic, to 

include one-half of the population: women! Before Mill died 

in 1873, he saw the passing of the Married Woman's Property 

Act (187 0 ) under Gladstone. This law entitled married women 

to retain certain property and earning rights and, in an 

interesting twist for true equality, mandated that a ma rried 

woman in a better financial state than her husband was 

requir e d by law to maintain her husband and dependent 

children (Black 192). Thus with legal rights came leg a l 

responsibilities, and many Victorians believed that such 

requirements, such rights and responsibilities, spelled an 

end to the English family as they had known it (Black 190). 

Having thus completed this survey of the times in which 

both Wollstonecraft and Mill published their treatises on 

the "woman" issue, it is important to turn attention to the 

individual lives of both authors in order to understand more 

fully the extent to which the ages in which they lived 

shaped their way of living and thinking. It is to this 

consideration that this study now turns, with an 
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investigation of the childhood, education, employment, 

political activity, marriage, and writings of Wollstonecraft 

and Mill. For surely no two writers were better prepared by 

their lives and philosophies to write about the issue of 

women's role in society. 

While Wollstonecraft was born in 1759 into a middle

class mercantile family with prospects for wealth, during 

her lifetime she saw that potential squandered by an 

irresponsible father who made a habit of making bad 

inves t ments and beating his wife. Mill was born into a 

middle-class family in 1806, his father, James, being a 

trained clergyman. But unlike Wollstonecraft's father, 

James Mill had definite ideas about how to make something of 

himself and his family. He left the clergy and became a 

philosopher, avidly devoted to his wealthy mentor Bentham, 

the father of English Utilitarianism. And although Mill 

does not seem to have beaten his docile wife, from all 

accounts she was a timid, insipid individual, totally 

dominated- - in keeping with the custom of the age--by her 

strong-willed philosopher husband. 

Wollstonecraft was formally "educated" only in the 

narrowest sense of the word, attending children's day 

schools in Beverley, where she was a good student and avid 

reader (Wardle 9). At the school Wollstonecraft studied 

basic arithmetic, literature, geography, music, and dancing. 
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Yet even as a child it seems that Wollstonecraft wished to 

write, and she composed painstakingly worded letters in the 

period, letters childishly charming in their frequently 

ungrammatical and misspelled contents (Sunstein 22-23). But 

Wollstonecraft's real education came about as a result of 

her friendship with several older men, men such as the 

reclusive clergyman Mr. Clare, whom Wollstonecraft knew when 

she was a young girl at Roxton. Clare and his wife received 

Wollstonecraft in their home often, and Clare, an 

intellectual and critic, urged Wollstonecraft to read books 

from his large personal library, and the two engaged in many 

philosophical debates (Wardle 10). Years later, when 

Wollstonecraft moved to Newington Green to establish a 

school, it is certain that she applied some of the knowledge 

and critical thinking skills she had learned as a result of 

her association with Clare. Indeed, in 1784 in Newington 

Green, the young would-be school mistress attracted the 

attention of several notable intellectuals, among them the 

Presbyterian minister Richard Price and Mrs. Sarah Burgh, 

widow of the master of a dissenting academy, both of whom 

encouraged Wollstonecraft to establish her school (Tomalin 

31-32). During this period Wollstonecraft was also 

introduced to the dean of the men of letters of the day, 

Samuel Johnson, who reportedly talked at length with the 

young woman and asked to see her again (Sunstein 95-97; 



Durant 29), even though Claire Tomalin reports 

Wollstonecraft disapproved of Johnson's pessimism regarding 

the nature of mankind (34). 
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Later in her life, when Wollstonecraft seriously 

considered writing as a career, her work was published and 

she was encouraged, even helped to find a flat and permanent 

employment, by the radical publisher and reformer Joseph 

Johnson in London. So although Wollstonecraft did not 

benefit from private schooling at home at the feet of a 

loving and learned father, she did benefit from her ability 

to make friends with bright, educated, caring, and powerful 

people, many of whom were men. Thus Wollstonecraft became 

"educated" through her own gargantuan efforts to learn and 

to think deeply, rationally, being spared the ignominy of 

growing up ignorant or, worse still, being sent to a girls' 

seminary or finishing school such as Miss Pinkerton's 

Academy depicted in Thackeray's Vanity Fair. 

Quite unlike Wollstonecraft, whose education was rather 

slap-dash and unstructured, Mill received an education that 

can only be called gruelling, as regimented and exacting as 

any laboratory experiment. Indeed, John Mill's education 

was an experiment, one concocted by his father and his 

mentor, Bentham, and executed in painstaking detail by the 

older Mill. The aim of this "Educational Experiment" was to 

produce an intellectual heir to carry on and even expand the 
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reign of the philosophy of Benthamism/Utilitarianism (Ellery 

19). At the tender age of three, John Mill began to read 

Greek history and philosophy, in the original Greek. The 

Latin classics followed, as did basic mathematics, geometry, 

algebra, differential calc~lus, and the physical sciences. 

But the humane arts were not neglected in this rather 

inhumane educational experiment. John was introduced to 

classics of English literature and to Greek and Roman 

rhetoric as well (Ellery 20; Packe 36-37; Autobiography ch. 

1 ) • 

Although Wollstonecraft was born and reared in the high 

age of British rhetoric, which saw the publication of a 

variety of rhetoric textbooks and treatises, it is not 

possible from records of her life and studies to ascertain 

exactly whether or not Wollstonecraft ever studied rhetoric 

per se as a craft. By the time she began writing in London 

for Joseph Johnson, however, Campbell's Philosophy of 

Rhetoric had been published (1776), as had Blair's famous 

Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783). One can - --
only theorize that Wollstonecraft, among her intellectual 

peers in the publisher Johnson's circle, peers including 

Paine, Godwin, and William Hazlitt to name only three, must 

have been aware of these important rhetorics of the day. 

While she worked as a reader, translator, and writer for 

Johnson's Analytic Review, Wollstonecraft may have read 



voraciously to learn things she had not known about before. 

Certainly Lucy K. Hayden's thorough rhetorical analysis of 

Vindication indicates that Wollstonecraft both knew and 

applied, with characteristic panache, rhetorical theory, 

schemes, tropes, etc. And we know that the years from 1788 

to 1792 were years of great intellectual stimulation and 

progress for writer Wollstonecraft (George 84-86). 
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Readers know from Mill's Autobiography that he was 

taught rhetoric and that his father was especially careful 

of oral delivery (25-27), in keeping with the elocutionist 

movement advanced by such men as Thomas Sheridan and John 

Walker and espoused by James Boswell (Golden and Corbett 8). 

How appropriate it seems that the results-oriented James 

Mill would emphasize delivery, show, performance in the 

rhetorical canon! But certainly Mill was exposed to 

rhetorics, and it is perhaps not illogical for us to 

attribute his love of poetry and literature per se not only 

to his readings in literature but also to his training in 

rhetoric. Blair's belletristic school of rhetoric combined 

the study of great literature with the study of rhetorical 

theory and practice and set standards for the criticism of 

literature, standards which Mill in his years as a literary 

critic may have used. Further, Blair's belletrism allowed 

irregularity and sublimity, spontaneity in artistic 

creation--those "benchmarks of emerging romanticism" (Golden 



and Corbett 14). And it was to romanticism that Mill was 

drawn when he attempted to read Byron and Shelley and 

finally settled upon Coleridge and, especially, Wordsworth 

during his "mental crisis" in 1826-27 (Autobiography 149-

52). 
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Mill was familiar with his contemporary, rhetorician 

Richard Whately, too, reviewing his Elements of Logic (1828) 

in the Westminster Review. Therefore, while we can be 

cer t ain only of Wollstonecraft's application of rhetorical 

principles in Vindication, we can be certain that Mill 

form a lly studied, and was drilled on, principles of rhetoric 

(Ellery 20). The significance of this distinction and the 

reason for so much attention being paid to it here will be 

drawn in subsequent chapters of this study which investigate 

the extent to which both authors obeyed or flouted the 

e x isting stylistic and rhetorical principles in Vindication 

and Subjection. 

Thus, as far as formal education is concerned, 

Wollstonecraft's was sporadic and basically self-motivated, 

while Mi ll's was rigidly structured and basically other

inflicted. Mill, like Wollstonecraft, did not attend a 

university, but it was not because the universities were not 

open to him (as they were shut to Wollstonecraft because of 

her sex). Instead, James Mill thought it best to avoid 

sending Mill to the universities in England, for he believed 



that his son already knew more than most of the professors 

at Cambridge or Oxford (Packe 19). The elder Mill also 

thought the universities were "strongholds of bigotry and 

reaction" which he abhorred and refused to allow his 

carefully educated son to see (Willey 145). It was James 
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Mill's Benthamite/Utilitarian approach to education that 

Charles Dickens satirized so effectively in Hard Times 

(1854--inscribed to Thomas Carlyle). Yet, ironically, it 

was only after Mill's nervous breakdown at the age of 21 and 

his turning to the Sissy Jupe-like "poetry of life" penned 

by Wordsworth and Coleridge and furthered by mystic Carlyle 

that John Mill began to heal and find himself not the 

"steam-engine" Carlyle called him but, rather, an optimist, 

a progressive, and a humanitarian. 

From all accounts, Wollstonecraft's childhood was none 

too happy. She was reared in a large family where the 

eldest son, Edward, called Ned, dominated the other 

children, and Wollstonecraft's mother was frequently abused 

by her father. Many years later Wollstonecraft confided to 

her husband Godwin that she slept often as a child outside 

her parents' room to hear if her mother needed her 

daughter's assistance against the tyrant husband/father 

(Memoirs 10-12; Sunstein 16). Yet it seems that her mother 

did not value or appreciate Wollstonecraft's devotion, 

preferring instead to lavish her love and attention on Ned, 
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to Wollstonecraft's eternal torture (Sunstein 14). Margaret 

George says Wollstonecraft's was "a constant battle" with 

friends, family, herself (23). Always atypical, 

Wollstonecraft describes herself as robust, athletic, 

preferring romping outside with the boys to remaining quiet 

and "lady-like" indoors. Wollstonecraft advocates physical 

exercise for both sexes from childhood on and sees such 

physical fitness as a step toward equalizing the sexes. In 

Vindication she writes: 

Men have superieur strength of body; but were it 
not for mistaken notions of beauty, women would 
acquire sufficient to enable them to earn their own 
subsistence, the true definition of 
independence. . Let us, then, 
same exercise as boys • " 

• take the 
(Vindication 85). 

As an adolescent Wollstonecraft was forced to leave her 

family and seek gainful employment as the companion of a 

Mrs. Sarah Dawson at the fashionable resort city of Bath. 

It seems that Wollstonecraft viewed her status as a 

comp a nion and the sophisticated life at Bath with mixed 

emotions, enjoying the amenities of polite social high-life 

while at the same time abhorring (in her somewhat prudish 

way) the moral and ethical laxity of her associates 

(Sunstein 53-62). As Wollstonecraft was a gentlewoman 

fallen on hard times, Sunstein says that Wollstonecraft's 

status among the society at Bath was relatively high, and 

she would perhaps have remained in the company of Mrs. 

Dawson had her mother not needed her at home. However, on 
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this point Elizabeth Pennell sharply disagrees with 

Sunstein, claiming that almost all companions in those days 

were treated ill and that Mrs. Dawson was a notorious abuser 

of her companions (20-21). And George strikes a pose 

somewhere between these two interpretations of 

Wollstonecraft's time as companion in Bath, claiming that in 

all Wollstonecraft probably did not have such a bad time of 

it in Bath but, being a natural misanthrope, complained 

bitterly of her servitude (49-50). This marked difference 

of opinions among Wollstonecraft's biographers is interesing 

especially if considered in light of the individual reader's 

response to literature which is an important consideration 

in this dissertation. 

At any rate, in 1780 Wollstonecraft, always the dutiful 

daughter, returned home to care for her dying mother and at 

the sa me time manage her increasingly reckless, difficult 

father (Sunstein 68-69). Shortly after she returned home to 

care for her mother, Wollstonecraft was dragged into the 

middle of a marital fray between her pretty yet emotionally 

unstable sister Eliza and her husband, Meredith Bishop. 

Despite the fact that under existing laws Eliza had to give 

up her child to her husband and could receive no money from 

him if she remained separated from him, Eliza refused to 

return to him, and Wollstonecraft supported her sister in 

her decision, even though it conflicted with her religious 



views concerning the sanctity of marriage and even though 

Eliza now became Wollstonecraft's financial responsibility 

(Sunstein 89-91). Perhaps Wollstonecraft's ardent feminist 

56 

pleas in Vindication can be traced to her historical role as 

rescuer of women. George sees the willingness of 

Wollstonecraft to come between her sister and her sister's 

husband as an example of Wollstonecraft's "estrangement, her 

alienation, from normal social convention" (59)--an 

interesting consideration when one later considers the 

extent to which Wollstonecraft complied with or flouted the 

existing social and literary conventions of her day in her 

Vindication. 

Together with her two sisters Everina and Eliza and her 

best friend Fanny Blood, Wollstonecraft moved to Newington 

Green, where she proposed to build a school and administer 

it in keeping with her somewhat unorthodox educational 

principles, principles set forth in her Thoughts ~ the 

Education Qf Daughters published by Johnson. The school was 

successful until Wollstonecraft, again out of duty to a 

female friend in distress, was called away to attend the 

birth of Fanny Blood Skeys's child in Lisbon. 

Wollstonecraft had never approved of her friend's departure 

from Newington Green and her marriage to Hugh Skeys, and 

Fanny's death and the death of her premature baby left 

indelible scars on Wollstonecraft (Sunstein 101-03). 
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From her youth, then, Wollstonecraft seems to have been 

fated to be a protector, defender, provider--all traits 

normally associated, at the time, with men. She seems to 

have been born to take charge of things, organize things--a 

natural vindicator of women's rights. Mill, on the other 

hand, was reared not to be so much a protector of individual 

persons as a defender and advocate of the doctrines of 

Utilitarianism, with its philosophy of the greatest 

happiness for the greatest number. And despite his superior 

education and the unswerving attention he received from his 

father and Bentham, Mill's childhood could hardly be called 

"happy" in the conventional sense of the word. Like 

Wollstonecraft's mother, Mill's mother appears to have been 

rather vapid and lifeless, providing little love or nurture 

for her large family. In fact, she is not even mentioned in 

the final version of Mill's Autobiography; Mill says of 

himself that he was born "the eldest son of James Mill" 

(Autobiography 5). This woman, Mill's mother, also named 

Harriet, this woman who was treated as a hausfrau by James 

Mill, Bruce Mazlish ruefully calls "the unnamed mother, 

epitomizing all women of the age" (3). 

To John fell the task of educating his siblings, a 

task he did not enjoy but accepted because he believed that 

teaching was a great learning and reinforcing educational 

tool for himself (Autobiography 13). Thus Mill, like 
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Wollstonecraft, was reared to lead, to teach, but not 

necessarily to nurture. He describes his father as strict 

and over-bearing, yet he seems genuinely to admire the man's 

brilliance and determination, saying that James Mill was 

eminent himself, not just as Bentham's disciple but as his 

own man, a great thinker in his own right (Autobiography 41-

63, 210-15). 

As can be seen from the foregoing examination, the 

parallels between the childhood of Wollstonecraft and Mill 

are striking despite the obvious differences. 

Wollstonecraft was forced to assume the role of protector 

for her siblings, Mill the role of teacher. Neither had a 

strong or loving mother; both had forceful, dogmatic, 

domineering fathers--Wollstonecraft's neglected her, while 

Mill's paid perhaps too much attention to his son. While 

Wollstonecraft sought out female friends during her youth--

Jane Arden, Fanny Blood--as well as older male mentors such 

as Mr. Arden and Mr. Clare, Mill spent his youth almost 

exclusively in the company of his male elders and mentors. 

While Wollstonecraft remained always different to those 

around her, "the first of a new genus" (Wardle, Letters 

164), so Mill was "always an alien in the midst of English 

society, . . " and estranged from its unspoken presuppos1t1ons 

(Willey 145). Both were different, restless, mature beyond 

their years, introspect i ve yet socially concerned, 



rationalists yet romantics. 

greatness. 

Both were destined for 
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When Wollstonecraft's school at Newington Green failed, 

she was forced to pursue yet another of the limited 

professional paths open to women in her era, that of 

governess. In 1786 Wollstonecraft went to Ireland to become 

the governess for the children of the arch-aristocrats Lord 

Viscount Kingsborough and his wife, Lady Caroline 

Kingsborough. The dread with which Wollstonecraft undertook 

the position was exceeded only by the horror with which she 

witnessed the subjection of the Kingsboroughs' children to 

all of the trivialities, the pomp, the ceremonies, of 

aristocratic life. Lady Kingsborough came to represent for 

Wollstonecraft everything that was wrong with the women of 

her day. The lady was vain, arrogant, and totally 

unmaternal, preferring her many lap-dogs to the company of 

her children, and leaving all maternal responsibilities to 

someone else (Sunstein 125-28). Yet despite the fact that 

the unconcerned Lady Kingsborough left most of the 

children's education to Wollstonecraft, she did view the 

tutor/governess with a certain suspicion, believing that 

Wollstonecraft was turning her children into independent, 

out-spoken individuals rather than compliant, docile, rather 

facile "proper" little aristocrats (Sunstein 128). While 

Wollstonecraft was on leave from the family, the oldest 
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daughter, Margaret, spoke so disrespectfully to her mother 

that Lady Kingsborough at once attributed her daughter's 

impertinence to the independence-oriented Wollstonecraft and 

sent Wollstonecraft a note of dismissal (Sunstein 147-48). 

Here once again, Wollstonecraft's biographers differ in 

their treatment of this episode in the author's life, for 

Tomalin (who seems all-around more critical of 

Wollstonecraft than other biographers) suggests that Lady 

Caroline was jealous of Wollstonecraft for her receiving 

attention from Lady Caroline's "flirt," George Ogle, and 

even from Lord Robert Kingsborough himself. She even 

conjectures that Wollstonecraft may have been a bit of a 

flirt herself (58-60), a stance not inconsistent with the 

author's later behavior toward Fuseli and Imlay and even 

Godwin, yet at the same time inconsistent with her 

pronouncements concerning coquetry in Vindication. At any 

rate, the dismissal, which must have been a moral as well as 

a financial blow to the young governess, really paved the 

way for Wollstonecraft's entry into yet another profession 

open to women--that of writer. And in 1792, when 

Wollstonecraft describes the female traits she most despises 

in her Vindication, it is almost certain that she has Lady 

Kingsborough in mind as a model of what women should avoid 

(Pennell 53). 

Unemployed and without prospects, Wollstonecraft never-
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theless completed the novel she had begun in Ireland, Mary, 

~Fiction, and went to London to seek a publisher. Once 

agai n , it was the kindly publisher Johnson who came to her 

aid. Johnson listened to Wollstonecraft relate her 

ambitious plans of becoming a great writer, "the first of a 

new genus," and he admired her and had confidence in her 

abilities. He agreed to publish Mary and offered her a job 

tr a nslatin g , reading, and writing reviews for his paper, the 

Analytic Review. Additionally, he found her a flat in 

London, close to the heart of intellectual activity and near 

h i s own home, a gatherin g place for the great radicals and 

intellectu a ls of the day (Taylor 78; James 42). Among those 

who r e gularly met at Johnson's home was the visionary poet 

and artist William Blake, who is said to have been very fond 

of Wollstonecraft and who, as Johnson's engraver, did the 

illustrations for Wollstonecraft's 1788 edition of Original 

Stories From Re al Life (Sunstein 179-80). It was amidst 

this new-found intellectual ferment that Wollstonecraft 

penned her 1790 Vindication Qf the Rights Qf Men, coming to 

the defense of the French Revolutionary tenets of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity, and defending her Newington Green 

friend Dr. Price against Edmund Burke's condemnation of both 

Price's speech applauding the French idealism and that 

idealism itself (James 54-55). Thus, the true reformer in 

practice as well as theory, Wollstonecraft first vindicated 
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men (Taylor 91). 

Close on the heels of this first Vindication, 

Wollstonecraft wrote, in what has been described as six 

weeks of frantic activity (George 88-89), her Vindication of 

the Rights .2J. Woman. Addressed to French reformer 

Talleyrand, sponsor of a bill for a new system of education 

for men only, brought before the French Assembly in 

September 1791, Vindication attacks any system that reserves 

education only for its male citizens (Sunstein 206-07). Her 

indignation and disgust must have been great when 

Wollstonecraft realized that the French, whose idealism she 

had upheld in her earlier Vindication of men, would deny 

women an education equal to men's. George, in One Woman's 

"Situation," notes that Wollstonecraft's indignation, 

however, extended beyond Talleyrand and the French to the 

entire enlightened West (89-90); her message: women are 

rational beings, entitled to and worthy of an education 

equal to that freely accorded men; the yoke of female 

subjection was heavy, and hers was the voice of discontent, 

however conventional Wollstonecraft's treatise seems today. 

Following the publication of Vindication, which was 

widely read and respected by many while being at the same 

time widely condemned, Wollstonecraft was financially 

independent. After her disastrous unrequited passion for 

the married painter Henry Fuseli, Wollstonecraft decided to 
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go to France to see first hand the events precipitated by 

the Revolution. Later, other works by Wollstonecraft were 

published, largely owing to her fame as the author of 

Vindication. Works such as Historical and Moral View of the 

French Revolution (1794) and Letters written from 

Scandinavia (1796) appeared, and her husband Godwin and 

publisher Johnson brought out a posthumous edition of her 

still-unfinished novel Maria, ~ The Wrongs £i Woman in 

1798, along with certain letters and fragments totalling 

four volumes. 

While Wollstonecraft held several positions before 

finding her true place as a writer, Mill was born and reared 

to live by the pen. In 1823, after taking a secure clerical 

position at the steadfast East India Company where his 

father was employed, John began a serious second career as a 

writer, producing articles for the Westminster Review and 

Morning Chronicle. His topics ranged from birth control to 

the advocacy of a free press, leading John B. Ellery to note 

the diversity as "a rather broad spectrum for a seventeen

year-old mind" (22). Also at age 17, Mill was arrested and 

jailed for distributing "obscene" literature in London-

pamphlets by Francis Place advocating birth control for the 

teeming masses (Packe 56-57). As early as 1825, at the age 

of nineteen, Mill edited Bentham's Rationale Qi Judicial 

Evidence; in 1828, he received an administrative position at 
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India House. Other writings followed in quick succession, 

articles such as the controversial series entitled "The 

Spirit of the Age," showing the influence on Mill of the 

Comte-Saint Simon philosophy of history and advocacy of a 

benevolent ruling class to lead the masses (Ellery 37), even 

thou g h Mill rejected the Saint-Simonians' extremism and 

fanaticis m (Packe 97). Of Mill's early works, James 

McDonnell says they are "priggish," full of "facile 

opinionation," but McDonnell concedes that such undesirable 

elements in Mill's writings disappear after 1824 (123-24). 

By 1825 the young man had become the editor of the 

London and Westminster Review, which he later purchased. 

The years from the mid-1820s to 1830s found Mill busy 

organizing and participating in various debating societies, 

organizing the Utilitarian or Philosophic Radical Society 

and continuing to produce articles for his newspaper. A 

banner year in Mill's life was 1830, when he first met the 

great love of his life, Mrs. Harriet Taylor. But the period 

from the mid-1830s through the early 1850s was personally 

difficult for Mill; his relationship with the married Taylor 

estranged his family and friends, including even the mystic 

Carlyle, to whom he had once looked for inspiration. 

Indeed, it seems that few of his friends approved of the 

relationship (which appears to have been merely platonic), 

and the slightest indication that one found the relationship 
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unsavory was grounds for his or her instant dismissal from 

Mill's life (Hayek 79-90; Mazlish 289). This willingness to 

abandon both friends and family in deference to his feelings 

for Taylor leads some critics to claim that Mill was perhaps 

too zealous in his defense of the lady. Mazlish considers 

this "overlush" praise at once Oedipal and egotistical on 

Mill's part (290-91), while others such as Alexander Bain 

see it as a sign of Mill's being blinded by love (167-68). 

Nevertheless, Mill continued to cling to his friendship with 

Taylor, and when her health failed in 1841, Mill became ill 

as well (Ellery 45). 

However, his personal malaise did not preclude his 

writing, and he published A System Qf Logic in 1843 and 

Principles of Political Economy in 1848 before retiring from 

India House in 1858 and moving to suburban Blackheath with 

Taylor and her daughter Helen. Some critics downplay the 

importance of Taylor in System and Principles, yet Mill 

himself asserts that each treatise owes much to his 

remarkable friend and intellectual peer (Hayek 117; 

Autobiography 255). Seldom does one see a more complete 

partnership, a more definitive equality of husband and wife, 

man and woman, than the Mill/Taylor liaison. Both F. A. 

Hayek and H. 0. Pappe have explored this relationship in 

detail, and Hayek suggests that while Taylor was indeed a 

remarkable woman, Mill is perhaps too prone to canonize his 



wife and partner (14-15). The Mill/Taylor relationship is 

particularly interesting in comparison with the 

Godwin/Wollstonecraft liaison, for in each case there are 

two exceptionally bright individuals, free thinkers, 

independent, rational human beings brought together in 

mutual trust and respect; all four names will long be 

remembered. 
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After Taylor's death only seven years after their 1851 

wedding, Mill began a new flurry of publication. During 

this time he produced On Liberty (1859), Considerations~ 

Representative Government (1860), and Utilitarianism (1863). 

And in 1865 Mill was elected a member of Parliament for 

Westminster and was selected for the prestigious position of 

Lord Rector of Saint Andrews University, with which honor 

came the title "Doctor of Laws." In 1869, of course, he 

produced his Subjection, and even after his death in 1873 in 

Avignon, where Harriet had died, his name was on the 

publishers' book lists, with his Autobiography, Three Essays 

~Religion, and several other works published posthumously. 

Thus, Mill's name still held a terrific power even after he 

died. 

Mill's Autobiography, which he had worked on all of his 

life, did for his "legend" what Godwin's Memoirs of 

Wollstonecraft did for Wollstonecraft's: it immortalized him 

and held him up for ridicule. But Mill, unlike 
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Wollstonecraft, was able to write his own non-fictional 

life's story, while the woman, caught by death unawares at 

the young age of 38, was memorialized by her husband. Most 

critics agree that Mill was extremely careful in the editing 

and expurgating of his Autobiography, telling only as much 

as he wished to tell, giving only those glimpses into his 

personal life and psyche that he wished the public to see 

while never intentionally misleading (Hayek 16). Yet 

McDonnell contends that despite its reticence and 

guardedness, the Autobiography is a touching testimony of 

one man's "life of the mind" (10, 17). However, 

Wollstonecraft was not allowed such editorial privilege; it 

was Godwin who recorded, with what may be considered 

indelicate forthrightness and concern for the truth, every 

nuance of a most troubled and unorthodox (for the times) 

private life. Indeed Godwin's frank recountings of 

Wollstonecraft's passion for Fuseli, details of her life as 

Imlay's live-in lover, and psychological insights about her 

attempted suicide probably did Wollstonecraft's memory more 

harm than good, most certainly so for the prudish Victorian 

age which carne so soon a f ter her death. Katharine Rogers 

says that although "widely admired during her lifetime, 

Wollstonecraft shortly after her death was vilified by her 

enemies and her work ignored by her friends" (3). And those 

who followed were often too shocked by the woman's 



unconventional life to even read her treatise on women's 

rights, a treatise that now seems very staid and 

conventional to one in the twentieth century. And only in 

this century has Wollstonecraft come to be considered as a 

woman of great importance for both men and women, as 

attested by the plethora of biographies of Wollstonecraft 

this century. 
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Despite Mill's careful avoidance of any of the kinds of 

expose that plagued Wollstonecraft's memory, R. P. Anschutz 

notes the gradual decline of Mill's reputation and the fact 

that Mill's name is not found among the recently 

"rehabilitated" Victorians (1-5). Time, perhaps, favors 

scandal, bumps, and wrinkles; and Wollstonecraft today is 

better re membe r ed for her Vindication than Mill is 

re memb e red for his Subjection, time choosing to honor Mill 

as a logician, social, economic, and political reformer 

rather than a crusader for women's rights. 

Like Mill, Wollstonecraft was politically aware even 

though she and her sex had no franchise to act upon those 

political opinions. Her politics can best be described as 

radical, for when she became a sophisticated Londoner and 

member of Johnson's circle she hob-nobbed with such free 

thinkers as Godwin, Hazlitt, and Paine, as has been noted. 

Indeed the Dr. Price she defended in her first Vindication 

in 1790 was her friend from Newington Green, known not only 
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for his dissenting religion (Presbyterian) but also for his 

social and political progessiveness. Despite the fact that 

Wollstonecraft did not wholly endorse his religious dissent 

(she was an Anglican), she was so drawn by his reform-minded 

political leanings that she went often to hear him preach 

during her time at Newington Green (Sunstein 95-96; Pennell 

35). But by the time Wollstonecraft returned to London in 

1796 after her trip to Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (the 

Letters published in 1795) on behalf of her lover Imlay, 

progressives were considered radicals, susceptible to 

suspicion, looked upon as potential Jacobins during these 

years of England's insecurity in light of the French 

Revolution (Sunstein 303). The old circle that had revolved 

around Johnson had dissolved, and Wollstonecraft, letting go 

forever of a faithless Imlay, found London a dismal place 

indeed, at least until she happened to meet Godwin again, 

having originally met him in 1791, with neither party 

impressed (James 143-46). Perhaps she longed for 

companionship, for the old sparkle of intellectual debate; 

whatever her reason, she dropped in on her new neighbor 

Godwin one day, uninvited and unexpected (Sunstein 307). 

Her association with Godwin, the anarchistic opponent of all 

governmental and religious strictures on human conduct, the 

highly educated rationalist who moved from strict Calvinism 

to Unitarianism and eventually to atheism by 1787, is 
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interesting in that in many ways Godwin is like Mill: 

rigidly educated, bound to rational thought, advocating non

coercion in human activities, an atheist who proposed that 

man and not institutions nor God direct man's behavior. 

Although Wollstonecraft seems to have kept her faith in God, 

it is very likely that by the time she re-met Godwin, 

Wollstonecraft, too, embraced ideas hinting of anarchy, at 

least in terms of human relationships. The old propriety 

had been pushed beyond its limits in her relationship with 

Imlay; she was the mother of an illegitimate child; she had 

gone against the mores of her time. Even her marriage to 

Godwin was ridiculed by the couple's former "friends" 

(Tomalin 215). 

While Wollstonecraft spent her early years earning a 

living and "protecting" her mother and sisters, turning only 

to her sexually-limited political activity after moving to 

London in the late 1780s, Mill was bred to politics. 

Bentham and James Mill had trained John from the age of 

three to be the consummate Utilitarian, and Mill proved an 

avid disciple, never totally departing from the "religion" 

of his youth even while modifying and expanding the basic 

doctrines to fit his own peculiar eclecticism (Anschutz 1-

7). While differing with Godwin's radical stance in Enquiry 

Concerning Political Justice on numerous fronts, Bentham's 

Utilitarianism or Philosophical Radicalism, as it was also 
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known, was also radical, even though it set up a "system." 

Lacking faith in the individual, and believing that all men 

are basically egoistic and self-serving, Bentham's 

philosophy advocated majority rule, founded upon the 

principle of the greatest good or happiness for the greatest 

number. The philosophy was basically materialistic, 

hedonistic, based on pleasure and gain. Altick, in 

Victorian People and Ideas, says, "Benthamite ethics had 

nothing to do with Christian morality," and with its 

emphasis on "good" over "bad" results as the basis for 

personal or social action, "the Benthamite argot was known 

as the 'felicific calculus' or 'moral arithmetic'" (116-17). 

In keeping with his Benthamite upbringing, in 1822 young 

Mill organized a debate society for the consideration of 

social and political subjects, the Utilitarian Society, or 

Philosophic Radicals. When that society disbanded, Mill 

explored the Socialistic Owenites' Cooperative Society and 

organized, in 1825, the Speculative Debating Society which 

also studied social and political issues. Always Mill was 

the spokesperson for Utilitarianism. As a debater Mill 

employed the oratorical skills and critical thinking that 

characterize all of his writings and speeches (Ellery 23). 

Certainly Mill's sex accorded him more opportunity than 

Wollstonecraft had to express openly and fervently his 

radical, progressive, reformist political and social views. 
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Yet Wollstonecraft's and Mill's ideology, despite the years 

and gender that separate the two authors, is strikingly 

similar. Wollstonecraft believed in the dignity and liberty 

of each individual and in the rational component of both 

sexes. Mill concurred. Wollstonecraft advocated universal 

suffrage--encompassing female as well as male voters--as a 

prerequisite for a truly representative democracy. Mill, 

departing from the views of Bentham and his father in regard 

to women's enfranchisement rights (Packe 90), also advocated 

female suffrage. Wollstonecraft, despite her criticism of 

giving the passions rule over the rational component of 

one's nature in Vindication, was quite romantic in practice, 

when it came to her deep, often ecstatic religiosity and her 

relationship with men. H. R. James says of Wollstonecraft's 

love letters to Imlay that they portray a desperate, 

clinging, traditional female and that her religion is 

naturalistic, romantic (15, 103-05). W. Clark Durant, an 

editor of Godwin's Memoirs (1927) and self-proclaimed fan of 

Wollstonecraft, asserts that she was a romantic and a 

mystic, not unlike her friend Blake (xxxix). Similarly, 

Mill was greatly influenced by romantic poetry, especially 

that of Coleridge and Wordsworth, during his mental crisis 

in 1826-27, and he pursued the Carlylean visionary approach 

and the evangelical mystical reform platform of the French 

Saint-Simonians who, incidentally, equated males and females 



(Packe 92-93). Like Wollstonecraft, he decried the number 

of illegitimate births in London, and he accepted the 

Malthusian economic emphasis on the need for population 

control. He embraced some of the laissez-faire economic 

tenets of Adam Smith and David Ricardo (Willey 144, 158-59; 

Ellery 56). In Auguste Comte and Positivism (1865) Mill 

attacked the anti-individualistic governmental control 

advocated by the "sociological" camp of Comte. In short, 

Mill knew, thought, wrote, or spoke about the major 

political, social, and economic issues of his day while at 

the same time reading and reviewing the foremost works of 

literature of the day. Like Wollstonecraft, he was 

informed, and he took a stand. 
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So while Wollstonecraft was acutely aware of the social 

institutions that subjected women to men and wrote about 

them i n her Vindication, Mill, by virtue of his sex and the 

age in which he lived, could state more authoritatively the 

need for women's rights. Yet while almost every literate 

individual in British and American society today has at 

least heard of Wollstonecraft and her advocacy of women's 

rights, few think of Mill in connection with the woman's 

movement. 

In regard to Wollstonecraft's religion, as has been 

noted, she appears to have retained a belief in God, 

although Eleanor Flexner contends Wollstonecraft became 
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agnostic (176). However, she tempered her Anglican views 

somewhat in relation to the biblical treatment of women, 

going so far as to call the Genesis account of Adam and Eve 

a "poetical story" created by man for man (Vindication 26), 

and particularly attacking ~ Milton's vacillating poetical 

treatment of women in Book IV of Paradise Lost (Vindication 

20). In stark contrast is Mill, who remained not a skeptic, 

but an unbeliever from the first, one who had never had a 

belief, saying, "I grew up in a negative state with regard 

to it [religion]" (Autobiography 45). Yet Mill's ethics and 

morality were impeccable, fierce, vital components of his 

"theology"--prudence, justice, and charity dictated all 

aspects of his life, especially after his breakdown and his 

turning from self-satisfaction to an emphasis on the 

happiness of others (Autobiography 137-50). He shunned 

religious dogma and ritual (Ellery 35), while Wollstonecraft 

cherished the show and security of the Anglican ritual 

(Sunstein 96). And as to the extent to which Mill's 

posthumous Essays on Religion indicate an acquisition of 

faith or the lack thereof is still a subject of much 

critical debate (Ellery 104; Carr 476), his own brand of 

"religion," ethicality, altruism, stayed with him all of his 

life. 

Interestingly, perhaps the single most important event 

in his life, his meeting Harriet Taylor, resulted from his 
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visiting the Unitarian minister William J. Fox- Indeed, 

Alice Rossi notes that Unitarianism and Utilitarianism had 

been linked since Unitarian Joseph Priestly coined the term 

"the greatest good for the greatest number" (19). Both 

Unitarianism and Utilitarianism affirmed a belief in the 

perfectability of mankind (Packe 120). Perhaps, then, it 

was not surprising that Mill had dealings with the eminent 

Unitarian Fox, just as in her quest for freedom, liberty, 

the perfection of humankind, Wollstonecraft had been lured 

by Unitarian intellectuality (Rossi 20). 

Of the marriages of Wollstonecraft to Godwin and Mill 

to Taylor, little needs to be said. Although Wollstonecraft 

had earlier lived openly with the American Imlay and had 

borne a child out of wedlock, she still did not refuse 

marriage to Godwin when she found she was pregnant with h i s 

child. When she had been deserted by Imlay in 1795, 

Wollstonecraft had attempted suicide by jumping from the 

Putney Bridge into the Thames. As she was rescued from 

physical death by passersby, it seems that Godwin rescued 

her intellectually, emotionally, and physically. The merger 

of Godwin's studied rationality and Wollstonecraft's 

"poetical insights" and passion (George 163) is not so very 

unlike the union of Mill and Taylor, for Mill constantly 

remarked about his wife's special insight and intuition, her 

" . " poet1cality. In his Autobiography he calls his wife "more 
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poet than he [Carlyle] and more thinker than I" (183) and 

compares her to Shelley (195). And after his despondency in 

1826-27, it was the romantic poetry of Coleridge and 

Wordsworth that gave Mill the will to live, thus averting 

the kind of suicide attempt that Wollstonecraft made. From 

the romantic poets he read, and especially from Wordsworth, 

Mill gained that "primal sympathy" that bound him thereafter 

to other human beings, to society itself (McDonnell 95-96). 

Mill found his wife's romanticism uplifting and inspiring, 

just as Godwin seems to have approved of, without himself 

endorsing, Wollstonecraft's wild romanticism. 

The time that each couple was married seems from all 

accounts to have been very happy for all concerned. Wardle 

says that Godwin was forever changed by his knowing 

Wollstonecraft and that perhaps the heroine in his novel St. 

~is a somewhat romanticized Mary (323). Therefore, it 

is not illogical to attribute certain quasi-romantic 

elements of his tribute to Wollstonecraft in his Memoirs to 

the influence of that woman upon his life. Of course, as 

has already been noted, Mill was very straightforward in 

attributing many of his ideas and the actual co-authorship 

of certain of his works (including Political Economy) to his 

wife. And the couple shared one great overriding passion--

their advocacy of women's rights. From Taylor's 

"Enfranchisement of Women," which was often attributed to 
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Mill, must have sprung more than the seed of thought behind 

Mill's Subjection. And just as some critics blame Godwin 

for depicting his wife too realistically for the good of her 

reputation (Tomalin 232-33; Hayden 51), as noted earlier, 

critics also tend to criticize Mill for idealizing too much 

his beloved Harriet, as is evidenced by Bain's letter to 

Helen Taylor dated September 13, 1873, urging her to delete 

so me passages of Mill's Autobiography which Bain thought 

praised Harriet too extravagantly (qtd. in Hayek 266). 

When Wollstonecraft died in 1797 at the age of 38 after 

giving birth to a second daughter, Mary Godwin (later Mary 

Shelley), she was buried at St. Pancras, Middlesex. Her 

tombstone reads, simply: "Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, Author 

of a Vindication .2i. the Rights of Woman" followed by her 

birth and death dates (Durant 123). The simplicity of 

Wollstonecraft's epitaph, composed by Godwin, differs 

markedly from the line-upon-line lavish praise Mill had 

engraved upon Harriet's tombstone in Avignon. 

Ironically, it was out of a sense of "decorum" (but I 

would like to see it as an act of faith in health 

professionals of her own sex) that Wollstonecraft was 

attended in childbirth by a female midwife rather than a 

male doctor (Godwin 113). Yet whatever the reason and 

whoever's fault Wollstonecraft died shortly after giving 
' 

birth to her daughter Mary. And how in keeping with her 
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legend, how utterly ironic the fate, that the so-called 

mother of the women's movement in England (despite Spender's 

objection to the term, 48, and the protest of Doris Stent~n, 

318) should die soon after performing what is generally 

considered woman's primary purpose in life--giving birth! 

And how fitting it is that the child Wollstonecraft died to 

deliver became the author of a decidedly unconventional 

novel, Frankenstein, and the wife of pro-feminist poet and 

visionary Percy Bysshe Shelley (note his "Revolt of Islam"). 

In marked contrast with the sudden death of 

Wollstonecraft at the relatively young age of 38, Mill's 

death came as no surprise, catching him at the age of 66 in 

Avignon. It is interesting to wonder whether the great 

rationalist, the so-called "Saint of Rationalism," with his 

romantic, poetry-loving other self knew intuitively (despite 

his attacks on the intuitionists in his Logic) that he must 

be in Avignon to take his place at his love's side, in 

perfect eternal partnership. 

While Ray Strachey in The Cause says that Mill's death 

in 1873 left a void in the women's movement and that "no one 

ever arose to take his place" (269-70), thus underscoring 

the realization of women in Mill's own day of his 

significance to their efforts, such tributes to 

Wollstonecraft by her contemporaries or even those who 

followed shortly thereafter are not so common. Indeed, even 
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the great American feminist Margaret Fuller deplored 

Wollstonecraft's sexual lifestyle and considered her a poor 

role model for women (Wardle 339). Perhaps the greatest 

irony of all in this connection is that while all of the 

world knows to look under "Mill, John Stuart" for that great 

feminist's works in any library, one editor must plead with 

librarians to file Wollstonecraft's works under the name in 

which she wrote them, "Wollstonecraft," and not "Godwin" 

(Durant Preface), while as late as 1982 the author Rogers 

lists in her index all references to Wollstonecraft as 

"Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft" (Feminism in Eighteenth 

Century England). And Susan Okin's Women in Western 

Polit i cal Thought (1979), while devoting an entire chapter 

to Mill's feminism, grants Wollstonecraft no separate 

chapter. Yet in respect to both Wollstonecraft and Mill and 

the general unpopularity of their stance vis-a-vis women's 

rights, G. R. Stirling Taylor's is perhaps the finest 

assessment: "Great minds need not look for the approval of 

their contemporaries--they must preach for a hundred years 

ahead" (35). 

With this brief consideration of the life and times of 

Wollstonecraft and Mill the stage has been set for 

examination of Vindication and Subjection using the variety 

of analytical approaches outlined in the introduction of 

this dissertation. The goal of the subsequent chapters is 
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to ascertain authorial intent in each text and the extent 

each author's work conforms with or flaunts existing rules 

and conventions governing persuasive discourse, rhetorical 

and stylistic considerations, and other conventions that may 

have been in operation at the time each work was composed. 

By attempting to understand the degree of conformity with or 

flaunting of existing rules this study will explore what 

effect each work had on its audience at the time it was 

written and will conjecture as to why it had that effect. 

And, using speech act and context criticism, the study will 

offer suggestions as to what effect each work has now and 

why each work has the indicated effect. 



CHAPTER III 

A PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS OF A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF 
WOMAN: AUTHORIAL INTENT AND BREAKING 

AND/OR OBSERVING CONVENTIONS 

With this study of the social and cultural milieu in 

which Wollstonecraft and Mill composed their treatises on 

women's rights as well as the pertinent biographical 

infor ma tion about the authors, the reader's stage is set for 

an analysis of their works. Despite the decades that 

separate the publication of Vindication and Subjection, each 

work appeared at a time of social upheaval, philosophical 

questioning of lon g- held customs, beliefs, and attitudes. 

And both Wollstonecraft and Mill addressed an issue of major 

importance in their respective eras, indeed an issue of 

majo r import today: the rights, duties, and freedoms of one-

half the human race. Given such a knowledge of the social, 

economic, and political milieu existing at the time 

Wollstonecraft and, later, Mill wrote and considering the 

important aspects of each author's life and career, an 

investigation of the specific works ! Vindication £i the 

Rights of Woman and The Subjection Qf Women logically 

follows. The criteria for the examination of the works are 

drawn from a diverse collection of critical approaches to 

literature, as has been noted in the introduction to this 

81 
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study. The specific evaluatory criteria which follow form 

the basis for this investigation and will yield the data 

upon which are based conclusions regarding how each author 

said what she or he said; the author's intentions in saying 

what she or he said, as evidenced by overt statements 

regarding authorial intent as well as surface structure of 

statements and an analysis of key locutionary and 

illocutionary acts, and the extent to which each author 

abided by, flaunted, or disregarded existing genre, 

rhetorical, and stylistic rules. The extent of influence 

exerted on each author by the existing sociological milieu, 

the responses to each work both at the time of its 

appearance and over the course of time, and certain 

applications of Horner's text act theory will be explored in 

the fin a l chapter. 

In order to ascertain the intent of each author . ' VlS-a-

vis his or her work this study will consider personal 

statements prefacing each work, content statements from the 

works themselves expressing authorial intent, and personal 

statements made about the work by each author. Such an 

examination will consider certain actual locutionary acts, 

the illocutionary force of selected passages, and rhetorical 

and stylistic strategies used in selected passages. Indeed 

it appears that illocutionary force encompasses the entire 

overt surface structure of an utterance as well as the force 
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of the verbs used. Thus the statement "Get off my foot, you 

idiot!" would consist of the locutionary string, which 

includes the phonetic act or vocable sounds made in orally 

uttering the string; the phatic act, which includes choosing 

words from a certain vocabulary, with a certain grammar and 

following certain rules; and the rhetic act, which involves 

the performance act using words with a certain grammar, 

sense, and reference (Austin 95). 

In addition to those components of the locutionary act 

of puttin g the words together in a string, one must also 

consider the illocutionary force of the verbs used, with 

force be i ng the wa y the string is to be taken--as a request, 

comm a nd, question, etc. Searle ur g es a distinction be made 

betw e en the point or purpose of an act and the force with 

which the act is uttered (Expression 2-3). Thus the 

statement given above may carry the point or purpose of 

getting someone to move, but the force with which it is 

uttered is certainly different from the force of, say, 

"Please do not stand on my foot," whose illocutionary point 

is the same as the more forceful statement--to get someone 

to move. According to Searle, illocutionary force 

indicators include word order, stress, intonation, 

punctuation, mood of verbs used, and the use of certain 

performative verbs (Speech Acts 30). Searle further notes 

that any consideration of illocutionary acts involves 



determining the point or purpose of the act; the relative 

status positions of the speaker and hearer; the degree of 

the speaker's commitment to whatever he is saying; the 

propositional content of the act; the way the proposition 

relates to the interests of the speaker and hearer; the 

different possible expressive states (promise as opposed t o 

statement, for example); and how the utterance relates to 

the rest of the conversation or discourse (Speech Acts 70). 

Searle states that illocutionary acts are context, 

condition, and intention bound acts (Speech Acts 25), a 

point that has significance for this study of Vindication 

and Su b jection with its emphasis on sociological milieu and 

rule breaking or rule keeping. 

The statement "Get off my foot, you idiot!" has, then, 

the illocutionary po i nt of trying to get someone to move, 

and the force of a command and not a mere request. Yet one 
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could contend th a t the statement has the additional 

illocutionary force of an insult, carried in the form of the 

rhetoric a l resort to name-calling, the age-old use of the 

epithet, namely "you idiot!" Rhetorical considerations 

therefore can be incorporated into the illocutionary act to 

enhance or perhaps alter the force of the act. The effect 

of such an utterance would be impossible to state with any 

certainty unless one actually witnessed the act and could 

therefore give an account of what did, in fact, happen when 
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the utterance was made. One such effect could be that the 

Hearer got off the Speaker's foot and said nothing. Or, the 

Hearer might get off the Speaker•s foot with an apology. 

Or, the Hearer might be offended by the insult embedded in 

the Speaker's statement and refuse to move, or, worse still, 

respond by hitting the Speaker for such impudence. 

Perhaps the above explanation seems overly tedious, but 

it is important to make a point about any attempt to assess 

the results of an illocutionary act in the speech act 

scenario: unless there is some documented evidence attesting 

to the effect produced by some speech act upon a hearer, one 

cannot make definitive assumptions about the perlocutionary 

effect produced by an illocutionary act. Consequently, when 

certain conclusions are reached regarding the audience 

response to Vindication and Subjection later in the final 

chapter of this study, those conclusions will be based upon 

documented responses to the work rather than assumptions 

made regarding the possible effects of the works on their 

audiences. One of the key concepts in speech act theory is 

that the author's intentions when he or she makes a 

particular locutionary and illocutionary act can not be 

guaranteed to be interpreted exactly as intended by the 

author or speaker, nor can an author assure that his or her 

desired effect on the audience be achieved. Perlocutionary 

acts are beyond the control of the speaker to a great extent 



and seem to be within the domain of rhetoric--how a speaker 

or writer is to achieve the desired effect upon his 

audience, or in speech act terminology, the perlocutionary 

effect. 

In addition to the analysis of key passages using the 

speech act methodology, this study will also assess both 

Vindication and Subjection in terms of the authors' 

compliance with key felicity conditions set forth by Austin 

in How !Q RQ Things With Words. These felicity conditions, 

which Bach and Harnish emphasize as being necessary and 

sufficient conditions for the successful and nondefective 

performance of speech acts (55), are as follows: 

(A.1) an accepted conventional procedure having a 
certain conventional effect, that procedure to 
include the uttering of certain words by certain 
persons in certain circumstances . 
(A.2) the particular persons and circumstances in 
a given case must be appropriate for the 
invocation of the procedure invoked • [and] 
(T.1). . the person participating in and so 
invoking the procedure must in fact have those 
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thoughts or feelings. 
(Austin 14-15) 

In other words, the speaker or writer must be sincere 

if what he or she says is to be accepted by the hearer or 

reader. In this regard, Searle and Bach and Harnish list a 

variety of sincerity conditions for various illocutionary 

acts, all of which deal with the extent to which the speaker 

really means what he says and believes it to be true (Speech 

Acts 66-67; Linguistic Communication 41-55). Similarly, van 
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Dijk lists these conditions for the performance of 

successful speech acts: the Speaker assumes the Hearer does 

not yet know something; the Speaker assumes the Hearer wants 

to know something; and the Speaker means what he says and 

believes what he is saying to be true. He goes on to note 

that the credibility of the speaker (his ethos, in 

rhetorical terms) is influenced by the speaker's status, 

function, and position, as well as by his personality, 

specific circumstances surrounding the speech situation, and 

the speaker's use of corroborating evidence (199-200; Pratt 

8 2) • 

Further, Grice's Conversational Cooperative Principle 

Maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner will be 

additional criteria for the present study. The Maxim of 

Quantity of course involves the amount of data provided-

saying enough without saying too much. The Maxim of Quality 

includes the truth component, not saying what you believe to 

be false and not saying something you cannot back up with 

evidence. Marilyn Cooper calls this the maxim of 

sufficiency and urges the Speaker to make a careful 

assessment of what the Hearer already knows, the conventions 

of speech being observed, etc. (116). The Maxim of Relation 

has to do with the relevance of material used in the 

discourse, but there are allowances for changing the subject 

under this general heading. Finally, the Maxim of Manner 



involves not so much what is said as how it is said, thus 

dealing with perspicacity--avoiding obscurity, ambiguity, 

unnecessary detail, and properly organizing what is to be 

said (45-46), components of the rhetorical divisions of 

arrangement and even style. 
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To the extent that Horner's text act theory considers 

the rhetorical dimensions of ethos of the speaker and pathos 

vis-a-vis the Speaker/Hearer relationship and focuses on the 

speaker's intentions, text act theory provides additional 

criteria for the evaluation of Vindication and Subjection. 

The theory considers a writer and reader within a pragmatic 

conte x t; a t e xt writer and a text reader within the text 

itself; and a text act reader as an individual outside the 

text (Text Act 191-93). This layering of relationships 

provides an insightful glimpse into the discourse and 

encompasses the pastness and the presence of the discourse-

how it was read then and how it is read now, both 

considerations which will be developed further in the final 

chapter of this work. 

In addition, certain concepts from the field of 

discourse analysis will aid in this investigation. To the 

extent that discourse analysts distinguish between spoken 

and written language, defining text as a "verbal record of a 

communicative act" and seeing a printed version as an 

interpretation of a text (Brown and Yule 4-8) and view 



context as consisting of the Speaker, Hearer, time, and 

place--the here and now dynamic component of language (van 

Dijk 191-92), their theories provide an extension of speech 

act theory's tenets. Indeed, van Dijk insists that 

pragmatics often spills over into stylistics, rhetoric, and 

sociology at the level of language use (201), thus giving 

credibility to the eclectic approach in this dissertation. 

The discourse analysts also argue that any utterance serves 

at least two functions simultaneously--the rhetorical or 

interpersonal function and the logical or ideational 

function (Olson 278). The concept of thematization, which 

proposes that whatever a writer writes at the opening of a 

discourse--even the title (which is significant indeed in 

Vindication and Subjection)--will influence all the text 

that follows, is important to this study, just as is the 

concept of staging, or organizing discourse around a 

prominent point. Such staging can affect both 

interpretation and recall (Brown and Yule 133-34), both of 

which play an important role in this study. 
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Finally, criteria from the field of rhetoric in regard 

to persuasive discourse will be used to assess both of the 

works being examined. Because the genre under study is 

persuasive discourse, the rhetorical treatises of Aristotle, 

Campbell, Blair, and, for Mill, Whately, will provide most 

of the criteria in this category, simply because it is 
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logical to infer that both Wollstonecraft and Mill, as 

educated individuals, had some access to the principles set 

forth by these rhetoricians even if they had no direct 

exposure to the exact works themselves. In Mill's 

Autobiography, he indicates that he did indeed study the 

ancient rhetoricians and even reviewed Whately's Logic. 

Wollstonecraft cites Cicero or "Tully," as she refers to him 

in Vindication (88), and in her thorough rhetorical analysis 

of Vindication Hayden notes instances in which 

Wollstonecraft follows rhetorical guidelines established by 

Campbell (126, 135), and indeed her entire dissertation 

points to Wollstonecraft's k nowledge and use of such 

classical rhetorical principles. The existing rhetorical 

treatises and their principles are taken as the criteria 

upon which certain judgments are based regarding 

Vindication's and Subjection's compliance with, disregard 

of, or flaunting of genre and stylistic rules and 

regulations. The criteria are not enumerated here, and the 

study will focus only on certain points of traditional 

rhetorical practice in the process of analyzing key passages 

from the works by Wollstonecraft and Mill. Briefly, this 

analysis will concentrate on the fact that both Vindication 

and Subjection are argumentative discourses that attempt to 

produce a change in the audience's perspective (Perelman 

169). In this respect they are observing the definition of 
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rhetoric given by Aristotle in Book I of his Rhetoric: "The 

faculty of discovering in the particular case what are the 

available means of persuasion" (7; ch. 1.2). Interestingly, 

Aristotle equates arguments and proofs (1; bk. 1, ch.1.1), 

indicating his acceptance of probability as rhetoric's 

domain (11; bk. 1, ch. 1.2). 

As they write argumentative discourse, and because both 

Wollstonecraft and Mill share a special context with their 

hearers, their persuasive discourse attempts to effect "a 

rational, well developed argument," in keeping with Horner's 

assertion that such a course best serves the aims of 

argumentative discourse (Text Act 202). Perelman 

distinguishes between persuasive argumentation, saying it 

claims validity for a particular audience, and convincing 

argumentation, which he defines as discourse seeking to gain 

acceptance by all rational beings, not just a particular 

audience (28). In this regard, both Vindication and 

Subjection could be seen as persuasive and convincing 

argumentation at the same time, as each seems to address 

British people of a particular period as well as mankind 

generally, and indeed mankind even today. 

The extent to which each author abides by existing 

genre and rhetorical rules or chooses to flaunt those rules 

or simply disregard them will provide an interesting insight 

into the works themselves and the author's intentions in 
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writing the work. The same statement also applies to the 

degree to which each author observes the rules and mores of 

the society for which he or she wrote, for the willingness 

to break rules--whether literary or societal--plays an 

-
important role in the extent to which that author's work is 

accepted or rejected by his contemporaries. Pratt notes 

that genre is context and appropriateness based and that 

rules apply and expectations on the part of the reader exist 

in regard to the type of discourse, the genre being written 

( 8 6) • Further, the degree of rebelliousness of a writer, 

his refusal to conform to the horizon of expectations of his 

audience, or his inability to conform to those rules whether 

through ignorance of the rules or lack of literary skill, 

also has implications for the work's reception by future 

audiences. The work will examine Wollstonecraft's 

rebelliousness vis-a-vis her choice of subject matter, 

despite her traditional style and high rhetoric, and 

Vindication's reception at the time it was written and at 

the present time. Further, this study will examine the 

contemporary and current reception of Mill's more low-key, 

less rhetorical work dealing with the still-controversial 

topic of women's rights. 

In regard to the importance of rules or literary and 

social conventions in the field of literature, Mailloux 

contends that the conventional form or framing of discourse 
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is important and that conventions pertain not only to the 

form of discourse but also to authorial role, literary, 

linguistic, and social conventions as well (136). He notes 

further that the author's background, status, and even sex 

can interfere with that author's succe s sfully taking on the 

role of literary authorship and employing its conventions 

(107), as may have been the case with Wollstonecraft to some 

extent, in regard to her work's critical reception and the 

lack of positive attention it received for some years after 

its publication. Mailloux lists three kinds of conventions 

relevant to the study of human action--traditional 

conventions of precedent (including genre and mode in 

literature); regulative conventions of agreement or 

stipulation (including censorship rules for literature); and 

constitutive conventions of meaning (telling what 

constitutes something, what is or is not possible, working 

definitions, etc.) (127). These conventions sound almost 

identical to Searle's regulative and constitutive rules, 

which deal with regulating antecedent and independently 

existing forms of behavior or which create or define new 

forms of behavior, respectively (Speech Acts 33). Mailloux 

contends that part of a text's meaning "emerges in the 

reader's perception of whether the text follows or violates 

traditional conventions" (158). 
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Larry Jones points out that "part of the patterned 

knowledge" in a text is the knowledge of its literary 

antecedents, and that such conventional knowledge is part of 

the ernie knowledge patterns of a given cultural community 

(70-71). Just as speech act theory demands uptake on the 

part of the hearer (the hearer's understanding what is being 

said or at least recognizing the i1locutionary intent of the 

speaker), so does reader-response criticism demand that both 

writer and reader share a knowledge of the existing 

conventions, both literary and social (105) in order that 

author's intentions may be interpreted by the reader. Bach 

and Harnish also note the importance of the Speaker and 

Hearer sharing a language and the communicative presumption 

that members of the same linguistic community realize that a 

Speaker says something with some intent that can be 

recognized, thus facilitating uptake of the illocutionary 

act (7-11). And Cooper sees the statement of purpose and 

establishing of the speaker's ethos in an essay as part of 

the rhetorical exordium, the purpose of which is to set up a 

contractual relationship between the Speaker and Hearer 

(110) in much the same way as Mailloux views communication 

as a contractual relationship. 

Given these criteria, this study can now investigate 

fully Wollstonecraft's Vindication £i the Rights £i Woman. 

Wollstonecraft's intentions in writing her treatise are 
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stated clearly in her prefatory letter to Talleyrand

Perigord, Late Bishop of Autun, the French clergyman-turned

politician who was instrumental in establishing compulsory 

education in France during the Republic after the French 

Revolution. Wollstonecraft chooses to direct her letter to 

him, for while he proposed free education for all males in 

France, he disregarded the rights of women to receive an 

equal education. Obviously infuriated because this great 

advocate of freedom and equality excluded women from those 

rights which had been the battle cry of the French 

Revolution, Wollstonecraft must have wished to draw 

attention to this kind of double-dealing. Thus, her 

Vindication is addressed to Talleyrand as a rhetorical ploy, 

using his name and reputation as attention-getting devices 

for her expose on the way women were being denied--in France 

and Britian--the very rights Talleyrand and the 

Revolutionaries had fought to advocate for men. The double 

standard is obvious to Wollstonecraft, and she exploits it 

to her advantage. 

In her letter to Talleyrand, Wollstonecraft establishes 

her ethos by claiming altruistic "disinterest"--unbiased 

concern, saying she pleads "for my sex--not for myself" (3). 

She flatters Talleyrand and the French in general, noting 

their "enlarged minds" and "admirable constitution" and then 

continues, but this time mixing criticism with praise, 
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saying that French women, allowed complete mingling with 

men, have become immodest. She claims that to be a true 

patriot, men and women both should be modest. And she 

equates morality and human progress, saying of woman "if she 

be not prepared by education to become the companion of man, 

she will stop the progress of knowledge and virtue; for 

truth must be common to all" (4). She maintains that if 

children are to grow up to be true patriots, then their 

mothers must be allowed to consider the "moral and civil 

interest of mankind," from which they are now excluded (4). 

Finally, Wollstonecraft challenges Talleyrand to prove that 

women have no reason and so are rightfully excluded from 

citizenship under the New Constitution or to admit that the 

document is flawed (5). She reminds Talleyrand that women 

will not be completely silenced despite men's efforts to 

keep them quiet and warns that women so treated will resort 

to " . " cunn1ng tricks to gain power covertly ( 5 ) • She 

advocates a society in which women are not coerced, in which 

the sexes will fall into their proper places (6). 

Ultimately, she wants to see the French Constitution revised 

to include "Justice for one half of the human race" (6). 

Thus in the dedicatory letter alone Wollstonecraft 

gives ample evidence of her intentions--the rights of woman 

to be seen as a rational being, worthy of determining her 

own life-course in general, the rights of French women (and 
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British women as well) to be citizens, in particular. In 

chapter 3, she states a further goal or intent: "to effect a 

revolution in female manners," for by reforming themselves 

through morality, Wollstonecraft believes women can "reform 

the world" (45). Her intentions, then, are to effect 

individual reform through morality, leading to the reform of 

society i t self. She advocates change, morality, education, 

reason as the necessary steps toward such comprehensive 

social progress, and she believes that change must start 

with the improvement of women's morals and understanding. 

Much later in the treatise, in chapter 12, Wollstonecraft 

once again states her intentions: "I speak of the 

improvement and emancipation of the whole [female] 

sex . ." (175). Later, in the final chapter, 13, she 

again states her intentions and the rationale behind her 

writings: "Let woman share the rights and she will emulate 

the virtues of man . ." (194). 

Apart from overt statements regarding her stance on 

women's rights, one can also determine a definite pattern in 

her use of certain illocutionary verbs indicating intent. 

The illocutionary acts carry attendant sincerity conditions; 

for example, assertives involve the condition that in 

uttering a statement the speaker asserts a belief in the 

proposition with the intention that the hearer believe that 

proposition. The illocutionary taxonomy used by Bach and 



Harnish carefully incorporates each category's attendant 

sincerity conditions and criteria for successful completion 

of the speech act. Some examples of illocutionary verbs in 

the category of constatives--expressions of belief that 

carry the intention that the audience form (or continue to 

hold) a like belief (Cooper 115; Bach and Harnish 41-55)--

include: 

She acknowledges and condemns in her 
assertion that "Masculine" is a 
"bugbear"--in this instance she admits 
that women are naturally physically 
weaker than men, but she condemns men 
for compounding that weakness by 
attributing other weaknesses to women 
(sensuality, etc.) (11). In this 
instance, she selects a very emotive 
word, masculine, which has positive 
connotations when used in regard to men, 
negative in regard to women and shifts 
emphasis away from its meaning in 
relation to sex, focusing instead on its 
meaning in regard to virtue, which she 
contends should be an attribute of both 
sexes. 

She asserts and warns at the same time: 
"But one power should not be thrown down 
to exalt another--for all power 
inebriates weak man" (16). Her choice 
of the word "inebriates" is rhetorically 
effective, for the word has negative 
connotations, and by yoking power and 

. " " b drunkenness she peJorates power Y 
association. 

She asserts: "How grossly do they [men] 
insult us who thus advise us only to 
render ouselves gentle, domestic 
brutes!" (20). Her choice of the word 
"brutes" is again rhetorically 
significant given her analysis 

' " of Rousseau's "natural state. 
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She refers to the Adam and Eve biblical 
tale as Moses's "poetical story" (26). 
In this instance she seems to reject 
strict orthodox interpretation of the 
Bible, at least in its handling of the 
creation. 

She asserts and informs: "To become 
respectable • • they [people] must 
only bow to the authority of reason, 
instead of being the modest slaves of 
opinion" (51). Here she means self
respect as well as respect by others; 
indeed Vindication's argument is 
directed at women, to urge them to 
develop self-respect, and men are 
similarly urged to respect both 
themselves and women. 

She argues that if woman has reason, 
then her sole purpose is not just to 
please man (53), for reason should lead 
to self-respect and not degradation. 

She reassures her readers that despite 
her sex, she will not "violently • 
agitate the contested question 
respecting the equality or inferiority 
of the sex" (8), nor will she contend 
that most women would choose to leave 
their families if given other options 
(63). It is important to note the 
revolutionary vocabulary she uses here 
and the fact that she mentions the 
"question" of equality. 

She protests: "It is this system of 
dissimulation • • that I despise. 
Women are always to ~ to be this and 
that •.• " (99). In this passage 
Wollstonecraft states her position on 
lying and telling half-truths; she will 

h "d. . 1 t• " be guilty of no sue lSSlmu a lOn. 
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She asserts and warns: "we ought to have 
a precise idea of what we wish to attain 
by education" (109). And she warns 
against setting nebulous goals or making 
hasty generalizations about what is 
wanted and what can reasonably be 
expected from education. 

She asserts and suggests that "a lover 
the husband, even supposing him to be 
wise and virtuous, cannot long remain" 
and suggests letting "passion subside 
into friendship" (119). Her suspicion 
of true virtue in a husband shows here, 
in her choice of the word "supposing"; 
it is as if she doubts that any husband 
can really be "wise and virtuous." One 
might view the statement as sarcasm. 

She concedes, "As a sex, women are 
habitually indolent; and every thing 
tends to make them so" (129). Note that 
Woll s tonecraft does not use first person 
plural here; it is "them," not "us." 

She asserts: "the days of true heroism 
are over" and despairs because the whole 
system of British politics grinds the 
poor and pampers the rich (143). The 

. d "h . " emot1ve wor s are many: ero1sm, an 
effective word, particularly in an age 
of heroes and revolutions for heroic 
causes; "grinds" and "pampers" and even 
the words "rich" and "poor" play upon 
her audience's emotions and bring to 
mind class struggles and strife. 

She asserts that the present class 
system is "mere gothic grandeur" (147). 
Her word choice here plays upon 
"gothic"--feudal, outdated, inequitable, 
a system that ground the poor and 
pampered the rich. 
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She asserts: that "There is not, 
perhaps, in the kingdom, a more 
dogmatical, or luxurious set of men, 
than the pedantic tyrants who reside in 
colleges and preside at public schools" 
(161). Here she uses a rather general 
argument ~ hominem, attacking an entire 
class, using highly emotive words. 

She asserts: it is "not the enchantment 
of literary pursuits, or the steady 
investigation of scientific subjects, 
that leads women astray from duty. No, 
it is indolence and vanity" (169). Note 
her choice of the word "enchantment," as 
if men thought women would be spirited 
off from home and hearth by the magic of 
learning. Important also is her implied 
acceptance that women have a specific 
duty or function. 

She predicts: "The weakness of the 
mother will be visited on the children!" 
(177). In this instance, Wollstonecraft 
plays upon the concept of weakness, a 
trait she despises in both sexes and 
attacks with fervor in Vindication. 

In each of the quotations from Vindication listed 

above, Wollstonecraft expresses constative expressions of 

belief, in accordance with the taxonomy established by Bach 

and Harnish: asserting, predicting, informing, warning, and 
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so forth, with studied rhetorical impact. However, she also 

uses certain illocutionary verbs which fall into the 

category of directives--expressions of an attitude toward 

some prospective action together with the intent that the 

audience act on the attitude (Cooper 115; Bach and Harnish 

41-55). A partial listing of directive illocutionary acts 

in Vindication includes: 



She requests: "Consider, Sir, 
dispassionately, these observations" 
(4). She urges reasonable, not 
emotional consideration of her 
observations. 

She questions: "Who made man the 
exclusive judge, if woman partake with 
him the gift of reason?" (5). With this 
rhetorical question she demands to know 
the judge's authority. In this instance 
Wollstonecraft anticipates Mill's 
Subjection, in which he refers to the 
"judge" who has decreed women inferior 
before whom Mill assumes the role of 
legal advocate for women's rights. 
Also, in her use of the rhetorical 
interrogative, Wollstonecraft acts in 
accordance with the advice of Blair, who 
notes that the rhetorical question 
enhances the passion or vehemence of a 
statement (1: 356; lect. 17). Thus, she 
shows a knowledge of contemporary 
rhetorical theory, whatever the source. 

She urges "Justice for one half of the 
human race" (6). 

She questions: "If then women are not a 
swarm of ephemeron triflers, why should 
they be kept in ignorance under the 
specious name of innocence?" (19). By 
using insect imagery, specifically 
referring to the extremely transient 
species ephemeroptera, she concentrates 
attention upon the negative view men 
take of women, seeing them as mere 
transient nuisances, scarcely worth 
consideration. Her foregoing argument 
has been set up to prove that women are 
not such triflers and that ignorance is 
not mere innocence. 

She asks, as a philosopher and a 
moralist, "What is meant by such 
heterogeneous associations, as fair 
defects, amiable weaknesses, • " (34) 
often attributed to "innocent" women? 
Here she concentrates upon the 
ambiguous, seemingly contradictory terms 
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men have historically applied to women 
and again questions the meanings of the 
word "innocent." 

She recommends: "To render the poor 
virtuous they must be employed" (75), 
equating virtue and employment in her 
Anglican work-ethic way. 

She questions the absurdity of expecting 
women to be reasonable in their 
affections toward men and asks, "When do 
men fall-in-love with sense?" (118). 
Here she attributes unreasonable actions 
in love to the emotion itself, and not 
to any sexual trait per se. 

She urges men to "snap our chains, and 
be content with rational fellowship 
instead of slavish obedience . " 
(150). Once again, she employs the 
slavery metaphor. 

She urges equal and integrated education 
of the sexes "to improve both sexes" 
(165)--thus attesting to her belief in 
equality. 

She recommends that women not read 
"flimsy works" or stupid novels but begs 
them to "read something superiour" 
(185). Woll s tonecraft leaves no doubt 
about her feelings regarding the novels, 
many of which were written by women 
novelists, abundant in her age, for such 
works often propagated the sexual 
stereotyping and glorification of 
daydreaming romance that Wollstonecraft 
attacks in Vindication. 

She requests: "Be just, 0 ye men of 
understanding" (194) and exhorts them 
not to criticize woman's faults if they 
will not grant her reason and 
understanding (194), using biblical 
cadence and wording to deliver a type of 
late eighteenth-century Jeremiad: 
"Judge not, lest ye be judged." 
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In several instances, Wollstonecraft uses the 

illocutionary act of acknowledgement, the category in which 

Bach and Harnish place such actions as apologies, 

condolences, congratulations, etc. (41-55). Examples of 

such acts appearing in Vindication include: 

She apologizes: "My own sex, I hope, 
will excuse me, if I treat them like 
rational creatures, instead of 
flattering their fascinating graces, and 
viewing them as if they were in a state 
of perpetual childhood, unable to stand 
alone." (9) 

She apologizes again: "I presume that 
ration a l men will excuse me for 
endeavouring to persuade them [women] to 
become more masculine and respectable." 
( 1 1 ) 

In each instance, Wollstonecraft's apology to her 

audience seems insincere and rather satirical. She 

ironically "apologizes" to men and women for considering 
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them reasonable and masculine, when she has earlier debunked 

any se x ual connotations of the word masculine and has 

instead equated it with virtue, regardless of sex. Her 

intent, then, in uttering these illocutionary 

acknowledgements, is not really to apologize at all, but 

rather to draw attention to the ridiculous societal mores 

that would make such apologies appropriate. Should women be 

irked ·by being treated as reasonable, virtuous? Should men 

mind being thought of as men of understanding? 

Wollstonecraft's utterances in the acknowledgement category, 



then, can be considered high irony, even social and sexual 

satire, thought-provoking, and rhetorically significant. 

Her failure to abide by sincerity conditions in this 

instance is an interesting example of how flouting the 

established conventions makes a profound rhetorical 

statement; such statements fall into the realm of 

implicatures in speech act terminology (Grice). 
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Curiously absent in Vindication are many verbs in the 

category of commissives, expressions of intentions to act 

together with expressions of belief that such expressions 

obligate the speaker to act (Cooper 115; Bach and Harnish 

41-55). Only on two occasions does Wollstonecraft make a 

promise, and each time it is in regard to a promised second 

volume on the same subject--women's rights--but more 

pointedly, rights under the law. She mentions such a sequel 

in her advertisement preceding the text of Vindication (7) 

and again in the text (145). Perhaps Wollstonecraft 

realized that, as a woman--without political or civil 

rights--her ability to act, to change, to promise, to offer 

was severely limited. So instead of offering within her 

text to do something, she actually wrote her treatise, thus 

doing the most she could do to further her ideas and 

beliefs. And, of course, she lived her life in accordance 

With the principles she sets forth in Vindication. Hers was 

a life that really was a promise fulfilled. 



106 

Not only does Wollstonecraft express her intentions in 

her prefatory writings and in the text of Vindication 

itself, but also in her writings about the subject. In a 

letter to William Roscoe, her friend, dated January 3, 1792, 

she writes that she had been busy with her book 

(Vindication) and says, "I am dissatisfied with myself for 

not having done justice to the subject. • had I allowed 

myself more time I could have written a better book, in 

every sense of the word" (Wardle, Letters 205). Yet Rendall 

disagrees with Wollstonecraft's assessment and says that 

Vindication unites Wollstonecraft's personal knowledge and 

experience of womanhood and her political awareness to 

produce a hybrid treatise on women's rights (56). 

Having thus considered her expressed intentions it is 

elucidating to survey Wollstonecraft's status as the 

Speaker/Writer in speech act terminology. Wollstonecraft 

was a single woman, a writer and translator, a friend of 

Paine, Joseph Johnson, Roscoe, Fuseli, Blake, and other 

notable individuals of the age. But her chief attribute, 

constituting part of her status in the 

Speaker/Hearer/Utterance schema, is her role as a woman 

Writing to women as well as to men, about women as well as 

about men, for the improvement of women and men. 

l.T • 1 " I " t k wollstonecraft uses the first person slngu ar 0 rna e 

many of her points, thereby establishing herself as an 
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authority with credibility, someone to be listened to, 

someone whose words merit serious thought, whose 

exhortations deserve compliance, one who knows whereof she 

speaks. Her sincerity shines through brilliantly. Examples 

of the ways in which Wollstonecraft establishes her status 

or ethos as a speaker/writer include: 

She comments upon the intended plainness, 
pragmatism in her literary style, saying that she 
will not "cull my phrases or polish my style; I 
aim at being useful, and sincerity will render me 
unaffected" (10); 

She attacks Rousseau, stating that his arguments 
"in favour of a state of nature are plausible, but 
unsound" (14); 

She accuses Milton of vacillation regarding the 
role of woman and for his claiming that wh ile man 
was created for God, woman was created for man 
( 1 9 ) ; 

She makes a value judgment: "I do not believe that 
a private education can work the wonders which 
some sanguine writers have attributed to it" (21); 

She calls herself "a philosopher" and a "moralist" 
and says she reads "with indignation the plausible 
epithets which men use to soften their insults" 
(34) to women; 

She is sarcastic when she disputes Rousseau's 
credibility as an expert on girls, stating, "I 
have, probably, had an opportunity of observing 
more girls in their infancy than J. J. Rousseau" 
(43); 

She names specific famous men known to be 
"womanizers": King Louis XIV of France and Lord 
Chesterfield (56); 

She acknowledges that she is ahead of her time and 
that people may laugh at her suggestion, but says 
she wishes "to see the distinction of sex 
confounded in society" (57); 



108 

She invokes the just goodness of God on her 
behalf: "Gracious Creator of the whole human 
race!" and doubts that God did indeed create woman 
merely to serve man and not Him (67); 

She attacks the fallacious reasoning about women 
in Fordyce's Sermons and wonders "should a grave 
preacher interlard his discourses with such 
folleries?" (95) Notice the word choice 
"interlard" and "folleries"; they require no 
explanation here; 

She decries the emphasis on superficialities for 
women's behavior found in Dr. John Gregory's 
Legacy !Q His Daughters (99); 

She impugnes "all power built on prejudices, 
however hoary" (101); in this instance she 
anticipates Mill's On Liberty; 

She laments the role played by appearances in her 
age, the importance of a good reputation even when 
one is in fact unchaste when she muses: "Morality 
is very insidiously undermined, in the female 
world, by attention being turned to the shew [sic] 
instead of the substance" and wonders if we would 
ever have heard of Lucretia, wife of Roman Lucius 
Tarquinius Collatinus, if she had killed herself 
to preserve her chastity and not her reputation 
(135). Lucretia's tale is told in Chaucer's 
Legend Qi Good Women, which Wollstonecraft very 
likely knew; 

Finally, in the broadest possible terms, she 
proclaims her thesis: "I speak of the improvement 
and emancipation of the whole sex" (175). 

With her citation of authority, her broad and bold 

statements of her opinions, her pronouncements regarding the 

validity or fallaciousness of numerous authorities' stances 

regarding the rights of women, Wollstonecraft shows that she 

is not afraid to take a stand, to criticize existing 

opinions, and to offer suggestions of her own as to how the 
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present unacceptable situation can be remedied. Thus, she 

does what one should do in writing argumentative discourse: 

she recognizes a problem; investigates it using specific 

examples and support; and then draws her own conclusions and 

offers her own suggestions for solving the problem. Her 

plan is in keeping with Campbell's admonition to the 

rhetorician in argument to convince the judgment and move 

the passions--to produce conviction (2-4; bk. 1, ch. 1). In 

all of these ways Wollstonecraft establishes her credibility 

as a writer on the topic of women's rights, her status as a 

speaker to whom one should listen, a speaker whom one should 

believe. She is obviously convinced of the truth of her 

argument, as Campbell says the successful rhetor must be 

(96; bk. 1, ch. 9). 

Having thus established her own status, her ethos, 

Wollstonecraft also speaks to a certain audience whose 

composition she has carefully considered. Like every major 

literary discourse, Wollstonecraft's Vindication was not 

written just for one audience but for a collection of 

audiences, even at the time it was published. Those 

audiences include, of course, Talleyrand and the French 

Republicans (3-6); women--not "ladies," but women of the 

middle class, women Wollstonecraft terms to be in the most 

"natural" state, neither encumbered by excessive riches nor 

debased by extreme poverty (9). Yet she also addresses men, 
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specifically men of understanding, apologizing to their 

" t• 1" b " "h f . ra 1ona mem ers to excuse er or endeavor1ng to 

persuade women to become "more masculine and respectable" 

( 11 ) . Since the book was published in London, she obviously 

and primarily addresses not -only French males and females, 

but British men and women as well. Indeed, Hayden points 

out that Wollstonecraft's audience would certainly have 

included parents, educators, and children--young or old 

offspring of parents, hence, mankind in general (137-38). 

She says her efforts are turned toward the average, the 

ordinary woman--the woman with "tolerable understanding," 

explaining that "it is the multitude, with moderate 

abilities, who call for instruction" (68). Her emphasis is 

on the improvement of both sexes, for "The two sexes 

mutually corrupt and improve each other" (140). She urges 

women not to succumb to the lure of fancy clothes and 

baubles or to sell themselves to a man for security (183-

94). And she warns men that they cannot continue to 

subjugate women, for women will exercise power through 

"cunning tricks" if they are not allowed to have overt power 

(5-6). Wollstonecraft includes herself with the audience, 

thus further establishing her ethos while simultaneously 

using pathos, the appeal of commonality, in her address when 

she laments: "How grossly do they [men] insult ~who thus 

advise~ only to render ourselves gentle, domestic brutes!" 
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(20, emphasis added). Yet almost immediately she refers to 

the women in her audience as a group apart from herself when 

she refers to them as ~ in saying, "To become 

respectable • • ~ must only bow to the authority of 

reason, instead of being the modest slaves of opinion" (51, 

emphasis added). The significance of this shifting of 

persons, from including herself with the insulted mass of 

womankind, to separating herself from the group of women who 

must become respectable is indeed a brilliant rhetorical 

move, for Wollstonecraft shows her unity with their insulted 

state but distances herself from those women who must become 

respectable. The implication is that she is, herself, 

already respectable and thus does not need this particular 

exhortation. Mary Poovey laments that Wollstonecraft never 

identifies the tendency of society to equate selfhood with 

one's sex, a tendency Poovey terms the bourgeois "heart of 

darkness" (124). However, with her prudent shifting of 

persons and her attack on just such sexual identity and 

stereotyping, it appears that Wollstonecraft does indeed 

recognize this tendency and indeed uses it in Vindication, 

to her advantage. Her status is thereby enhanced--she is 

yet O?e of the suffering, but already redeemed by 

respectability. The simple shift in personal pronouns is 

profoundly effective here: she is a woman when she is 

insulted, sexless when she demands respectability for all 
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individuals. 

Finally, in addressing her male audience, she chastizes 

them for satirizing women as rakes (and quotes from John 

Dryden's Palamon and Arcite as an example of man's doing 

just that) (119), and points an accusing finger at men, 

saying, "till men are more chaste, women will be immodest" 

and maintains that modesty must be cultivated by both sexes 

(126). And, to show that she is, in fact, a humanist and 

not just a feminist, she establishes her connection with 

both her female and male audiences. She directly addresses 

her female readers, "Would ye, 0 my sisters • " (130), 

and she exhorts her male audiences: "Be just then, 0 ye men 

of understanding • " (194). In each instance the 

obviously biblical form of the address is a well-chosen 

rhetorical ploy, for by using the language of the most 

revered document of the age Wollstonecraft thus associates 

her words with the words of holy writ. The biblical style 

is copied in these examples, as is the mode: exhortation. 

Hayden mentions this tendency of Wollstonecraft's to use 

biblical tone and cadence in numerous passages of 

Vindication (109). Blair advocates the biblical-style 

apostrophe and comments upon its effect on the audience (1: 

339; lect. 16). In her style and purpose Wollstonecraft is 

much like the Old Testament prophets, those whose voices 

. h ! " cr1ed in the wilderness "Prepare ye t e way 



113 

An interesting distinction between the sexes arises in 

connection with Wollstonecraft's specific addresses to her 

audiences, for while she addresses her own sex and treats 

them all as rational beings (9), she specifically notes--on 

at least two separate occasions--that her male audience 

consists of "rational" men (11), men of understanding (194). 

Such a distinction could be a rhetorical strategy on 

Wollstonecraft's part, for by appealling only to "men of 

reason," she flatters any man who reads her work, for he can 

consider himself automatically to be a "man of reason" for 

his having read the work. Also, Wollstonecraft probably 

realized her work, with its radical claims for woman's 

education as man's equal, would inflame many men in her 

audience; therefore, by specifically appealing .2..!l.hY. to men 

of reason, Wollstonecraft builds into her treatise an 

automatic defense mechanism against any male attacks on the 

work. Those men who attack the work are obviously not "men 

of reason," or they would agree with Wollstonecraft's 

observations and suggestions. And, as they are not "men of 

reason," they cannot be Vindication's intended audience. 

Hence, their criticism of the work is not actually valid. 

To attack Vindication and prove the validity of his attack, 

the critic must prove that he is a "man of reason" and that 

it is Vindication's claims, not himself, that are 

unreasonable. Brilliantly, by making a distinction between 



all males and "rational" males and targeting only the 

latter, Wollstonecraft places the burden of proof upon the 

men who read and still reject the tenets of Vindication. 

They must prove the arguments of the treatise are 

unreasonable. 
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Similarly, by addressing women of the "natural" middle 

class, Wollstonecraft hopes to circumvent criticism from the 

"ladies" and the poor, for her address is not to them nor 

about them per se, although she does mention the particular 

vices and pitfalls of each group. And those middle class 

women she is addressing who disagree with the ideas espoused 

in Vindication Wollstonecraft can dispense with, labelling 

them women who prefer not to be treated as rational beings, 

women who resent her refusal to flatter their "fascinating 

graces" and who prefer "a state of perpetual childhood" (9). 

Wollstonecraft seems to have anticipated her critics, and, 

observing one of the basic rules of rhetoric--to know and to 

counter an opponent's criticisms of one's stance--she 

attempts to minimize their damage even before the criticism 

has begun. 

Regarding the felicity and sincerity conditions in 

Vindication, Wollstonecraft establishes her credibility as a 

writer, and her entire treatise focuses on her belief that 

her audiences need to know what she is saying and have not 

perhaps thought deeply before about the points she raises. 



That Wollstonecraft herself believes what she is saying in 

Vindication is obvious, and she underscores her commitment 

to her stance by using emphatic expressions such as "It is 

time to effect a revolution in female manners--time to 

restore to them their lost dignity" (45). She passes 

judgment on the sexes' good and ill influence upon each 

other: "This I believe to be an indisputable truth " 

(140). She states her continuing belief in what she 
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proposes in Vindication: "I have already inveighed against 

the custom of confining girls to their needle, and shutting 

them out from all political and civil employments" (169). 

And she urges, "Let woman share the rights and she will 

emulate the virtues of man" (194). Obviously, 

Wollstonecraft has "a thorough knowledge" of her subject and 

has meditated on it at length, in compliance with Blair's 

instructions for sincerity in public address (2: 182, lect. 

32). 

With each of these statements, then, Wollstonecraft 

asserts her belief in the ideas she espouses, thus 

fulfilling the sincerity conditions set out in speech act 

theory by Austin (14-15), Searle (Speech Acts 66-67), van 

Dijk (199-200), and Bach and Harnish (41-55). However, some 

critics might contend that Wollstonecraft, as a woman in a 

male-led society, could not have the position to be the 

"certain person" who can appropriately make the kind of 
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sweeping declaration that she makes in Vindication and hence 

would question the assertion that Wollstonecraft does in 

fact comply with Austin's felicity conditions A.l and A.2 

(14-15). Indeed, such arguments are characteristic of the 

different reactions of individuals to any literary text, an 

important component of a subsequent chapter of this study. 

But this critic accepts Wollstonecraft's sincerity in 

penn in g Vindication. 

Because Grice's Co nversational Principle Maxims of 

Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner were designed 

primarily for analyzing conversation, applying these 

principles to written discourse presents special challenges 

and special rewards. Just as speech act theory was first 

directed to spoken speech acts and has since been extended 

to the analysis of written discourse with important and 

insightful results, so may these principles of conversation 

be extended to discourse. Because both of the works under 

study here are persuasive discourses, they lend themselves 

to such a pragmatic, real-language analysis as that provided 

by using these maxims. And it is hoped that these maxims 

and indeed speech act theory itself can be used for this 

investigative purpose and that other critics may see the 

benefits to be reaped by such a schema and will use the 

system to open up more literary texts in this way. 

Assessing Vindication using the Conversational Cooperative 



Principle Maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner 

is therefore the next step of this analysis. 

First, in regard to Quantity, some critics have 

accused Wollstonecraft of overstating her case, supplying 
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too much data, attempting to cover too many topics. Indeed, 

an examination of Vindication indicates a total of thirteen 

chapters, and the chapter titles provide some insight into 

the breadth and scope of her arguments. Chapter 1 is 

entitled "The Rights and Involved Duties of Mankind"; 

chapter 2 is called "The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual 

Character Discussed"; chapter 3 is "The Same Subject 

Continued"; chapter 4 is entitled "Observations on the State 

of Degradation to Which Woman Is Reduced by Various Causes": 

chapter 5 deals with "Animadversions on Some of the Writers 

Who Have Rendered Women Objects of Pity, Bordering on 

Contempt," and this chapter is subdivided into five sections 

noting specific writers so accused; chapter 6 is "The Effect 

Which an Early Association of Ideas Has upon the Character"; 

chapter . 7 is called ''Modesty.--Comprehensively Considered, 

and Not as a Sexual Virtue"; chapter 8 is called "Morality 

Undermined by Sexual Notions of the Importance of a Good 

Reputation"; chapter 9 addresses "Pernicious Effects Which 

Arise from the Unnatural Distinctions Established in 

Society"; chapter 10's title is, simply, "Parental 

Affection" (the briefest chapter); chapter 11 is entitled 



"Duty to Parents" and is also quite short; chapter 12 is 

called "On National Education"; and chapter 13, the final 

chapter, has the longest and most involved title of them 

all: "Some Instances of the Folly Which the Ignorance of 

Women Generates; with Concluding Reflecti o ns on the Moral 

Improvement That a Revolution in Female Manners Might 

Naturally Be Expected to Produce." Obviously, such a broad 

topic requires subdivisions--six individual sections within 

chapter 13, five in chapter 5. Despite the seeming over-

detail in the foregoing list, it is important to consider 

these chapter titles, for they in turn indicate the breadth 

of mat er ial Wollstonecraft covers in her Vindication. 
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Within those thirteen chapters, she handles subjects as 

broad as virtue; modesty; the rearing of children; women's 

taste, dress, manners, and flaws; the need for educating 

girls and boys equally and together in day schools. She 

discusses God's role in human affairs and conjectures about 

His opinion of women; she treats associational psychology 

and the theory of "moral sentiments." She provides an 

almost Chaucerian (in his Canterbury Tales) look at her age

-the waning years of the eighteenth century in England. At 

the outset she says she has divided her subject into what 

she terms "the natural" division: women seen as rational 

human beings capable of progress, and/or, women and their 

"peculiar designation"--in other words, women as they were 
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seen by the society in which she lived (8). The subjects 

she undertakes are vast, and she extends her treatment all 

the way back to Adam, observing, with apparent disgust, that 

"The rights of humanity have been thus confined to the male 

line from Adam downwards" (87). 

She provides example after example of erroneous 

assumptions and fallacious theories about women (52-115; 

chs. 4-5). Hayden notes that the tone in chapter five 

begins with annoyance and culminates in great distress by 

section five; she contends that this heightened emotionalism 

is designed to affect the readers and is thus indication of 

Wollstonecraft's use of the pathetic rhetorical appeal 

(121). Consequently, the scope and extent of her treatise 

are broad by its very nature, and Wollstonecraft's love of 

citation of "ancient" and "recent" witnesses, following 

established rhetorical principles, is obvious (Aristotle 82; 

bk.1. ch. 1.15). She quotes from or alludes to Rousseau, 

Fordyce, Gregory, Johnson, Swift, Adam Smith, the Bible, 

Catherine Macaulay, Hester Thrale Piozzi, Hester Chapone, 

Dryden, etc. Since most of her citations are from British 

literature, one may maintain that her style is basically in 

the belles lettres tradition as popularized by Scottish 

rhetorician Blair. 

However, Wollstonecraft realized that she could not say 

everything she wished to say in her treatise, and in her 
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Advertisement to Vindication which is published as part of 

the work, she notes that what appears in the following text 

is only the first part of what she wants to say. She 

promises to investigate "the laws relative to women, and the 

consideration of their peculiar duties" (7) in a second 

volume, a volume she also refers to when she states: "The 

laws respecting woman, which I mean to discuss in a future 

part, make an absurd unit of a man and his wife" (145). 

Yet, ironically, notice how she phrases that expression of 

intent--referring to "a man" and "his" wife, not "a woman" 

and "her" husband. Thus, despite the fact that 

Wollstonecraft was extremely unconventional in many ways, 

her mind is still very firmly rooted in the tradition of 

which she is a part. But even though she refers to the 

Vindication as "sketches" (7) of ideas, one need only to 

read the treatise to see that in many instances 

Wollstonecraft does indeed flout the Maxim of Quantity in 

saying too much about too many subjects. About those 

subsequent volumes which Wollstonecraft promised, one can 

only conjecture, for Wollstonecraft died unexpectedly at the 

age of 38, having produced no successor to her famous 

Vindication. 

Wollstonecraft is aware of her tendency to digress, and 

she makes specific references to just such digressions in 

her text, stating in one place an apology and promising "To 
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return from this apparent digression" (47) and in another 

instance explaining in advance why she feels compelled to 

give more examples of women's seeking always to please: "I 

must descend to the minutiae of the subject" (57). About 

the volume of words devoted to criticism of Fordyce's 

Sermons she admits she has given them more attention than 

they deserve, but she excuses herself by reasoning that such 

attention is merited in that the Sermons have served to 

"vitiate the taste" of many women (96). After discoursing 

for pages upon the lack of duty fulfilled by coquettish 

wives, debauched husbands, gaming-table soldiers, and 

taxing-mad statesmen in British society, she draws in the 

reins at last and sighs, "But, to have done with these 

episodical observations . " (144). Yet even in her 

admitted "episodic" structuring of certain parts of the 

Vindication Wollstonecraft is following current literary 

trends, for one cannot forget that hers was the age 

immediately following Fielding's Tom Jones and Sterne's 

Tristram Shandy. The episodic tradition was in full 

flourish; Wollstonecraft merely obeys, in this instance, 

existing literary conventions. In this regard, Elissa 

Guralnick contends that "although her text could be 

organized more coherently and the connections among her 

points stated more clearly," each of her "episodes" is 

" h •t f relevant to the development of her theme: t e paucl Y 0 



virtue in British society" ("Radical Politics" 162). Thus 

episodic arrangement served not only existing literary 

conventions but Wollstonecraft's didactic purpose as well. 
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When she mentions her belief that "women ought to have 

representatives" in government (147), she says she is merely 

dropping the "hint" in Vindication and will pursue the full 

ramifications of representation and, tangentially, 

enfranchisement for women, in later volumes. Such a 

statement is a very wise rhetorical strategy, for it sets 

the thought in the mind of the reader, prepares the way for 

subsequent discussion of the topic, without committing the 

writer to pursuit of that topic at the time of the 

particular writing under way. Consequently, Wollstonecraft 

manages to avoid bearing the burden of putting forth an 

argument on a subject even more volatile because of its very 

concreteness than the more abstract "rights of woman" 

espoused in Vindication, but she plants the seed of 

consideration for a future effort. One can but regret that 

premature death stilled forever her pen. Perhaps Mill's 

Subjection, with its primary focus on women's 

enfranchisement, is a fitting sequel to Wollstonecraft's 

great treatise, for his was an age more ready to listen, 

even though his ideas about women, too, excited many a 

"horse-laugh" (57), and women got the vote in Britain only 

decades later. 
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Finally, in section 6 of chapter 13--last section, last 

chapter, Wollstonecraft notes: "As all readers are not 

sagacious, I must be allowed to add some explanatory remarks 

to bring the subject home to reason" (191). Thus, while 

admitting that her treatise merely skims the surface of the 

vast subject she wishes to discuss, she goes on to add more 

details. Hayden sees this final chapter as a forcible 

reminder that Vindication is deliberative or political 

rhetoric aimed at persuading her audience to accept her 

beliefs as true (121). In terms of quantity, then, 

Vindication is full to over-flowing; some may say she 

overbounds this maxim; Wardle terms the development of 

Wollstonecraft's thesis "tiresome" (153). Others believe 

that she provides ample but not inordinate data. In her 

luxuriance of style, her "multitude" of words, 

Wollstonecraft flouts Blair's admonition to avoid 

superfluous words, and she may be seen as guilty of adding 

verbiage to her tract ( 1: 189-90; lect. 10). According to 

Campbell's Rhetoric, however, Wollstonecraft might be 

accused of verbosity but not of the more grievous rhetorical 

error of verbiage, for verbosity is simple excess, verbiage 

the "faulty exuberance of words" (344; bk. 3, ch. 2) • This 

author admits that perhaps Wollstonecraft's purpose would 

have been better served by a less diffuse thesis, purpose, 

and development. Yet the fecund Vindication provides 



background for almost every woman's issue--unlike Mill's 

shorter, more concise and specialized Subjection. 
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In connection with the Maxim of Quality in Vindication, 

the aspect of communication which deals with the truth of 

statements and what Cooper calls "sufficiency"--being able 

to support claims with authorities, observations, or 

existing conventional knowledge (116), Wollstonecraft's work 

seems to observe that stipulation to a great degree. In 

assessing her audience, Wollstonecraft aims for those with 

some knowledge of history and current events, but she 

furnishes additional data to support her assumptions. As 

has been noted, her sincerity is beyond question. However, 

she is eager to support her hypotheses and assessments, for 

she realizes they are broad value statements, departing from 

conventional custom and practice. Therefore, she begins 

Vindication with a letter to Talleyrand, seeking his 

approval of her work's demands, basing her appeal upon his 

authority as a lover of liberty and equality in the new 

French Republic. 

She conjures up the hallowed name of Rousseau and 

praises most of his theories while singling out his 

treatment of the "natural" woman as the born inferior of man 

as false and erroneous (14). Guralnick points out that this 

attack on Rousseau is unprecedented in Wollstonecraft's 

works, and she believes it is a ploy Wollstonecraft used to 
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enhance her argument in Vindication by taking on this 

revered philosopher ("Rhetorical Strategy" 174). 

Wollstonecraft mentions Milton's treatment of women and 

points out that the great poet vacillated in his judgments 

d . ' " 1 " h h h regar 1ng woman s ro e, w en e says t at woman was made 

for man, while man was made for God and then has Adam query 

whether society of unequals--man and woman--can be pleasant 

(20-21). Her attacks on Fordyce and Gregory and Piozzi are 

justified by her appeal to God's superior judgment. She 

argues that the path these writers advocate is the path that 

serves mammon and human vanity, while the path she supports 

leads to virtu e and thus serves God (115). To show her 

learning and thereby contribute to her text's quality, she 

cites Bacon (20); Madame Genlis, the French authoress and 

educator (104); Hester Chapone, eminent Bluestocking and 

intellectual (lOS); and Catherine Macaulay, respected 

historian and author (105), to name only a few. 

She criticizes Lord Chesterfield for his Letters !£ His 

~' calling his advice "immoral" and "unmanly" (106). And 

she cites lines from Swift (112), Samuel Butler (114), and 

Alexander Pope (117) to demonstrate further her knowledge of 

contemporary authorities. Her knowledge of the basic 

philosophical and psychological tracts of the day is 

evidenced in her treatment of "associationism," the theory 

of learning discussed by Hartley and Hume (116), and she 



expresses an awareness of the theory of "moral sentiments" 

espoused by the famed philosopher and economist Adam Smith 

(188). She claims to have discussed human anatomy with 
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leading medical men and artists to learn more about the 

subject of the "natural" person (123) and thereby increase 

her authority on such subjects as human sexuality, child 

production, birth, and rearing. Finally, she appeals to "a 

truly benevolent legislator [who] always endeavours to make 

it the interest of each individual to be virtuous" (144) and 

ultimately implies that God is such a legislator and that He 

wishes mankind--both sexes--to submit to reason and thus "to 

promote our real interest" (155). 

Despite her frank discussion of sexual favors between 

men and women; women's use of sexual intercourse as a covert 

power over men which degrades both sexes (139, 147); such 

taboo subjects as homosexuality, terming its practioners 

"equivocal beings" (138); and abortion, stating that wanton 

women may "destroy the embryo in the womb, or cast it off 

when born" (139), Wollstonecraft remains first and last a 

moralist. She exposes evils so she can offer the cure: 

education of women, their treatment as rational beings with 

souls, their acceptance of God's laws regarding virtue and 

morality--ultimately, the improvement of all mankind 

resulting "from a REVOLUTION in female manners" (192) to 

"improve both sexes" through education (165) and through 
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cultivating modesty in both sexes (126). She claims, in her 

letter to Talleyrand, that French women who are modest are 

often called "prudish" (4), and that is how Wollstonecraft 

sounds on numerous occasions. Yet she unflinchingly faces 

the biological facts about human sexuality even as she 

proclaims that passionate love soon grows wearisome and 

advocates letting "passion subside into friendship" (119). 

But Tomalin wonders if Wollstonecraft did not deliberately 

attempt to sound prudish here in order to win her audience's 

approval (106), for Wollstonecraft certainly allowed passion 

in her own private life. 

She is careful to show that she is not some man-hating, 

embittered spinster and that she does not shun marriage nor 

prophesy the end of marriage when she says that women should 

be accorded human and civil rights of free choice and 

financial independence. While she says she is opposed to 

women becoming hunters and garners like men, she is for 

women's acquiring manly virtues such as reason and 

understanding (8). She admits that women are naturally 

physically weaker than men, but she argues that women's 

physical weakness should not be compounded with weakness of 

the mind brought about by lack of a proper education (11). 

She offers exercise and sexually integrated education as 

treatments for both kinds of weaknesses: "To render the 

person perfect, physical and moral beauty ought to be 
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attained at the same time" (171). She maintains that if "no 

coercion [were] established in society" the sexes would 

naturally assume their proper places and duties (6), and she 

notes that a proper education would benefit both single and 

married women (33). She a~ierts that most women would not 

choose to be taken out of their family (63) and that most 

women, despite Saint Paul's advocacy of the single life as 

the godliest life, would choose to marry (64). Rendall says 

Wollstonecraft indeed glorifies woman's role as mother and 

teacher and does not denigrate in any way those time-honored 

roles (62). When she urges women to become independent or 

capable of being self-supporting, she does so by showing how 

woman's independence will make marriage more sacred by 

placing the emphasis on mutual affection and not mere 

financial obligation (165). She believes that women who are 

educated will be better mothers (176-77), and she insists 

that if men would 

but generously snap our chains, and be content 
with rational fellowship instead of slavish 
obedience, they would find us more observant 
daughters, more affectionate sisters, more 
faithful wives, more reasonable mothers--in a 
word, better citizens. (150) 

In this passage, Wollstonecraft confirms her support of 

all of the traditional female roles, establishing herself 

not as some anarchist who would tear down all old rules but, 

rath one who would take such "moss-er, as a true reformer, 

covered opinions" (113) and reshape them pragmatically for a 



129 

new era. One must note how much this statement anticipates 

Mill's stance in On Liberty and, later, Subjection. 

Furthermore, by her emphasis on citizenship, she places 

herself in line with the great reform-minded patriots of the 

day--British (Paine, for example), French Talleyrand, and 

even the American revolutionaries (she mentions George 

Washington specifically) (122). In this respect she is 

adventurous and conventional at once, for while many members 

of the establishment viewed such patriots as evil schemers 

and threats to law and order, many like-minded lovers of 

freedom revered those free thinkers. Indeed, the seeds of 

reform that began to bring forth fruit in the early 

Victorian years were sown by just such individuals. 

Therefore, Wollstonecraft establishes her treatise and 

meets admirably the Conversational Cooperative Principle 

Maxim of Quality. She is sincere, she considers her 

audiences carefully, and she says only what she believes to 

be true, providing copious, sufficient support for her 

opinions at every turn. Hayden says that despite variations 

in tone in Vindication, the tone of "sincerity, benevolence, 

even determination constantly persist" (133). 

The Maxim of Relation is an interesting component of 

this investigation, for the Maxim of Relation or Relevance 

demands that all contributions in the discourse be relevant 

to the topic at hand. Wollstonecraft hedges effectively in 
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this regard, as she establishes so many chapter headings and 

sub-topics within those chapters that almost anything she 

says concerning women, education, morality, God, modesty, 

child care, etc. would be relevant to some topic she has 

raised. And, as was noted earlier, she apologizes for her 

apparent digressions and "episodical observations" (144). 

Yet she continues to digress, going on for pages about God 

and religion vis-a-vis women and resorting to frequent 

apostrophes such as her appeal to God: "Gracious Creator of 

the whole human race!" (67). She even attacks "Romish" 

(Roman Catholic) customs remaining in the church services at 

boys' schools (160). 

Consequently, while Wollstonecraft often rambles, over-

writes, even over-illustrates and digresses, her chosen 

topic is so broad that it allows such departures and even 

encourages them. Hence, it is difficult to fault 

Wollstonecraft's development of her ideas in regard to the 

Maxim of Relation, for her fault--if indeed it may be called 

a fault--is in her design, not in the execution of that 

design. She simply wishes to say much, so she sets her 

horizons far apart and makes a thorough job of filling in 

the spaces in between. Her skill in weaving diverse and 

often disparate ideas together into a coherent, unified 

whole is witness to her abilities as a writer and 

rhetorician. f Possess es the "good Indeed, Wollstonecra t 
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sense and knowledge" which Blair says are the foundation of 

successful rhetoric (2: 233; lect. 34). And this skill is 

seen particularly when one considers the extent to which she 

abides by the Maxim of Manner, how she says what she says. 

Under the Maxim of Manner, Grice lists these components: 

perspicacity; no obscurity of expression; no ambiguity; 

brevity; avoidance of unnecessary prolixity; order (46). 

Indeed, many of these criteria have been examined in the 

preceding text, but some new territory yet remains. 

Wollstonecraft is a skilled rhetorician, and despite her 

claims that she will not "cull my phrases or polish my 

style; I am being useful" (10), claiming pragmatic over 

rhetorical concerns, she is a masterful wordsmith. When she 

introduces a somewhat obscure expression, such as her term 

"pestiferous purple" (18), she is careful to elaborate on 

the traits of the aristocracy and royalty she is referring 

to with the phrase. And sometimes, instead of defining by 

example as just noted, she defines her terms by making 

comparisons. Explaining the different connotation of the 

word "innocence" when applied to children as opposed to its 

application to adults--namely, women--Wollstonecraft 

explains that innocence is a desirable quality in a child, 

"but a civil term for weakness" when applied to woman (20). 

Occasionally, she defines her words outright, such as 

her definition of the power of generalizing ideas as 
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"drawing comprehensive conclusions from individual 

observations" (54), and she distinguishes between strong 

passions which can be creative, good, poetical, and 

romantic, foolish sentiments or "paradisiacal reveries," 

which she blames for women's daydreaming indolence (75). 

Further, she defines "modesty" in two ways: poetically, in 

"Modesty! Sacred offspring of sensibility and reason!-true 

delicacy of mind!" (121) and by comparison, showing how 

modesty is not the same thing as humility, for modesty means 

being steady and tenacious, while humble means being timid 

or bashful (122). Hayden points out that her discussion of 

modesty is an example of inductive argument, moving from 

particular aspects of modesty to the specific recommendation 

that both sexes should cultivate modesty (106). She 

elaborates on her definition of "slave," explaining 

"When . . I call women slaves, I mean in a political and 

civil sense; for, indirectly they obtain too much power, and 

are debased by their exertions to obtain illicit sway" 

(167). By using the term "slave" in connection with her 

defense of women's rights, Wollstonecraft again anticipates 

Mill, for the slave analogy is at the heart of Subjection. 

Finally, she succinctly defines "prejudice" as "a fond 

b : ason" 0 stinate persuasion for which we can g1ve no re (113). 

In addition to defining her terms, she offers 

reasonable arguments and asks rhetorical questions that 
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lead, socratically, to her reasonable and logical responses 

to those questions. She urges Talleyrand, in her letter, to 

prove that women have no reason and are therefore logically 

excluded from the French Constitution, or, failing such 

proof, to admit that the document is flawed in its non-

treatment of women (5). She suggests that if men improved 

in virtue, so would women, and if women failed to improve 

and men did improve, then there would exist positive proof 

that women indeed have "weaker understandings" (11). In 

each instance Wollstonecraft issues the challenge, knowing 

that anyone who takes up the gauntlet against her argument 

faces certain defeat, thus proving her stance the correct 

one. She wisely plays to the prevailing republican spirit 

of the age, attacking the caste systems of the aristocracy, 

the military, even the clergy (17-18). Guralnick says that 

Wollstonecraft is attacking here all stereotypically weak or 

"effeminate" institutions that make mankind insipid, 

unindividualistic (161). And she brings God in to support 

her statements when she notes that, "allowing them [women] 

to have souls, • there is but one way appointed by 

Providence to lead mankind to either virtue or happiness" 

(19). Later, but in the same vein, she ponders what will 

happen to marriage and women in the millenium, for then 

there is neither "marrying nor giving in marriage" (34), and 

Yet marriage is all most women know. 
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She asks the pointed but logical question in enthymemic 

form: If bodily strength is man's pride, then why are women 

so proud of their defect--lack of physical strength? (39) 

In her use of the rhetorical question and with her frequent 

exclamations, Wollstonecraft is abiding by current 

rhetorical dictates such as those established by Blair (1: 

356-57; lect. 17). Additionally, she uses analogy to good 

effect when she states that as men go, so go women, when she 

states that men everywhere submit to oppression and seek the 

joy of the moment and women merely follow their example 

(52). She extends the comparison to its logical conclusion, 

stating "till men are more chaste women will be immodest" 

(126). Skillfully she directs the burden of guilt away from 

the fallen angel, woman, where it has traditionally been 

placed, and puts it upon men, for men's base appetites 

continue to prey upon the base women who will appease those 

appetites (47). The blame, as Wollstonecraft construes it, 

is equal for both sexes, but since men subjugate women 

openly, denying them political and civil rights, and since 

man is the naturally stronger sex, Wollstonecraft infers 

that he should take the lead in assuring that "weaker" woman 

remains pure and unabased (8). The technique is brilliant. 

Thus Wollstonecraft says men should not criticize women for 

being rakish when it is the male-controlled educational and 

social system that has trained women to be rakes and to aim 
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to please man at all costs (119). Finally, she shows that 

she realizes all society is to blame for morality's being 

relegated to show, superficial appearance rather than 

substance, and she asks a society-indicting question when 

she muses whether women would fight to preserve their 

chastity as they do to preserve their reputation, their good 

name (135). 

Wollstonecraft's prose, however, does sometimes lean 

towards purple passages: "Thus degraded, her Reason 

[woman's], her misty reason! is employed rather to burnish 

than to snap her chains" (102) and "Modesty! sacred 

offspring" (121). Even while promising to use a pragmatic 

rather than an ornamented style she slips into The Garden of 

Eloquence, after saying she will avoid "that flowery diction 

which has slided from essays into novels •• These 

pretty superlatives, dropping glibly from the tongue, 

vitiate the taste" (10). In her luxuriant passages 

Wollstonecraft behaves like the "diffuse" writer, as Blair 

uses the term--a writer whose style is not careful, who is 

overly copious, and whose prose is amplified and ornamented 

(1: 371; lect. 18). Similarly, Campbell warns that too much 

ornament may violate the rules of perspicuity and hamper a 

reader's understanding (216; bk. 2, ch. 6). Yet her 

rhetorical ornament is not mere superficial window dressing 

for inane argument; her points are valid and well-reasoned, 



136 

even when stripped to their syllogistic core. Hayden says 

such "elegance" and "flowery diction" often serve to enhance 

Wollstonecraft's prose (124). Indeed, Wollstonecraft is 

using to the fullest extent the schemes and tropes of male

written rhetorics. 

When she establishes her argument about woman's having 

a soul the same as man, she infers (a) Major premise: God 

has made all things right; (b) Minor premise: God made 

woman; (c) Therefore, God made woman right--that is, capable 

of becoming virtuous by the exercise of her own reason (21, 

29). She further argues, again using an embedded syllogism, 

that "The stamen of immortality • is the perfectibility 

of human reason" because if mankind were perfect there would 

be no need for eternal life or the process of working toward 

salvat i on (52). The implied premise in the truncated 

syllogism, or enthymeme, is that there is eternal life, the 

promise of God. Her appeal is to the highest possible 

authority--God, whose Being she explicitly and implicitly 

assumes and believes most of her audience also assumes. 

That her appeal here is not absolutely provable is clear, 

but the purpose of such inference and such debate is not to 

establish absolute platonic truth via dialectic so much as 

it is to suggest probability in keeping with the basic 

assumptions of rhetorical theory (Aristotle 5-11; bk .• 1' ch • 

l.2). When she contends that religion not based on reason 
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is the "refuge of weakness or wild fanaticism" (114), she 

views religion as a principle that governs human conduct, 

based on knowledge of one's self and rational opinions about 

God, the two considerations producing a moral being (114-

15) • Perhaps in this conn~~tion she begs the question, but 

such is the nature of proof in religious matters. The 

important consideration here is that she establishes correct 

enthymemic form and marshals support for her cause; her 

argument is plausible, her conclusion probable. Rhetoric 

and the Maxim of Manner require no more. 

Wollstonecraft attests her faith in inductive reasoning 

based on empirical observation as well as her approval of 

deductive reasoning, for she notes that the power of 

generalizing ideas or drawing conclusions from observations 

is the only true way to learn (54), and such knowledge, she 

believes, undergirds the progress of humanity, a concept she 

embraces with almost humanistic zeal. In her fondness of 

inductive reasoning, Wollstonecraft observes commonly held 

rules regarding reasoning based on specifics, experience-

Campbell's favored "moral evidence" (43; bk. 1, ch. 5). She 

indeed advocates individuals' reforming themselves and, in 

so doing, reforming the world (45). When she attacks the 

school system as it then was, she bases her criticism on her 

own specific observations, which we know included a trip to 

Eton before she left for Ireland (Godwin 160). Tomalin 



notes that many of Wollstonecraft's ideas about education 

also came from the philosopher Helvetius and even from 

Talleyrand (108), both of whom considered environment 

important in a child's educational process~ 
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And regarding her discussion of education, Hayden notes 

that Wollstonecraft again defines her term, saying of 

education that it is training for children that provides at 

once sensory and emotional improvement (109). She provides 

further particular criticisms of the school system: tyranny 

of the older children over the younger; lack of respect for 

ushers; "Romish" church services that make boys rebellious 

against God; lack of proper exercise for the boys; the 

pedantry of the masters; the learning by rote; the foul 

things bo y s learn when they "pig together" in the same 

bedchamber (158-65). Furthermore, she not only criticizes 

those practices she abhors, but also offers concrete, 

specific suggestions for improving the British school 

system. She proposes that both sexes be educated together 

at day schools established and supported by the state. She 

urges that schools mingle rich and poor together as equals 

and that the students wear uniforms so there will be no 

emphasis on surface appearances. She advocates large 

playing fields where the students can partake of good 

physical exercise. And she maintains that lessons should 

follow the dynamic socratic teaching method of questioning 



rather than following the static pattern of rote 

memorization (166-68). Obviously, as a previous 

schoolmistress and governess, as well as a big sister in a 

large family, Wollstonecraft knew first-hand of what she 

spoke. Her suggestions are reasonable, just as her 

criticism of the existing state of things is deserved. She 

comes across as credible, level-headed, insistent, and, 

above all, sincere. Those who would resist her arguments 

are those who accept 

the disproportioned form of prejudices, when they 
are indolently adopted only because age has given 
them a venerable aspect, though the reason on 
which they were built ceases to be a reason, or 
cannot be traced. (113) 

Consequently, Wollstonecraft anticipated her critics 

and even their specific criticisms, yet she did not remain 

silent for fear of those verdicts. She knew that her age 

would be reluctant to accept her views; she knew that she 

would be laughed at and ridiculed. But she fulfilled her 

commissive act: she promised herself to advocate the rights 

of her sex, and her Vindication is the promise realized. 

The Conversational Cooperative Principle Maxims often 
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overlap in an analysis of this kind, but that overlapping 

only provides further evidence of Wollstonecraft's tacit and 

explicit operations within the confines of the Maxims of 

Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. Having 

demonstrated the Speaker/Writer status; the Hearer/Audience 
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assessment; the actual message itself in regard to its 

adherence to the Maxims; and combining this data with the 

thorough analysis of milieu--both personal and social--or 

context provided in chapter 2 of this dissertation, the 

tenets of speech act theory have thus been applied to A 

Vindication Qf the Rights Qf Woman. Classifying various 

illocutionary verbs occurring within the work helped 

establish Wollstonecraft's intent, as did analysis of key 

authorial statements about the work and within the work. 

Consequently, the foregoing analysis indicates that 

Wollstonecraft obeyed in most part the principles of 

cooperative speech even as she occasionally disregarded or 

even flaunted existing social conventions or taboos, such as 

in her frank discussions of sexual relations, homosexuality, 

masturbation (in her discussion of boarding schools, 164-

65), abortion, and child desertion. Stenton notes that 

since Wollstonecraft wrote Vindication in the "white heat of 

passion" she often failed to give much attention to how she 

said things; consequently, Stenton contends that much of 

what she said would have been accepted by her audience if 

only she had said if differently, had shocked less (316). 

Wollstonecraft also criticizes the clergy (18); the 

aristocracy, and the "preposterous distinctions of rank" 

dividing society into voluptuous tyrants and envious 

dependents (144). She attacks kings, army and navy officers 
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(17), and the celebrated "authorities" on woman's role of 

the day (77-115). Finally, she scoffs at women's reluctance 

to study such a seemingly innocent science as botany for 

fear of having their modesty shocked (123) and urges women 

not to "feign an unnatural coldness of [sexual] 

constitution" but to own up to their own sexual appetites 

and passions (130). 

Because Wollstonecraft dared to question the 

established order--all orders--and subject them to careful 

scrutiny and criticism, she failed to operate within the 

prescribed social conventions of her day. Perhaps a man 

could be allowed his questions (although Socrates was made 

to drink hemlock and David Hume was vilified for his 

atheism), a woman could not. However, Spender justifies 

Wollstonecraft's failure to abide by existing conventions, 

noting that her avant-garde approach is the logical result 

of her questioning of all man-imposed order on society, 

literature, etc. (149). But almost every statement she 

makes in Vindication is a renouncing of the old order, or at 

least a questioning of it. Indeed, Guralnick views 

Vindication as "a radical political tract, even before it is 

a radical feminist tract" ("Radical Politics" 155), arguing 

that Wollstonecraft uses woman as the symbol of the "social 

and even political debasement of all mankind" (158). Yet 

Wollstonecraft is more than a revolutionary zealot, more 



than a fanatical reformer; hers is the fervor and rhetoric 

of one who wishes, first and foremost, to see justice done, 

to see reason prevail. And she has a carefully thought-out 

plan to implement in order to expedite the improvements she 

advocates. 

She chastizes women as well as men, accusing women of 

ignorance, indolence, and vanity. Indeed, Wollstonecraft 
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admits, "As a sex, women are habitually indolent; and every 

thing tends to make them so" (129). And she exhorts woman 

to seek virtue and not ignorant vanity by exclaiming, "Would 

ye, 0 my sisters, really possess modesty • ." (130). 

Always aware that she is "a sister," always careful to place 

the onus for social improvement, the making of true patriots 

for future generations (4), on both sexes equally, 

Wo1lstonecraft becomes a true reformer in the best sense of 

the word, not just some moralizing pedant. Her lessons are 

moral and didactic, to be sure, but they are also 

sympathetic, empathetic, and sincere. In her Vindication 

she engages her reader's sympathy by her obvious "conviction 

of the truth of what [s]he advanceth • ." (Campbell 96; 

bk. 1, ch. 9). Some people would contend that in many ways 

Wollstonecraft's life proved her own failure to attain the 

virtues she lists in Vindication, but when she wrote the 

work she was indeed a virtuous speaker trying to touch the 

hearts of her hearers and move the mind as well as the 



passions, in keeping with Blair's advice (2: 189-91; lect. 

32). When she penned her treatise on women's rights she 

could expect to have her audience's sympathy (Campbell 97; 

bk. 1, ch. 9), for neither her intellect nor her morals had 

been questioned at that time. 
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Later, her obsession with the married artist Henry 

Fuseli; her time in France with American adventurer Gilbert 

Imlay as his mistress; the child, Fanny, she bore out of 

wedlock; her stereotypically "sentimental" letters to Imlay 

(Wardle Letters 285-324)--all show a woman who has failed to 

throw off the psychological bonds of being a dependent, 

helpless female, despite her fiercely independent decisions 

to flaunt society's rules in regard to love, sex, marriage, 

and the procreation of children. Wollstonecraft lived life 

to the fullest, experienced its joys and woes. She truly 

followed her own advice: "The world cannot be seen by an 

unmoved spectator, we must mix in the throng, and feel as 

men feel before we can judge of their feelings" (112). 

Because Wollstonecraft is such a wonderful paradox--a 

loving, dependent, even fawning female who nevertheless 

broke almost every social rule in the conduct of her own 

life, she seems to be the perfect person to have penned A 

Vindication. 

Actually, in borrowing the concept of thematization 

from discourse analysis theory (Brown and Yule 133), the 



idea that whatever is written at the beginning of the 

discourse affects the following text and its subsequent 

reading by an audience, much insight into Wollstonecraft's 

work can be gained. Beginning with her title, 

Wollstonecraft establishes a specific persuasive aim--a 
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particular illocutionary act. First of all, her offering is 

"a" vindication, not "the" vindication. She chooses the 

indefinite article "a" rather than the more specific "the," 

because she wishes to express her modesty, as defined 

within the treatise; she does not wish to be presumptuous 

enough to offer a definitive vindication. Hers is simply 

one way in which the rights of woman might be explained and 

defended. Of course, it was not atypical of her age to 

entitle some essay using the "a" (note Swift's triumph of 

satire "A Modest Proposal" in which he affects very much the 

same unassuming persona as Wollstonecraft does in entitling 

her Vindication while offering equally "outrageous" 

suggestions in the text), but Wollstonecraft deliberately 

chose the "a" for her work because she wished to anticipate 

those critics who would question her right, as a woman, to 

offer any vindication at all. Thus, by using the less 

specific article Wollstonecraft assumes a persona of 
' 

modesty. Although the vehemence with which she advocates "a 

vindication" in the body of her text does not enhance this 

initial effort to be modest, the gesture in the title is a 



prudent one and highly rhetorical. For by the time one 

picks up the work, thus unoffended by its unassuming title, 

one is already in the grips of the woman; one most probably 

will open the book and begin to read. And Wollstonecraft 

hopes that once the reading has begun, her rational 

arguments will encourage the reader to continue, author's 

lack of "modesty" notwithstanding. 

Next, in her use of the word "vindication" 

Wollstonecraft has made an obvious, conscious rhetorical 

choice, for the word "vindication" is defined as "to clear 

of accusation, blame, etc. with supporting proof" or "to 

justify." While Milton says he wrote Paradise Lost to 

"justify the ways of God to men," (bk. 1, line 22), 

Wollstonecraft writes to show the lack of justice in the 

ways of man to woman. Consequently, her title at once 

establishes that the author does not wish merely to make 

excuses but instead intends to justify and to support with 

evidence the basic rights of her sex. Then come the words 

"Rights of Woman," a phrase interesting in itself, for the 

"rights" Wollstonecraft goes to such lengths to establish, 

define, defend, and demand in her treatise are broad and 

sweeping--the rights to be treated as the reasonable 

companion of man and not just his sexual mistress (4-5, 

165); the rights to improve her mind and body (171); · the 
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rights of woman to achieve true personhood under the law 

(19, 167). 
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But perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the title is 

the author's use of the word "woman" in the singular form. 

Of course, treatises of the age often used the singular 

"man" for all of mankind (witness Pope's "Essay on Man"), so 

in this respect Wollstonecraft can be seen to have followed 

an existing literary convention. But hers appears to be a 

conscious choice when she used the singular term for her 

sex, for the singular "woman" indicates at once a state of 

being, the uniqueness of one of a sex, a state of 

personhood, as well as offering a specific example of such a 

person--woman. In connection with Wollstonecraft's 

deliberate use of the term "woman" in her title, Janet M. 

Todd presents a fascinating examination of sexual terms in 

Vindication and the rhetorical significance of these choices 

("The Language of Sex in A Vindication" 10-17). By choosing 

to use the singular form, Wollstonecraft forces her readers 

to consider not all women generically but one individual 

woman--perhaps a specific woman, a woman a male reader might 

identify as wife, mother, sister, daughter, mistress, all of 

the labels society is wont to give women in connection with 

their functional roles (Okin 28). Or the woman could 

represent an individual that the individual female reader 

could identify as herself. Indeed, in a letter to William 



147 

Roscoe, dated October 6, 1791, Wollstonecraft mentions "a 

book that I am now writing, in which I myself • • shall 

certainly appear, head and heart (Wardle Letters 203). The 

"book" is, of course, Vindication, and in the letter 

Wollstonecraft admits its autobiographical aspect, a 

dimension which her biographer Sunstein notes as well (213). 

But could she not also have intended any woman--any one 

individual of the female sex--to see herself as well as the 

"I myself" in the treatise's descriptions of woman? Very 

likely so, and in this respect Wollstonecraft proves herself 

a true master rhetorician, for she accomplishes empathy, 

identification, and appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos all 

in a single, singular word: woman. Her choice is 

deliberate, the effect profound. Wollstonecraft talks not 

about women, but about woman--"I myself." 

Further evidence of her concern with thematization is 

seen in Wollstonecraft's use of the open letter to 

Talleyrand as a preface to her treatise. She addresses a 

well-known figure, famous (or infamous, to royalists 

everywhere) for his defense of individual rights and 

liberties, and she candidly questions the inconsistency of 

' theory and practice in his failure to advocate women s 

rights to free compulsory education as he does for men's 

rights to the same. The ploy is brilliant and, given her 

recent defense of the French revolution against its British 



critic Edmund Burke (in her Vindication Qi the Rights Qi 

Men), obviously a sincere questioning of Talleyrand and the 

French egalitarians. It is fascinating to note that while 
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Wollstonecraft entitled her feminine treatise using the 

singular "woman," in her earlier treatise defending the 

ideals of the French Revolution, she addresses the rights of 

the plural, generic "men." Thus, while men are both males 

and all of collective mankind, woman has not been admitted 

to that status; she remains female first. The distinction 

is worth noting, for the causes previously cited. Her 

prefatory letter to Talleyrand, then, sets up from the 

outset a clearly worded and reasonable argument and points 

out an obvious double standard--a double double standard, 

for the letter queries the French's withholding of civil 

rights from women in particular, and mankind's traditional 

forbidding of rights to women in general. The letter is the 

perfect preface to one woman's vindication of her rights, 

her "sisters'" rights, my rights. Wollstonecraft seems to 

have known intuitively the importance of thematization. She 

certainly uses the rhetorical exordium to make appeals to 

ethos, pathos, and logos, for she identifies herself as a 

reasonable, credible, sincere speaker; she questions the 

obvious moral double standards inherent in the education act 

Talleyrand is backing, and she posits the following 

enthymeme: If woman "be not prepared by education to become 



the companion of man, she will stop the progress of 

knowledge and virtue, for truth must be common to all" (4). 

The syllogism implicit in this statement might be shown as 

(a) Major premise: Truth must be common to all beings for 

social progress, and virtue and knowledge constitute truth; 

(b) minor premise: women are beings; (c) Therefore, women 
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must have truth (and its components) in order for society to 

progress. 

Finally, still in the prefatory letter to Talleyrand, 

she forces him and all mankind, by inference, to consider 

the validity of the belief that governs his stance on women, 

a belief that might be syllogistically stated as follows: 

(a) All women are without reason; (b) Only reasonable 

beings may be citizens; (c) Therefore, no woman may be a 

citizen. The challenge Wollstonecraft issues regards 

woman's irrationality, which she urges her audience to 

" f. prove 1rst • • else this flaw in your NEW CONSTITUTION 

will ever shew that man must, in some shape, act like a 

tyrant" (5). She knows Talleyrand cannot prove woman's lack 

of reason; he can only excuse his opinion of women by 

admitting that he, and all men who feel as he does, are 

tyrants--not a very appealling concept to such a great 

libertarian as Talleyrand. Such words addressed to such an 

age, notorious for its enmity to tyranny, as witnessed by 

the American and French Revolutions, are powerful indeed. 
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Yet they are more than purple passages, more than one 

woman's irate demand, for they carry the weight of time

honored reason, so revered in those final waning days of the 

great British "Age of Reason" in which Wollstonecraft wrote. 

They are words to be reckoned with, a challenge to be 

answered. That the answer, however, did not come until 1918 

in Britain (1919 in the United States) indicates not the 

author's lack of sincerity, nor the invalidity of her 

arguments nor the lack of merit in what she wrote, but, 

rather, the rule of "moss-covered opinions • • indolently 

adopted only because age has given them a venerable aspect" 

(113). 

Addition a lly, in her Advertisement and Introduction 

affixed to the Vindication Wollstonecraft is careful to set 

out her goals. In the Advertisement she explains her 

organizational rationale and mentions future volumes--she 

promises more to come, thus "advertising" that the public 

will hear more from her, and more on this topic. This 

advertisement does two things: it tells people to be aware 

of her name in the future, and it indicates that she is an 

author who has thought long and hard about her subject and 

who indeed has so 

into one volume. 

much to say that she cannot fit it all 

Vindication, she infers with her 

advertisement, is not some ephemera, conceived in a mad 

moment of poetical ecstasy but, instead, the product of 



serious thought and study, lasting and procreative, in the 

sense that it promises to lead to more. Her sincerity in 

performing the illocutionary act of promising cannot be 

doubted; her sudden death only five years after the 

publication of Vindication prevented her from keeping tha t 

promise. 
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In the Introduction she establishes the theme of the 

need for the education of woman and divides her subject into 

the two ways of viewing woman: as a rational being and as a 

being with a "peculiar designation"--wife, mother, mistress, 

etc. (7-8). This simple dichotomy forms the background upon 

which she paints every succeeding point in her treatise. 

Finally, in her Introduction, she addresses her audiences-

men of understanding (11) and "my own sex," especially 

middle-class women (9). The stage set, she poses one final 

question/challenge to her audiences: "Let men become more 

chaste and modest, and if women do not grow wiser in the 

same ratio, it will be clear that they have weaker 

understandings" (11). Once again, the burden of proof is 

upon her readers. Men must become more chaste, or they 

cannot judge women's chastity in relation to themselves and 

thus cannot ascertain the strength of women's understanding. 

Truly non-sexist, Wollstonecraft praises and blames, exhorts 

and admonishes, chides and decries both sexes equally. 

Pennell notes that Wollstonecraft pulls down and erects new 



systems in the course of her treatise (93), and she does so 

for all mankind. The improvement of society is her real 

aim; attaining rights for women is only a way to a greater, 

more all-encompassing end. 

Similarly, Wollstonecraft shows an awareness of 

staging, another concept taken from the field of discourse 

analysis (Brown and Yule 133-35), for she arranges every 

chapter neatly, with a full explanatory title and uses 

sectional subdivisions to cover a broad range of topics 

relating to the still-broader subject of women's rights. 
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Yet each chapter and each section within it relate directly 

to the general topic. While some critics view 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication as disorganized, slapdash, one 

can see a real depth of understanding of organization or 

staging and thematization in the work. Wollstonecraft 

rambles, indeed, on occasion, but her ramblings--even those 

about God and religion, which at first reading may seem 

inappropriate and extraneous--are elucidating insights into 

the author's psyche, glimpses into the autobiographical 

component of the work. 

Finally, to augment the comments already made regarding 

the influence of rhetoric on Wollstonecraft's work, it is 

important to note that she wrote in the era that came ever 

so closely on the heels of the age of Dryden, Pope, Addison, 

Steele, Swift, and Johnson, as well as the great 
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rhetoricians Blair and Campbell. Thus while Wollstonecraft 

chided Hester Thrale Piozzi for using Johnsonian periods 

(and sentiments, or so it seems when reading the Letter to a 

Gentleman Newly Married Piozzi wrote and Wollstonecraft 

attacked) in her argument that women not aspire to wisdom, 

Wollstonecraft is often quite "guilty" of the same offense. 

Wollstonecraft is not adverse to balanced periods and high 

diction, nor to using a rich and esoteric vocabulary. She 

mentions associational psychology (115) and so must have 

known the works of Hartley and Hume, and her copious 

citations, already noted, are drawn particularly from 

British authors, leading one to conjecture that she knew the 

popular rhetorical work of Blair. Indeed, she even uses a 

term right out of Blair's lectures, when she suggests that 

stud e nts read from "polite literature" (168), and her 

careful attention to her own ethos as a moral, credible 

writer also falls directly in line with Blair's insistence 

upon the morality of the speaker in his Lectures. 

She also mentions and advocates the "socratic" form of 

study for students (168), thus attesting to her knowledge of 

classical rhetoric. Hayden terms Wollstonecraft's style 

"Rhodian," or the middle style of rhetoric (as compared to 

ornate high style or sparse low style) and says that she 

follows Campbell's rhetorical dictates in that she not only 

teaches and persuades with her discourse but also delights 
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and enlightens her audience (135). Obviously Wollstonecraft 

was a competent rhetorician with a knowledge of both 

classical and contemporary rhetorical theory, a rhetorician 

who abided by existing genre and stylistic rules and failed 

to observe only those literary or social conventional rules 

that she deemed impediments to the argument she was making, 

or ultimately to the progress of mankind. 

Perhaps the most significant consideration here is the 

fact that she was a woman, writing about a highly 

controversial subject, unwilling to mince terms, being no 

respecter of persons. Public opinion was firmly set against 

the ideas Wollstonecraft espoused; the majority of people 

accepted the traditional view of women, using 

Wollstonecraft's rephrasing of Rousseau, seeing women as 

"fanciful half being[s] • • wild chimeras" (39). Most of 

her audience accepted the old, traditional social order, 

what Mill in On Liberty terms "the tyranny of the prevailing 

opinion" (7). Despite her literary antecedents--Astell, 

Makin, Macaulay, and others already noted--Wollstonecraft's 

was a lonely position, for none of those antecedents had 

managed to break the rule of custom with her pleas for 

reason and justice. Wollstonecraft's treatise did not 

immediately sever the bonds, shatter the chains, which she 

so eloquently inveighed against. Yet the seed scattered by 

one woman's Vindication took root and grew. 



CHAPTER IV 

A PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS OF THE SUBJECTION OF WOMEN: AUTHORIAL 
INTENT AND BREAKING-xND/OR OBSERVING CONVENTIONS 

Just as the preceding chapter examined Vindication 

using aspects of speech act ·theory--authorial intent 

assessment through analysis of key illocutionary verbs; 

authorial compliance with Conversational Cooperative 

Principle Maxims; and authorial compliance with or 

flouting/ignoring of conventional genre and rhetorical 

rules--this chapter will provide the same type of analysis 

of Mill's Subjection Qi Women. 

Mill knew that the time "to agitate" (a term used by 

both Mill and Wollstonecraft in their treatises) for women's 

rights had come as early as 1861 when he originally wrote 

Subjection. However, he withheld publishing the slender 

volume until 1869, by which time the National Society for 

Women's Suffrage, supported by Mill and his stepdaughter 

Helen Taylor, had been organized. Furthermore, as a member 

of Parliament, by 1869 Mill had already introduced a 

petition for women's suffrage into Parliament in June 1866 

and fought to replace the word "man" in a suffrage bill with 

"person" in 1867 (Collini Complete Works £i John Stuart Mill 

21: xxxii; Packe 492). Aware of the importance of timing in 

his advocacy of women's rights, Mill's Subjection appeared 
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not only as an organized women's movement was underway but 

also at the time of Mill's greatest personal influence in 

British society, thereby lending his considerable ethos to 

the cause he so fervently supported (Collini Complete Works 

21: ix; Strachey 69). His intention, such an important 

aspect of speech act analysis represented in the author's 

illocutionary acts within the discourse, in writing 

Subjection includes a plea for women's suffrage as well as 

other female rights. 

In a letter to Parke Godwin dated 1 January 1869, Mill 

states, "the emancipation of women, & cooperative 

production" are the two necessary components needed to 

reform society (Later Leters 17: 1535), and he says that he 

can help women's cause as much by writing as by being a 

Member of Parliament. And indeed Mill's entire life was 

lived with a fervor for reform. Thus his intention in 

Subjection is to bring about an awareness of, an argument 

for, women's rights in the hopes of moving his audience to 

accept the necessity of according women basic civil, 

political, and human rights. In this respect, Mill's 

treatise aims to accomplish much the same things as 

Wollstonecraft's treatise. In a letter to Henry Samuel 

Chapman dated 8 July 1858, Mill denounces women's 

suppression in usually democratic Australia and refers to 

such tactics as "the Toryism of sex" (Later Letters 15: 
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557). As a Benthamite/Utilitarian, Mill's stance almost 

always opposed the rightist conservatism, the love of the 

status quo, that was the banner of Tory politics. 

Consequently, his term "Toryism of sex" encompasses a 

variety of emotive connotations, all of them negative. Mill 

was adamantly opposed to any withholding of females' rights, 

and this concept is clearly communicated in the first 

sentence of Subjection, in which Mill states his opinions 

regarding women's rights are those "I have held from the 

very earliest periods when I had formed any opinions at all 

on social or political matters" (261). His intent, then, by 

his own admission, is to explain his opposition to women's 

suppression; to show that such oppression "is wrong in 

itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human 

improvement; and that it [the present system] ought to be 

replaced by a principle of perfect equality • " (261). 

In that Mill had thought long and deeply about the cause he 

espouses, he is in compliance with Blair's dictates (2: 182; 

lect. 32). 

In keeping with good argumentative procedure, he 

proposes not only to tear down existing arguments but also 

to erect a new more accurate paradigm, even as 

Wollstonecraft did with her lengthy suggestions regarding 

education, acquiring virtue, etc. In so doing, Mill 

indicates his desire to persuade and to move his audience to 
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action simultaneously. Unlike Wollstonecraft, who wrote in 

an age not yet ripe for such forceful ambitions to be 

realized vis-a-vis women's rights despite her desire for 

such action, Mill could hope not only to persuade but also 

to move his audience to direct action, in keeping with 

Whately's definition of persuasion, which entails 

influencing the will and convincing the understanding (175; 

pt. 2, ch. 1, sec. 1). Mill's status in the speech act 

triad of Speaker, Hearer, and Utterance is superior to that 

of Wollstonecraft in many respects. Indeed, as a Member of 

Parlia ment when he moved to replace the word "man" with 

"person" on a reform bill, Mill was influential enough to 

persuade 73 Members to vote with him (Packe 492). Because 

Wollstonecraft had no official status, no overwhelming 

ethos, her call for action was mainly a call for 

consideration of her ideas; she could not actually believe 

they would be accepted by her age to the extent of being 

voted into law. But Mill could and did expect such 

legitimization of his pleas. However, this is not to 

undervalue Wollstonecraft's role in the movement nor to 

doubt her perlocutionary effect; indeed, her intentions were 

realized to the extent that Mill, writing some seven decades 

later, could intend to persuade and to move his audience to 

direct action. Wollstonecraft's treatise, and those which 

came before hers, did actually pave the way for Mill's 



attempt at action on behalf of women. 

While Wollstonecraft introduced her intentions in 

penning Vindication in her prefatory letter to Talleyrand, 

her advertisement, and her introduction, Mill uses no such 
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prefatory material. This could be because his very style is 

more to-the-point than is Wollstonecraft's; it could also be 

because his superior ethos as a public figure made such 

introductory posturing unnecessary. Whatever the reason, 

Mill e s tablishes his sincerity and intentions in the first 

paragraph of his treatise when he states that his ideas 

concerning the rights of women have been with him from his 

early years--no small consideration when one keeps in mind 

Mill's well-known reputation as one of Britain's best

educated, brightest, and most precocious young men. So 

great was Mill's reputation on such a broad range of topics 

as literature, economics, logic, and even disease prevention 

that he was called in as a special witness to testify in 

hearings on the Contagious Diseases Act in 1868 despite his 

having no medical credentials (Packe 501-03). Stefan 

Collini notes, "his being John Stuart Mill was sufficient 

recognition" (Complete Works 21: xxxviii). 

Wollstonecraft attempted to establish her credibility 

and status by attacking specific beliefs held by specific 

persons such as Rousseau, Gregory, Fordyce, and others; 

Mill, on the other hand, seems to need no such ego-building-
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by-comparison. Instead of specific individuals, Mill 

focuses his attack on specific commonly held opinions, 

claiming that his century's tenacious adherence to feelings 

over reason is a reaction to the eighteenth-century's 

worship of reason at the expense of emotion. And he 

contends that feelings or emotion are at the root of 

society's degradation of women (263). He criticizes his 

age--no one in particular, everyone in general--not "for 

having too little faith in argument, but for having too much 

faith in custom and the general feeling" (263). It is 

interesting that while Wollstonecraft wrote pathos-laden 

prose in the Age of Reason, albeit an age crumbling under 

the emotional strain of budding romanticism, Mill's style 

and prose are more in keeping with the eighteenth-century's 

styles than the nineteenth-century's conventions. Indeed, 

Mill's prose abides more closely by the rules of eighteenth

century nonfiction prose than does Wollstonecraft's, obeying 

the rules established by Blair for perspicuity, accuracy, 

and precision in philosophical writing (2: 291; lect. 32). 

Yet, like the somewhat romantic Wollstonecraft, he sees 

common conventions, custom, as his great abstract adversary 

and attacks them with his restrained, logical prose. 

This is not to say that Mill's Subjection is without 

its rhetorical strategies, however. To lend pathos to his 

logos or logical argumentation, he appeals to the authority 



of the Roman Stoics and the Jews, noting that they were the 

first "who taught as a part of morality that men were bound 

by moral obligations to their slaves" (266). As a great 

believer in the progress of society and the Utilitarian 

advocate of self-improveme~t and personal initiative, he 

states of sexual inequality that it is "a relic of the past 

[and] is discordant with the future, and must necessarily 

disappear" (272). This statement may be taken as an 

exhortation, a warning, and a prophecy. Yet despite its 

numerous possible interpretations, the literal meaning of 

the passage is clear: Mill thinks inequality is wrong and 

should be stopped. Mill's social and moral beliefs 

constitute what he termed "ethology"--the "science of the 

formation of character" (McDonnell 70). Alan Ryan says of 

ethology that it is a prominent component of Mill's 

philosophy and the cornerstone of his belief that social 

conventions are not necessarily "natural" (156). The 

ramifications of ethology in regard to women's rights are 

therefore obvious, for just as Wollstonecraft attacked 

Rousseau and others for accepting that women are men's 

"natural" inferiors, so does Mill reject that custom-bound 

theory. Consequently, while Mill's aim is similar to 

Wollstonecraft's and his ideas regarding women and social 

progress almost identical to hers, he had the advantage of 

having an entire established philosophical movement--
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Utilitarianism--behind him. Wollstonecraft had only her 

reform-minded "radical" friends. R. J. Halliday says that 

as a Utilitarian, Mill stressed what was good for the 

masses, not necessarily what the masses willed (33). And 

Okin sees Mill's stance on women's rights as a logical 

concern, given his Utilitarianism, for Mill believed it was 

for the good of all society that women be liberated (216). 

Wollstonecraft made the same claims, and for the same 

reasons, but she had no philosophical catch-all term to use 

for her pleas. Obviously, the age in which each author 

wrote had much to do with each author's status in relation 

to her/his readers, and one may conclude that status goes 

beyond mere sexual distinctions. 
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In assessing Mill's compliance with the sincerity 

conditions set forth by Austin, Searle, and others, it is 

evident that Mill's tract fulfills those requirements. He 

performs "an accepted conventional procedure having a 

certain conventional effect" (Austin 14) in that he writes 

an argumentative treatise with the desired effect of 

persuading and moving his audience. He is, as a leader of 

men and a most prestigious individual, an "appropriate" 

person to invoke or accomplish such a procedure (Austin 15), 

and it is obvious from the foregoing analysis that he does 

"in fact have those thoughts or feelings" that he says he 

has (Austin 15). He performs certain illocutionary acts 
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establishing his intentions in the discourse; his whole life 

is actually a statement of sincerity in regard to his desire 

to see women treated as the human equals of men. Mill's 

credibility and genuine sincerity therefore make him a very 

powerful advocate, and Campbell notes that the speaker's 

"conviction of the truth of what he advanceth" is essential 

(96; bk. 1, ch. 9). He does not apostrophize to his 

audience to exhort them, for his style admits no such 

emotional appeals as those used by Wollstonecraft to exhort 

her audience. Indeed, Bain notes that Mill had "a dread of 

running into a figurative or florid style" (177). His 

status in relation to his audience is that of a wise, 

respected, albeit controversial counselor, a brilliant man 

speaking to men and women who were probably honored to be 

accorded worthy of being addressed as an equal by so 

remarkable a man. 

Regarding a udience, Mill's was probably larger than 

that of Wollstonecraft, due in large part to the growth of 

the reading public in the decades after the publication of 

Vindication (Altick, Victorian People 64). Also, despite 

the age, because he was so well-known as an author, 

philosopher, logician, and critic, Mill probably had a much 

larger audience than Wollstonecraft would have enjoyed. And 

John Hall notes that Mill's bourgeois audience wanted not 

only escape literature but also informative political 
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literature (127). Ironically, Mill's audience included more 

women than Wollstonecraft's, for the new leisure brought 

about as a result of the Industrial Revolution allowed more 

and more women of the bourgeois class time to read (Altick, 

Victorian People 52). And Okin says that Mill's treatise 

concentrates on middle class women (227), just as 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication addressed specifically middle 

class women. Rossi says that a prime target of Mill's 

treatise is women themselves; she says that he wants to stir 

up a zeal for equality on their part (61). Ryan, however, 

claims that Mill's audience consisted mostly of men, for 

they held the political power (157). And Mill's audience 

was reactionary, but not in the same way that 

Wollstonecraft's French-Revolution-era audience had been. 

Altick points out that writers such as Mill wrote for a 

smaller, better educated group than did the Victorian 

novelists; this group would be the politically active 

intelligentsia (English Common Reader 7). Mill's audience 

would include reformers advocating new rights, better 

working conditions, better pay for the working classes, 

extended voting rights for the bourgeois merchant class. 

Additionally, Mill would have addressed the nouveau-riche 

Podsnapians as well as the staunch status-quo-advocate 

Tories, the reform-minded Whigs, Mill's Utilitarians, and 

the laissez-faire advocates of the Manchester School 
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(Altick, Victorian People 128-31). Obviously there were 

many other interests represented in Mill's audiences, but 

despite the fact that there was no international 

revolutionary ardor (after the unsuccessful revolution in 

France in 1848) when Mill wrote his Subjection, as there had 

been when Wollstonecraft wrote Vindication, there was no 

dearth of agitation for various domestic causes in British 

society circa 1861-69. 

Because he wa s so prominent, so radical in many ways, 

and because of his identification with Benthamism (certainly 

not a universally loved philosophical/political movement), 

Mill faced some opposition to any idea he advanced, much 

less an idea as disruptive to the rule of custom as allowing 

women equal rights with men. Campbell warns rhetors of this 

"party-spirit" which is the most "pernicious" opponent a 

speaker can face (97; bk. 1, ch. 9). So despite his ethos, 

his authority, his maleness, Mill faced a hostile audience 

just as Wollstonecraft had done when she published her 

Vindication. Notoriety was for Mill a double-edged sword, 

just as Wollstonecraft's reputation hurt the reception of 

!indication in the years following its first appearance. 

Neither author could predict the perlocutionary acts to 

follow their illocutionary acts in writing their treatises; 

neither could be assured of persuading or moving their 

audience. Yet both made the attempt and in so doing 
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accomplished much. 

In assessing authorial intent on Mill's part, an 

examination of key passages from Subjection will prove 

elucidating. The following analysis demonstrates that Mill, 

like Wollstonecraft, draws most of his illocutionary verbs 

from the constative category, being expressions of belief 

together with the intention that the audience form (or 

continue to hold) a like belief (Cooper 115; Bach and 

Harnish 41-55). A partial listing of such representative 

cons t ative illocutionary speech acts follows: 

Mill predicts: "I shall be called upon 
for invincible positive arguments to 
prove a negative" (262). 

He asserts: "I do not therefore quarrel 
with them for having too little faith in 
argument • " (263). 

He asserts: "If ever any system of 
privilege and enforced subjection had 
its yoke tightly riveted on the necks of 
those who are kept down by it, this 
[inequality] has" (268). 

Mill asserts: "Men do not want solely 
the obedience of women, they want their 
sentiments" (271). 

He asserts and disputes: "Custom, 
however universal it may be, affords in 
this case no presumption, and ought not 
to create any prejudice, in favour ~f 
the arrangements which place women 1n 
social and political subjection to.me~" 
(272). This statement disputes ex1st1ng 
custom and is also an assertion. 
Whately warns the rhetor that he must 
accept the burden of proof when 

" t" n" (112-attacking custom or presump 10 
14; pt. 1, ch. 3, sec. 2). 



He asserts: "Experience cannot possibly 
have decided between two courses, so 
long as there has only been experience 
of one" (276). 

Mill asserts: "One thing we may be 
certain of--that what is contrary to 
women's nature to do, they never will be 
made to do by si~~ly giving their nature 
free play" (280). 

He disputes the existing implicit 
assumption that women will not choose to 
bear children and be wives unless they 
are forced to do so (281). 

He concedes and asserts at once: "I am 
far from pretending that wives are in 
general no better treated than slaves; 
but no slave is a slave to the same 
lengths, and in so full a sense of the 
word, as a wife is" (284). Note the 
repeated words "slave" and "wife" in the 
same context and in such close 
proximity; the rhetorical strategy is 
clear. 

Again, he concedes and asserts in the 
same sentence when, regarding the need 
for divorce rights for women he says, "I 
am not saying that she ought to be 
allowed this privilege [changing 
husbands again and again] • • " ( 285). 
In his readiness to make concessions, 
Mill is observing common rhetorical 
wisdom, for Campbell warns that when the 
audience is unfavorable to the speaker's 
opinion, the speaker must show greater 
deference to the audience to mollify 
them (98; bk. 1, ch. 9). "All I now say 
is, that to those to whom nothing but 
servitude is allowed, the free choice of 
servitude is the only, though a most 
insufficient, alleviation" (285-86). 
Notice his word choices: "insufficient" 
and "alleviation." Both words suggest 
deficiency, half-measures, not ~rue 
cures. Thus Mill enhances the 1mpact of 
his statement. 
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Mill concedes and asserts: "I have no 
desire to exaggerate, nor does the case 
stand in any need of exaggeration. I 
have described the wife's legal 
position, not her actual treatment" 
(286). Mill is careful to make sure 
that no critics can rightly accuse him 
of hasty generalization or hyperbole in 
his slave/wife analogy. His willingness 
to concede that he is not talking about 
all women's treatment per se but rather 
women's potential treatment under the 
law is a rhetorical strategy aimed at 
gaining his audience's good will; he is 
reasonable, not a fanatic. He deals 
with potentialities of human conduct, 
not legal absolutes. Mill seems to be 
aware of the danger that some people, 
when hearing their prejudices attacked, 
will feel ashamed and thereby refuse to 
admit the argument, a situation Whately 
comments upon ( 163; pt. 1, ch. 3, sec. 
8 ) . 

He disputes: "It is not true that in all 
voluntary association between two 
people, one of them must be absolute 
master: still less that the law must 
determine which of them it shall be" 
(290). In this instance, Mill again 
disputes common custom, i.e., assuming 
that man must be the absolute ruler of 
his wife. 

He concedes: Regarding the anxieties of 
some in his audience who would fear 
giving women too much power lest they 
turn into viragoes, Mill concedes: 
"There are, no doubt, women, as there 
are men, whom equality of consideration 
will not satisfy; with whom there is no 
peace while any will or wish is regarded 
but their own" (293). Yet he asserts, 
"But the legal subordination tends to 
make such characters among women more, 
rather than less, frequent" (293). 
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He concedes, by way of admission: "I 
readily admit . • that numbers of 
married people even under the present 
law ••. live in the spirit of a just 
law of equality" (295). Once again, 
this strategy is aimed at 
establishing Mill as a reasonable 
person, not a fanatic. And by admitting 
that many people have equal, happy 
marriages, he appeals to the pride of 
his readers who may wish to identify 
themselves--rightly or wrongly--with 
those individuals who have such marital 
bliss. If such identification takes 
place, then Mill may count on his 
audience's favoring such equitable 
relationships for other married couples. 

Mill asserts and advocates: "For my own 
part, I am one of the strongest 
supporters of community of goods" (297). 
In this statement of support, Mill 
advocates community property of husband 
and wife, something that was seldom 
practiced in the England of his age, and 
generally disapproved of. 

He asserts and states a personal belief: 
"I believe that their [women's] 
disabilities • . are only clung to in 
order to maintain their subordination in 
domestic life; because the generality of 
the male sex cannot yet tolerate the 
idea of living with an equal" (299). 
These are strong words indeed, and they 
place the blame for women's subordinate 
role firmly on the shoulders of men. 
Unlike Wollstonecraft, who blames both 
sexes equally for women's inequality, 
Mill attacks men's pettiness and 
insecurity in this statement, and in so 
doing, issues a sort of challenge to 
those men he affronts: if they are not 
afraid of "living with an equal," then 
let them grant their wife equality. 
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Mill contends, "To have a voice in 
choosing those by whom one is to be 
governed, is a means of self-protection 
due to every one. • • • This ought to 
be obvious even to those who coincide in 
no other of the doctrines for which I 
contend" (301). Thus Mill allows his 
readers to reject some of his premises 
while accepting others. 

He asserts: "Exactly where and in 
proportion as women's capacities for 
government have been tried, in that 
proportion have they been found 
adequate" (304). 

Regarding women's supposedly "greater 
nervous susceptibility," Mill concedes 
that such is often the case but adds 
that despite some women's natural 
inclinations to be nervous, "Much is 
also the result of conscious or 
unconscious cultivation; as we see by 
the almost total disappearance of 
'hysterics' and fainting fits, since 
they have gone out of fashion" (307). 
So, once again, Mill shifts the blame 
away from women's nature and onto 
women's nurture--the customs they have 
been brought up to observe. 

He hypothesizes: "Supposing it, however, 
to be true that women's minds are by 
nature more mobile than those of men, 
less capable of persisting long in the 
same continuous effort," and he concedes 
" . this may be true of women as 
they now are. Still, this 
difference is one which can only affect 
the kind of excellence, not the 
excellence itself" of the woman's 
faculties (310). 

' b . Regarding the theory that women s ra1ns 
are naturally smaller than men's brains 
and therefore inferior, Mill asserts and 
repudiates: "I have before repudi~ted 
the notion of its being yet certa1nly 
known that there is any natural 
difference at all in the average 
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strength or direction of the mental 
capacities of the two sexes, much less 
what that difference is" (312). 

He asserts, "If women's literature is 
destined to have a different collective 
character from that of men ••• much 
longer time is necessary • • before it 
can emancipate itself from the influence 
of accepted models, and guide itself by 
its own impulses" (316). 

Regarding the common belief that women 
are morally superior to men, Mill 
conjectures: "Assuming it [women's moral 
superiority] to be so, it is still to be 
proved that women are oftener misled by 
their personal feelings than men by 
their personal interests" (321). Here 
he makes the point that both sexes have 
been raised to be self-regarding. 

Mill asserts and warns in one statement: 
"A woman who joins in any movement which 
her husband disapproies, makes herself a 
martyr, without even being able to be an 
apostle, for the husband can legally put 
a stop to her apostleship" (322). In 
this instance Mill uses terms with 
biblical significance--apostle and 
matyr--to enhance his plea. 

Then he continues, asserting and 
exhorting at once: "Women cannot be 
expected to devote themselves to the 
emancipation of women, until men in 
considerable number are prepared to join 
with them in the undertaking" (322). So 
although this speech act appears to be 
merely constitutive, it is also subtly 
directive. Such is the nature of 
argumentative prose; it can state, and 
by stating, exhort. 

Regarding women's role in p~ilanthr?p~c 
enterprises, Mill asserts, 1n opposltlon 
to the stance taken by those broad 
churchmen and Evangelicals and 
humanitarian socialists who worked so 
fervently for philanthropic causes in 
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the Victorian Era: "the education given 
to women--an education of the sentiments 
rather than of the understanding-- .• 
makes them both unable to see, and 
unwilling to admit, the ultimate evil 
tendency of any form of charity or 
philanthropy which commends itself to 
their sympathetic feelings" (330). 
Instead of philanthropy, Mill--always 
the Utilitarian--advocates self-help, 
self-control, for the masses. 

He asserts: "Any society which is not 
improving, is deteriorating" (335). And 
Mill explains that the same may be said 
for marriages in which "An unimproving 
and unstimulating companionship is 
substituted for ••• the society of his 
[man's] equals in powers and his fellows 
in the higher pursuits" (335). Thus 
Mill draws another analogy--comparing 
the family to society as a whole, and 
asserting that each must either improve 
or deteriorate. Some critics might here 
accuse Mill of using the fallacy of the 
false dilemma, for obviously there is an 
alternative: society could remain the 
same, preserve the status quo. Of 
course, admitting such non-progress 
would have been impossible for Mill, 
given his philosophy and his disgust 
with those individuals who advocated 
such rule of custom or status quo. 

Mill predicts when he asserts: "The 
moral regeneration of mankind will only 
really commence, when the most 
fundamental of the social relations 
[marriage] is placed under the rule of 
equal justice, and when human beings 
learn to cultivate their strongest 
sympathy with an equal in rights and in 
cultivation" (336). One cannot help but 
recall Wollstonecraft's almost identical 
statement/prediction in Vindication 
regarding marriage as the prototype for 
society And Mill's use of the word . . " "cultivation" evokes the entlre Culture 
and Anarchy" argument so prominently 
espoused by Matthew Arnold, John Ruskin 
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and other notable Victorians, who urged 
that moral, intellectual, and social 
nurture must occur among the masses if 
society were to move forward, to 
progress rather than regress into 
barbarism, Philistinism, or anarchy. 

In connection with the number of constatives listed 

above, it is important to note the number of first-person 

pronouns Mill uses--the singular I and plural we 
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particularly. He thus identifies himself with his audience, 

establishing a common interest. As far as his ethos is 

great, he enhances his audience's ethos by claiming 

partnership with it. Similarly, instead of sounding 

priggish or self-serving, his frequent use of we makes him 

seem more democratic, a part ~f the mass rather than a 

single pedantic ranter. While Wollstonecraft used we and us 

to refer to her "sisters," her female audience, Mill uses I 

and we to include his entire audience--all rational beings. 

He addresses not just rational men nor middle-class women, 

but all mankind, both sexes, all ranks. His call for 

consideration is more immediate, urgent, more in keeping 

With Perelman's persuasive argumentation as opposed to 

convincing argumentation, for Mill writes to a specific 

audience, at a specific time, more obviously than does 

Wollstonecraft (28). Mill proposes specific action, 

especially suffrage for women, while Wollstonecraft proposed 

a more general process of human change, an evolution of 

manners. But despite Mill's clear focus--suffrage and human 
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rights for women--there are some critics who see his 

treatise as too broad or general; McDonnell accuses Mill of 

"abstraction" and "dogmatism" in Subjection (380), and 

Rendall concurs, for she also notes that the treatise is 

"abstract" and does not focus on specific types of female 

employment or division of labor and that the Subjection is 

more theory than practice (290). 

In regard to Mill's use of directive illocutionary acts 

to express his attitude toward some prospective action 

together with the intent that the attitude be taken as a 

reason to act (Bach and Harnish 41-55; Cooper 115), the 

examples of such directives are plentiful in Subjection. 

Mill's questions are more rhetorical than actual, not 

requiring that Mill does not know the answer, that Mill 

wants an immediate answer, or that it is obvious to both 

Mill and his hearers that those hearers will supply the 

answer if not asked (Searle, Speech Acts 66). Mill uses 

rhetorical questions to encourage his audience to answer 

those questions for themselves, in keeping with Blair's 

position that the interrogative can be used to heighten the 

effect of the speaker's stance (1: 356; lect. 17). Examples 

of directive illocutionary acts including these types of 

questions follow: 

He suggests that custom "ought not to 
create any prejudice, in favour of th~ 
arrangements which place women in soc1al 
and political subjection to men" (272). 



In this instance, his directive is a 
recommendation: ought not. 

He suggests regarding his blacksmith 
example that it is freedom and 
competition which suffice to make one 
laborer more successful than the other 
in the workplace: "If this general 
principle of social and economical 
science is not true," he believes that 
the principle should be voided, "but if 
the principle is true, we ought to act 
as if we believed it" (274). This is a 
positive directive: ought to. 

He recommends: "Let an acute 
observer ••• judge for himself whether 
this [women's legal slavery in marriage] 
is not the case ••• of disgust and 
indignation that can be felt against 
institutions which lead naturally to 
this depraved state of the human mind" 
(296). 

Again, he recommends that his audience 
consider those things that Mill believes 
to be important: "Let us consider women 
only as they already are, or as they are 
known to have been" (302). He relies on 
observed examples, not hypothetical 
conjectures. 

He urges, "Let us remember, then, so far 
as regards mere thought, that during all 
that period in the world's existence, 
and in the progress of cultivation, in 
which great and fruitful new truths 
could be arrived at by mere force of 
genius ••• all that time women did not 
concern themselves with speculation at 
all" (315). 

He urges again, regarding the happiness 
of human beings, that "they should 
relish their habitual pursuit" (339-40). 

d . ' He asks the question, regar 1ng women s 
being tied down to submissiveness, 
dependence, and subservience by custom 
and environment, "Can it be doubted that 

175 



any of the other yokes which mankind 
have succeeded in breaking would have 
subsisted till now ••• " if the same 
m:thods had been used to bow people's 
mlnds to those now-outdated practices 
(272). 

Mill asks, regarding women's abject 
obedience to men and service to their 
husbands as if they were their masters· " . What better is to be looked for under 
the existing form of the institution 
[marriage]?" (289). 

He asks of of his audience: "How • 
can any society exist without 
government? .•. Who shall decide when 
married people differ in opinion?" (290). 

Regarding women's being barred from 
certain occupations, he asks: "Is not 
this enough ••• to make it a tyranny 
to them [women], and a detriment to 
society, that they should not be allowed 
to compete with men for the exercise of 
these functions? Is it not a mere truism 
to say, that such functions are often 
filled by men far less fit for them than 
numbers of women. • • • Is there so 
great a superfluity of men fit for high 
duties, that society can afford to 
reject the service of any competent 
person?" (300). 

Questioning the so-called "natural" 
inclinations of women, he asks: "What is 
meant by a woman's capacity of intuitive 
perception?" And then he goes on to 
give some of his own rather sexist 
comments regarding women's ability to 
get on with the practical via their 
"intuitive sagacity" (305). 

He asks: "Who can tell how many of the 
most original thoughts put forth by male 
writers, belong to a woman by 
suggestion ••• ?" (316). One wonders 
here if he were considering his and 
Harriet's numerous philosophical and 
literary collaborations. 
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Finally, he asks a series of questions 
regarding the changes for the good that 
might be expected from a change in 
society's customs and institutions 
concerning women: "Would mankind be at 
all better off if women were free? If 
not, why disturb their minds, and 
attempt to make a social revolution in 
the name of an abstract right?" (323). 
It is interesting to note Mill's wording 
here, for he, like Wollstonecraft in her 
Vindication, calls for a "revolution" in 
manners and customs in order to allow 
women to have freedom, rights, 
personhood. 

Unlike Wollstonecraft, who on occasion directly 

addresses her audiences with an exhortation almost biblical 
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in its own emphatic, apostrophizing way (Vindication 4, 130, 

194), Mill uses no such rhetorical ploys. He does, however, 

use the rhetorical question to good advantage, as had been 

shown in the number of questions under the "directive" 

category of illocutionary verbs, but his tone is more 

reserved, with less pathos, although it is no less intense 

than Wollstonecraft's. Interestingly, in this regard, 

Wollstonecraft's treatise is a more romantic, individualized 

appeal, while Mill's is a more restrained, logical, 

objective approach. In this connection it is interesting 

again to note that Wollstonecraft wrote her Vindication in 

1792, during the first years of the romantic revolution in 

literature which would burst into full bloom in 1798 with 

the publication of Lyrical Ballads. She even tried her hand 

at novel writing with Mary, A Fiction and Maria, and both 
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efforts were very romantic in many ways. However, Mill 

wrote only nonfiction prose in a period characterized by its 

attention to both romance and high reason. Wollstonecraft 

pleads more; Mill reasons more. Yet the number of directive 

illocutionary acts in both treatises is low; these two 

authors are no real rabble-rousers attempting to incite the 

angry hordes to riot. Instead, both Wollstonecraft and Mill 

offer carefully worded argument for reflecting upon before 

any overt action is to be taken. 

Mill's commissive acts, statements of intention to act 

along with a belief that such intentions obligate him to act 

(Bach and Harnish 41-55; Cooper 115), are limited, perhaps 

because his entire treatise is a fulfillment of the ultimate 

commissive promise--to agitate for women's rights. The two 

overt commissive acts in Subjection include his promise to 

explain as clearly as possible his long-held belief about 

female equality (261) and his statement of willingness "to 

accept the unfavorable conditions which the prejudice 

[against women] assigns to me" (263). Both acts come early 

in his introduction, in chapter 1; the rest of the treatise 

is the fulfillment of those promises. Actually, Subjection 

is but one in a long string of acts by Mill for the cause he 

so fervently supported. His essays, speeches, Parliamentary 

votes, his letters on marriage to Harriet Taylor circa 1832-

33, and his prenuptial agreement of 1851 all bear the 



definite feminist stamp. Yet it is perhaps in his 

relationship with and marriage to Harriet that Mill most 

completely and perfectly fulfilled his commissive act 

regarding the furtherance of women's rights. 

Although Wollstonecraft used illocutionary 

acknowledgements sparingly, in the form of her two rather 

satirical "apologies" to her audience in Vindication, Mill 
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does not even use a satirical acknowledgement in Subjection. 

There are no expressions of feelings toward the audience in 

the form of apologies or thanks or greetings; the tract is 

business-like and to the point, not engaging in such 

customary pleasantries. While Wollstonecraft might have 

noted the rhetorical value of her apologies, it is not 

unlikely that she did indeed feel inclined to let her 

audience know that she realized she was blazing new 

territory. Mill obviously feels no such compunction to 

soothe his audience or rhetorically appeal to them with 

satirical apologies. Indeed, his tone and attitude in 

Subjection indicate that his is a treatise attacking with a 

vengeance a n y in his audience who would even countenance an 

apology for his "setting the record straight," so to speak. 

The closest Mill comes to acknowledging his audience's 

feelings occurs when he concedes several points in the 

C • • "I not saying that she ourse of h1s argument, not1ng, am 

[ · · ·1 e" (of marrying and woman] ought to be allowed th1s pr1v1 eg 



divorcing many times) (285); "I readily admit • " (295); 

"There are, no doubt • ." (285). But these statements, 

highlighted in the preceding discussion of constative 

illocutionary acts, are most certainly just concessions, an 

important part of rhetorical argumentation; they are by no 

means apologies, and they enhance rather than weaken the 

argument. 
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This exploration of the status of the Speaker in regard 

to his audience and the illocutionary value of certain key 

passages of the other component of the speech act triad, the 

message, leads to a further examination of the essay, in 

assessing its compliance with or rejection of the 

Conversation a l Cooperative Principle Maxims of Quantity, 

Quality, Relation, and Manner noted by Grice. In regard to 

the Maxim of Quantity, there is an obvious difference 

between Mill's treatise and that of Wollstonecraft. Mill's 

work is concise and focused, divided into only four chapters 

of almost identical length. He has no preface, 

introduction, or preliminary notes; he simply begins on page 

one. Robson notes that Subjection is the only one of Mill's 

books that lacks chapter titles (Complete Works 21: lxxi). 

It is as if Mill were in too much of a hurry to get on with 

his message to even pause for chapter headings. And, of 

course, this is a marked difference between Vindication and 

~ubjection, for Wollstonecraft seemed to give almost 
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encyclopedic titles to her thirteen chapters. Although Mill 

gives an historical background of women's treatment 

throughout the ages, his account is much briefer and less 

extensive than is Wollstonecraft's. Indeed, Robson notes 

that in Subjection Mill makes "few even implicit references" 

(Complete Works 21: lxxi); he seems to be citing examples 

drawn from his own prodigious knowledge of history, and he 

often reaches further back into time for examples than did 

the more contemporary-minded Wollstonecraft. He cites the 

old laws of England, under which "the husband was called the 

lord of the wife ••• " (283), and he rallies the Christian 

religion to his cause, noting that the religion "declared 

the claims of the human being, as such, to be paramount to 

those of sex, class or social position" (294). It is 

interesting to note here that although Mill was atheistic, 

unlike the religious Wollstonecraft, he, too, calls in 

Christian religious precepts to support his claims. Susan 

Hardy Aiken makes much of this "Christian" element in 

Subjection: 

Mill seeks to convert an unsympathetic audience to 
a thesis radically subversive of prevai~ing. 
cultural norms and institutions by weav1ng 1nto 
his formal argument a poetic subtext modeled on 
the preeminent mythic schema of the western world, 
the biblical account of history from the fall of 
paradise. (353) 

Aiken, then, sees the Christian motif running throughout 

Subjection and indeed giving it its direction and 
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controlling metaphor. If Aiken's thesis is accepted, and it 

seems prudent and well-argued, then Mill is again 

demonstrating his knowledge of rhetoric--especially 

audience. For he could and would expect his readers to 

accept the tenets of the Christian religion and so might 

expect them to acquiesce certain aspects of their traditions 

or "feelings" if they could see that such traditions were 

not in keeping with Christian teachings and practice. And 

Rise B. Axelrod notes that Mill assumes that his audience 

shares many beliefs with him, including the belief in the 

historical progress of mankind (12). Consequently, Mill can 

be seen as a ma n who knew and carefully considered his 

audience, a good rhetor considering not only his ethos, 

pathos, and logos, but also the audience whom he addressed. 

Yet Mill's references come not only from a religion 

accepted by his audience; he also cites that he has studied 

the "Hindoo" government and concludes from his knowledge of 

such system that "If a Hindoo principality is strongly, 

vigilantly, and economically governed; if order is preserved 

without oppression" (303), in most cases that principality 

is under a woman's rule. For although "Hindoo" women could 

not rule per se, they were allowed to serve as regents for 

under-age male heirs, and it was of those regency periods 

that Mill spoke. Such observations lend his treatise an 

international air, a universality, as does his discussion of 



Greek women who were leaders of men--and women (314). Like 

Wollstonecraft, Mill mentions French woman Madame de Stael, 

but he praises her "eloquent vehicle of thought" or style 

(315), and does not condemn her as Wollstonecraft does for 

supporting Rousseau's view of the "natural" woman 
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(Vindication 103). Both Wollstonecraft and Mill use a 

passage from Bacon's "Of Marriage and Single Life" in which 

Bacon notes that the man who has a wife and children becomes 

the slave of fortune. Wollstonecraft quotes the passage 

almost verbatim (Vindication 63). However, Mill modifies 

his use of the quotation to read that a man who has a wife 

and children has given hostages to Mrs. Grundy, alluding to 

the famous Mrs. Grundy immmortalized in Thomas Morton's 

play, S2eed the Plough, published in 1798. In appealing to 

a contemporary, popular play, Mill enhances both the 

Quantity and Relevance of this important statement. 

Like Wollstonecraft in Vindication, Mill uses the 

analogy of women's treatment and slavery. But Mill's 

analogy is much more closely drawn than Wollstonecraft's, 

and his analogy carries an added strength because of the age 

in which he wrote. The American Civil War had just ended, 

and the slavery issue was still current and prominent enough 

to incite emotion in his audience. Not only does Mill tie 

the slavery-of-woman motif to the United States slavery 

issue, such as when he alludes to the staunchly anti-slavery 
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novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom's Cabin (284), but 

he also traces slavery to ancient Greece and Rome. He even 

refers to the medieval feudal system of lordship and 

vassalage as an instance of slavery on English soil (269). 

Indeed, the slavery analogy runs throughout his book to a 

much greater extent than it does in Vindication. Schweik 

notes that Mill's analogies are actual as well as 

metaphorical and that they limit the terms in which women in 

Mill's English society were perceived. He says that by 

making the issue either slavery or freedom for women (an 

either/or choice), Mill "encourages a simplified and 

antithetical vision of society" (27). Thus Mill uses 

analogy despite Campbell's contention that "analogical 

evidence is at best a feeble support, and is hardly ever 

honoured with the name of proof" (53; bk. 1, ch. 5). 

Furthermore, in consideration of Subjection's adherence 

to the Maxim of Quantity, Mill's four chapters adhere 

closely to the three major legal issues he covers in the 

text: females' property rights; rights to divorce; and 

female suffrage (Collini, Complete Works 21: xxxvi). 

Chapter 1 establishes his theoretical stance on women's 

rights, and it provides background and general information 

about the extent to which the subjection of women is an 

entrenched custom of society. He disputes that women are 

inherently inferior to men and argues that those who would 
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call women's rights "unnatural" confuse "unnatural" with 

"uncustomary" (Subjection 270; Okin 221). He notes that one 

reason for the continued subjection of women is that it is 

not a rule of force but that it is an accepted and voluntary 

role; "women make no complaint, and are consenting parties 

to it" (270) because they are reared to accept their 

dependent position. But he urges that such custom that 

keeps women subjects of their husband "ought not to create 

any prejudice, in favour of the arrangements which place 

women in social and political subjection to men" (272) 

because custom in this case is wrong. 

And in this passage, Mill uses the same two concepts 

that Wollstonecraft used in Vindication: "social" and 

"political" rights (Vindication 167). Chapter 1, then, lays 

the groundwork for the three remaining chapters, each of 

which covers a separate aspect of women's rights: Chapter 2 

addresses the laws that govern the marriage contract (and 

Mill, along with Wollstonecraft, accepts marriage as "the 

destination appointed by society for women • " 

(Subjection 283; Vindication 34, 163). Chapter 3 studies 

women's "admissibility to all the functions and occupations 

hitherto retained as the monopoly of the stronger sex • 

(299) and Mill's beliefs about the reasons why women have 

been barred from certain occupations. Chapter 4, the final 

h · 1 tion posed in learned c apter, answers the rhetor1ca ques ' 

" 



Latin, Cui bono?--what good, what Utilitarian goal, will be 

served by admitting women to the same political and social 

status as that enjoyed by man. In each chapter the main 

topic to be covered in that chapter appears in the first 

paragraph of the chapter, clearly stating the author's 

intentions and direction of development. Mill almost 

performs commissive illocutionary acts in his statements or 

"promises" at the beginning of each section. Consequently, 

the sheer brevity and compact organization and development 

of Subjection make it appear more in keeping with Grice's 

Maxim of Quantity, saying enough but not too much, than 

Wollstonecraft's much longer, more rambling treatise. 

However, McDonnell would not agree with this assessment, as 

he says that Subjection is "tiresome" and "vague," with its 

overstatement and "high-pitched preaching" (379-80). 
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Any attempt to assess a treatise's compliance with or 

flouting of the Maxim of Quantity is by nature easier to 

accomplish than is an evaluation of that text's compliance 

with the Maxim of Quality. A mere word count might be a 

useful criterion of Quantity, whereas critical evaluation is 

the sine ~ non of Quality assessment. Since sincerity is 

such an important component of the Quality Maxim, perhaps 

that will prove the most useful starting point for this 

analysis of Subjection in that connection. According to the 

sincerity rules already noted, the author must believe that 
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what he or she is saying is true. Mill relies less on 

citation of outside sources and more on careful inductive 

and deductive reasoning strategies to prove his arguments 

and therefore to establish at once his sincerity and his 

credibility. He begins this process by admitting that he is 

arguing against those who value custom over reason and who 

consider women's rights to be governed by a different logic 

than any other claim (261). It is significant that Mill 

chooses to start his defense with a mention of "logic," for 

indeed his System of Logic (1843), with its great emphasis 

upon induction or experience, was a benchmark for logic in 

the nineteenth century and indeed is still praised today 

(Hitterdale 46-47; Robson Mill 40; Hopkins 139). He states 

that he will be called upon "for invincible positive 

arguments to prove a negative"--that is, that women are not 

men's natural inferiors (263), despite the logical 

difficulty of such a task. Yet he says he accepts the task 

because he can easily show "that my judge [custom or popular 

opinion] has been tampered with" (263). And by so showing 

that the judge is incapable of impartial decision, Mill 

proves that the judge is invalid and indeed incorrect. Even 

McDonnell, usually critical of Mill's rhetorical ploys, 

calls this introduction to Subjection "a splendid opening 

gambit of forensic rhetoric" (370). 



Mill debunks the idea that women are subjected to men 

in keeping with the natural "law of the strongest" (264) by 

noting that English society no longer operates under that 

code in any of its institutions except that between the 

sexes (265). He also says that modern technological 

advances have made mere physical strength inconsequential. 

He accepts nurture or environment over nature or biology as 

the prime shaper of human nature, and to those who would 
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consider women's rights "unnatural" he mentions the fact 

that his England is presently under a Queen's rule and is 

prospering as never before, the only other such miracle 

years being those of Queen Elizabeth's reign. He also notes 

that Plato granted women rights in his Republic (270), the 

implication being that great Plato was a feminist, too. His 

mentioning of Victoria the Queen and Plato is a logical as 

well as a rhetorical act, for indeed each name can be 

aligned somewhat with women's rights, despite Victoria's 

dogged prudishness and clinging to the status quo regarding 

women's role in society and Plato's lack of regard for any 

women except those of the highest classes. The quality of 

the proof or authority he offers is more superficial than 

substantive here. 

Furthermore, in supporting his stance that women are 

subjected and accept subjection because they are trained 

from earliest childhood to accept that subjugation, he uses 



the metaphor of the yoke, used to keep oxen affixed to the 

plow, asking if any other yokes men use to hold others down 

have been so successfully applied as that keeping women 

under control, and he rails against the society (his 

society) that would equate submissiveness with sexual 

attractiveness (272). Thus, because marriage is woman's 

destiny, preordained by society (283), equating 

submissiveness with sexual attractiveness (implicitly) 

leading to marriage is a time-honored example of a faulty 

syllogism, a logical fallacy Mill recognizes and exposes. 

The syllogism would read like this: 

All women wish to marry. Submission is a 
necessary trait in those women who would marry. 
Therefore, all women should be submissive; or, 
this wom a n (to be my wife) should be submissive. 

Similarly, he compares women's rights to the laws 

governing who may or may not be a blacksmith and draws an 

enthymeme from the comparison: If it is freedom and 

competition, not laws, that suffice to make strong men 

blacksmiths, then it should be freedom and competition, not 

laws prohibiting certain people from participating, that 

should allow all able people--including women--to steer 

their own occupational course. He moves in this inductive 

pattern from the specific to the general, and the logic 

behind his analogy is obvious and strong. Using the same 

burden-of-proof reasoning that Wollstonecraft used on 

several occasions to support her claims that society's 
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opinions are often erroneous, Mill makes his opponents 

either prove their claim or accept the validity of his 

claim. They must either decide that it is not freedom and 

competition that make the strong man the best blacksmith or 

allow such freedom and competition for all persons in all 

occupations (274). Mill categorically rejects any arguments 

that experience proves the validity of the existing system, 

stating emphatically: "Experience cannot possibly have 

decided between two courses, so long as there has only been 

experience of one" (276). In this line of reasoning, Mill 

points out that no one can logically discount what has not 

been experienced. Larry J. Hitterdale notes Mill's 

insistence upon testing experience to prove its validity 

( 2 9) • And since women have not been allowed freedom or have 

not been treated equally in Britain, that testing of 

experience is impossible. Therefore, such reasoning that 

women are inferior workers to men is invalid in that it has 

no empirical support. Additionally, he attacks people's 

resorting to hasty generalizations about human nature, 

fallacious assumptions because of faulty causality, false 

assumptions, and lack of concrete data or valid testing 

procedures (277): 

To so ridiculous an extent are the notions formed 
of the nature of women, mere empirical 

· · f d 1·thout philosophy or general1zat1ons, rame , w . · 
1 · pon the first instances wh1ch present ana ys1s, u f · · 

themselves that the popular idea o lt lS 
different fn different countries. • • • (312) 
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He declares as inadmissible statements of medical men 

regarding women's inferior psychology, noting that "hardly 

any medical practioner is a psychologist" (278). Yet such a 

shortcoming did not stop the non-psychologist, non-medical 

man Mill from expounding upon women's pragmatical bent and 

his noting, "A woman seldom runs wild after an abstraction" 

(306). Nor did his lack of authority in this regard prevent 

Mill from testifying as a witness before Parliament during 

the hearings about the Contagious Diseases Act in 1868 

(Packe 501-03). Yet Mill does not note these personal 

discrepancies between his theory and his practice, just as 

Wollstonecraft did not live her life in keeping with her 

definition of virtue offered in Vindication. 

Mill makes a broad, logical statement which, in its 

simplicity, has great rhetorical merit in that it urges the 

reader not to fear when no threat is present: "One thing we 

may be certain of--that what is contrary to women's nature 

to do, they never will be made to do by simply giving their 

nature free play" (280). He says that most women will 

naturally choose to do those things which are traditionally 

done by women. Ever the Utilitarian economist, Mill states 

that natural competition will determine whether men or women 

are successful in a profession. And, finally, he shows the 

ridiculous nature of the implied syllogism: "'It is 

n that women should marry and produce ecessary to society 



children. They will not do so unless they are compelled. 

Therefore it is necessary to compel them'" (281). Campbell 

contends: 

The method of proving by syllogism, appears •• 
both unnatural and prolix .••• the whole bears 
the manifest indications of an artificial and 
ostentatious parade of learning, calculated for 
giving the appearance of great profundity to what 
in fact is very shallow. (62; bk. 1, ch. 6) 

Mill, however, uses the syllogism frequently in Subjection 

and here attacks not the formal syllogism per se but the 
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reasoning within it; in this respect, Mill seems unconcerned 

with Campbell's opinion. And the faulty line of reasoning 

which he ridicules further expands his women/slavery 

analogy, for slaves are servants who are forced to work 

against their will and who are subjected to their masters. 

His frequent returns to the slavery analogy enhance his 

appeal to his audience and their anti-slavery bias, in 

keeping with Cooper's stipulation regarding the speaker's 

awareness of the audience's beliefs and traditions as a key 

to successful delivery (116). 

To support his argument regarding the state of marriage 

and its often-debilitating effect on women, he cites 

Serjeant Talfourd's Act of 1839, which somewhat restricted a 

man's ability to separate his estranged wife from their 

children (285), the inference being that such actions by men 

are seen by Parliament as wrong and in need of correction. 

He does this same thing in noting that laws presently were 
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in place to provide legal separation for women from their 

husbands, yet "only • in cases of desertion, or of the 

extreme cruelty" (285), thus accomplishing several ends at 

once: showing that cruel husbands iQ exist; showing that 

Parliament realizes something must be done about cruel and 

irresponsible husbands and has indeed done something, but 

noting that what Parliament has done addresses only the most 

extreme cases. In this respect, Mill is in touch with 

Utilitarian policies, which demanded government intervention 

in social affairs in order to protect the rights of the 

individual (Altick, Victorian People 129-30). Indeed in On 

Liber t y, Mill says that the only curb on individual conduct 

should be asserted when that individual's actions might 

jeopardize the many (13). 

He goes on to establish another analogy, again paying 

strict attention to his audience's beliefs and traditional 

likes and dislikes. He claims: "Not a word can be said for 

despot i sm in the family which cannot be said for political 

despotism" (286), and he brings in the rhetorically 

significant, emotive names of certain hated political 

despots: Louis XVI, Philippe le Bel, Nadir Shah, and even 

the mad Roman Emperor Caligula (286). Thus, by calling to 

his audience's attention the names of these tyrants and 

associating their practices with the practices of tyrannical 

husbands, Mill hopes to enhance by juxtaposition the evils 



of tyranny in marriage in his audience's minds. He carries 

this attempt a bit further when he notes, "The vilest 
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malefactor has some wretched woman tied to him " (287). 

The connotative and highly emotive word choices in the 

preceding quotation should_not go unnoticed; Mill knew the 

use of the pathetic appeal as well as he knew the ethical 

and logical appeals, and he uses all three with aplomb. 

In place of marital despotism, which he has attempted 

to tear down as an institution, Mill offers the "voluntary 

association between two people" (290) or partnership, such 

as that existing between many business partners (291). 

Again, he finds the use of comparison helpful to his cause, 

for by being able to point to specific examples of this idea 

already in action, Mill strengthens his argument for 

extending such action to a different class--in this 

instance, to females and males as partners in marriage. He 

counters potential critics of this idea by claiming that 

while one partner might try to dominate the other, thus 

ruining the partnership, most business partnerships survive 

by allowing each partner to control that aspect of the 

business at which he is best (291-92). Here, then, Mill 

offers experience-direct observation, common knowledge, as 

his inductive proof that marriage can be as successfully 

as a business partnership if the same rules are followed 

run 

in 

marriage as in commerce. Rossi notes that Mill's experience 



of such a complementary marriage was his own partnership 

with Harriet (57). Consequently, Mill had first-hand proof 

that such a marriage could exist; he had his inductional 

specific. 

Mill counters those who would claim that Christianity 
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condones males' subjection of the female in marriage, citing 

Paul's epistles in Corinthians 14:34 and Collosians 3:18, 

22, by counter-claiming, "It was not St. Paul's business, 

nor was it consistent with his object, the propagation of 

Christianity, to incite any one to rebellion against 

existing laws" (296) and goes on to explain that the 

apostle's seeming advocacy of such inequality was not 

advocacy at all but merely the accepting of the status quo 

of man's laws (296). Aiken says, "Mill's treatment of women 

and the word subverts this Pauline doctrine by reversing it" 

(357). And certainly if Mill does not actually reverse the 

doctrine as Aiken claims, he most assuredly ameliorates it, 

to render it less antagonistic to his argument. And, one 

must recall his earlier statement that Christianity reveres 

an individual's rights above all distinctions of sex, race, 

or class (266, 283, 293, 294), even while he concedes that 

often that honor of individuality was more theoretical than 

applied action by Christians (294). That Mill feels 

compelled, whether by intellectual honesty or personal 

· the vacillation of the reJection of Christianity, to note 



Church on the matter of human equality is interesting. His 

honesty makes him at once a credible speaker (for he tells 

the truth, no matter how unflattering to Christian 

tradition, and, hence, his predominantly Christian 

readership) and a bit of a radical. It would seem that his 

only desire is the truth, not the propagation of dogma. 

When Christian tradition supports his claim, he uses it and 

praises it; where it fails to convert theory into practice, 

thus allowing women's plight to continue the same, he 

criticizes that same religion. Again, Aiken's "Scripture 

and Poetic Discourse in The Subjection £1 Women" provides a 

fascinating and well-reasoned argument about Mill's 

knowledge and use of biblical poetry and metaphor (353-70). 

Thus, with his conscious speech acts, his rhetoric, and his 

assessment of his audience, Mill proves a very capable 

Speaker in the speech act schema. 
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In his support of his claim that neither sex is 

naturally more gifted than the other, and in keeping with 

his fulfilling the requirements of the Maxim of Quality, 

Mill sounds very Darwinian. Natural selection, he believes, 

will account for choosing the better man or woman for the 

job at hand. He maintains that sweeping generalizations 

about one entire sex are by nature fallacious: 
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It is not sufficient to maintain that women on the 
average are less gifted than men on the 
average. It is necessary to maintain that 
no women at all are fit for them [certain jobs], 
and that the most eminent women are inferior •• 
to the most mediocre of men on whom those 
functions at present devolve. (299-300) 

Mill's stance is in keeping with Whately's instructions 

regarding methods of refutation (148-49; pt. 1, ch. 3, sec. 

7). Mill forces his opponents to assume not only sufficient 

but necessary cause in establishing their reasoning about 

women's inferiority at professions. For if the syllogism 

tha t governed popular thought on women's fitness as 

professional workers reads: 

Women are inferior to men at a certain profession. 
X is a woman. Therefore, X is inferior to men at 
that profession, 

then the extension of that reasoning would have to include 

some proof that indeed all women--not just X--were inferior 

to all men. As anyone who understands formal logic 

realizes, such absolute statements are extremely difficult 

to support. The fallacy Mill implies his audience is guilty 

of is that of over-generalization, and he has earlier 

criticized the supporters of the status quo for not having 

any empirical evidence to support their inductive 

assessments (312). Yet despite Mill's masterful logic in 

this connection, Rendall says that Subjection itself ignores 

·t of the wife's income certain issues, namely, the necess1 Y 

in the poorer families or the glut of female labor in 
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historically "female" professions such as needlework and 

tutoring; thus, Rendall accuses Mill of failing to deal with 

the concrete realities of female employment (287). Perhaps 

in this instance Mill has himself been guilty of too little 

practical application, too much theory. 

To support his contention that women may be just as 

great as men, given similar education and environmental 

circumstances, Mill concedes that while "no woman has yet 

actually produced works" comparable to those of Horner, 

Aristotle, Michelangelo, or Beethoven in those masters' 

respective fields, women have proved they can be Queen 

Elizabeth, Deborah of Judges, Joan of Arc, Margaret of 

Austria, and Blanche of Castile (302-03). Thus Mill points 

out that when experience has allowed women to try their hand 

at certain occupations, they have often been quite 

successful. He takes issue with the idea that "there is 

anatomical evidence of the superior mental capacity of men 

compared with women: they have a larger brain" (310). Mill 

says that he doubts that there is any correlation between 

relative brain size and intellectual powers, and he argues 

that brain size is relative to a person's overall body size, 

not sex per se (311). Each inference of such natural 

inferiority of women he rejects as inconclusive due to lack 

of evidence and corroborating data. He claims that in 

regard to mere thought, throughout history "women did not 



concern themselves with speculation at all" (315). 

Indeed, one might contend with Mill here, for his 

statement is at once too broad--encompassing "all that 

period • . in the progress of cultivation" and failing to 
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restrict "women"--not saying "most" or "some" but leaving 

the sexual term undistributed. Finally, how can Mill know 

whether or not women, perhaps just a few, were or were not 

"concerned" with speculation? How much stronger his argument 

would have been had he said, as Spender says, that there are 

few records of women's speculations because men have 

historically been the keepers of wisdom and have decided 

whose ideas and speculations were recorded and whose were 

not (11). Certainly such an assessment would prove more 

logical and definitely more rhetorically effective than his 

convoluted and somewhat sexually biased reasoning. Even his 

effort to explain that women have failed to achieve 

originality of thought because they have been allowed to 

express their thoughts only after men have had their say 

(315) is weak and somewhat insulting to women. What he 

should have said is that history knows little about women's 

original thoughts because those thoughts were often not 

considered worthy of being handed down by the traditional 

keepers of knowledge--men. McDonnell, a tenacious Mill 

critic, notes that Mill gives an overly stereotypical or 

"ideal" view of women as a class, not considering women, in 



this case, as individuals (377). In this connection it is 

interesting to note that Mill's treatise's title deals with 

women--plural, en masse, while Wollstonecraft's deals with 

woman--singular, individual. But more will be said of this 

later. 

In response to the Utilitarian question cui bono? 

regarding women's rights, Mill answers that the good of all 
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society would be served by allowing women equality under the 

law with men, for that equality would increase "the amount 

of individual talent available" (327). And Mill gives 

examples of good women who shaped history, citing examples: 

Hector's mother, early Anglo-Saxon Christians Bertha of 

Kent, wife of King Ethelbert, and Clotilda of the Franks, 

wife of Clovis (327). In this respect, Mill sounds much 

like Wollstonecraft in Vindication, in which she pleads for 

good, educated, equal mothers to rear children who will, in 

turn, better society (Vindication 175-77). While Mill 

"d · · t t d" r concedes that most women are not 1s1n eres e o 

altruistic toward society (recall Wollstonecraft's use of 

that very word, disinterest, regarding her advocacy of 

women's rights in her letter to Talleyrand), serving instead 

themselves and their families, he blames such selfishness on 

the social system and education that have made them self-

serving (329). 



Here Mill again echoes Wollstonecraft, for she states 

that women, being deprived any political privileges or 
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responsibilities, "have their attention naturally drawn from 

the interest of the whole community to that of the minute 

parts • " (Vindication 183). Notice that Wollstonecraft 

phrases her statement in the passive voice: "have their 

attention drawn," not "women focus their attention." By 

such a passive construction, Wollstonecraft makes society 

the agent of women's selfishness, not woman herself. Mill, 

on the other hand, notes that women "discourage objects of 

which they have not learnt to see the advantage" (329) but 

provides an excuse for that overt discouraging--women's lack 

of social education and training for public as well as 

private virtue and service. But Wollstonecraft pleaded for 

social progress in an age that had just begun to see the 

Utilitarian priciples that undergirded Mill's entire 

philosophy; time proved Mill's ally. 

Finally, when Mill notes the "chivalrous ideal [that] 

is the acme of the influence of women's sentiments on the 

moral cultivation of mankind" (328), he says he prefers such 

a system built instead upon individual virtue rather than 

personal prowess. Wollstonecraft makes this same point time 

and time again, when she ridicules such superficially 

"chivalrous" behavior as men's opening doors for women or 

picking up dropped handkerchiefs (57), and sarcastically 
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notes men's "chivalrous generosity" when they seek to soften 

their stance regarding women's inferiority by saying that 

women and men ought not to be compared, that man thinks, 

while woman feels (63). 

In keeping with the specifications of the Maxim of 

Quality, Mill is careful to show that the information he 

produces is true, and he goes to great lengths to support 

hi s assertions, often by logically refuting those claims 

that contradict his views. He cites authorities on 

occasion, and he provides examples to augment his claims. 

He attempts to show his sincerity through his careful 

reasoning and his dogged support of his statements, 

conceding minor points as reason and rhetoric dictate, but 

always managing to recoup more than he concedes. Therefore, 

Mill meets or exceeds all of the stipulations of the Maxim 

of Quality. What, then, of The Subjection of Women and the 

Maxim of Relation? 

Unlike Wollstonecraft, who could be faulted for 

attempting to cover too many diverse topics too quickly, 

often resorting to episodic structure and even outright 

digressions, Mill stays scrupulously on track in the 

development of his major points. His treatise has four 

major themes, all of them focusing on the improvement of 

women's lot in Victorian English society: the equality of 

women per se; marriage and women; the admissibility of women 
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to all professions; and the good to society (the Utilitarian 

component) that would result from all of the above. He only 

incidentally advocates equal education for women, but he 

knows that only through such education can women take the 

other steps toward equality which he advocates. Unlike 

Wollstonecraft, perhaps because she had done so for him, 

Mi ll offers no specific proposals for such education. 

He notes, satirically, "Women who read, much more 

women who write, are, in the existing constitution of 

thing s , a contradiction and a disturbing element" (282). 

This attack is especially striking when one considers it in 

terms of Mill's overall attack on prevailing custom, for it 

is t hat erroneous custom that is contradicted and disturbed 

by women's proving their abilities to do those very things 

that entitle them to placement among men as rational beings. 

Ultimately, he claims that the intellectual power of the 

whole human species "would be obtained, partly, through the 

better and more complete intellectual education of women, 

which would then improve them "pari passu with ••• men" 

(326). So although he does not devote an entire chapter to 

women's education as Wollstonecraft does, the idea that such 

education is needed, indeed is fundamental to his other 

ideas, is implicit throughout Subjection. Because education 

is the good, it is to be desired. In this respect, Mill is 

platonic. And because the good should be available to and 
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benefit everyone, everyone should receive the good. 

respect, Mill is Utilitarian. 

In this 

Mill's advocacy of suffrage for women is similarly 

treated; while it does not merit an entire chapter, the idea 

of female suffrage runs implicitly throughout the book and 

is even explictly mentioned in several places. Mill 

suggests the concept of suffrage amidst his full treatment 

of the rights of women to pursue any profession they choose: 

Let me begin by marking out one function, broadly 
distinguished from all others, their [women's] 
right to which is entirely independent of any 
question which can be raised concerning their 
faculties. I mean the suffrage, both 
parliamentary and municipal • • (301) 

So what Wollstonecraft somewhat self-consciously 

briefly mentions and then moves away from in Vindication, 

Mill covers thoroughly in a single paragraph of Subjection. 

Mill does not digress, for his aims are specific and 

concrete. It seems that his organization is, from the 

outset, more focused and carefully delineated. It is 

tempting to claim that Subjection is more coherent than 

Vindication, for in many respects it is. Strachey remarks 

upon Mill's logic, clarity, and organization in Subjection 

and says it is a work of deep conviction, if not so eloquent 

as Wollstonecraft's treatise (70). For Mill's work does not 

ramble, does not attempt to define such abstract terms as 

"modesty" or "virtue," does not attempt to say everything 

that needs to be said about women's rights or the lack 



205 

thereof in contemporary British society. Indeed, Mill's 

coherence and lack of need to define probably owe much to 

Wollstonecraft's treatise, for it was she who did define 

those abstract terms, who did attempt to say everything, who 

made the arguments Mill uses in Subjection part of the 

English literary and philosophical public domain. 

Wollstonecraft laid the groundwork upon which Mill builds. 

That he does not mention her or Vindication is likely 

more attributable to his desire not to associate his women's 

movement with a "fallen" woman, which Wollstonecraft was 

considered to be in Victorian times, rather than his 

ign o rance of or lack of regard for the work per se. What a 

shame that Mill did not see the good that could be served 

the woman's cause by noting his debt to Wollstonecraft! Yet 

in not mentioning Wollstonecraft's name or her treatise 

because of her pejorized reputation, Mill proves himself 

just as guilty as those he attacks in Subjection for 

accepting the rule of custom and popular opinion, while at 

the same time logically choosing to avoid any connections 

that might harm his argument. However, this failure to 

mention Wollstonecraft in Subjection is in keeping with 

Mill's cautious approach to issues that might cloud or harm 

the argument at hand. Indeed, Mill's refusal to take a firm 

stand on divorce and lack of specific discussion of women's 

employment options have been criticized, for Mill was always 
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careful to avoid alienating his audience even while 

attempting to tear down its sacred cows. Both Rossi (60) 

and Ryan (157) note that Mill's failure to take a firm stand 

on these issues is a result of his awareness of audience and 

his attempt not to alienate ~that audience, for any of the 

changes he advocates can be made only with the support and 

good will of his audience. Indeed, Himmelfarb comments on 

Mill's reluctance to say much about women's rights in On 

Liberty despite its theoretical bias in favor of women 

because he was aware that such overt advocacy of women's 

rights would poison On Liberty's reception (On Liberty 182). 

As to the actual rhetorical techniques used by Mill, he does 

not rely heavily upon specific examples but rather depends 

more upon general observations and empirical evidence, using 

specifics only to support his broad claims that women may be 

expert administrators, rulers, and so forth. Similarly, he 

does not feel compelled to refer to God for ultimate 

authority, although he does often mention the Christian 

religion and argues that it supports his claims. 

Wollstonecraft, of course, does call upon God frequently in 

Vindication, and such apostrophes and sermonettes lead to 

her lengthiest digressions. Finally, everything Mill says 

contributes to the development of his major topics and, 

ultimately, to his thesis that women must be accorded the 

same rights, responsibilities, and privileges as men. His 



carefully selected words and examples are sententious, 

almost aphoristic. In this respect, especially, he is like 

Wollstonecraft; each author's work is extremely quotable. 

Mill's language, however, is the compact, powerful prose of 

the logician with a knowledge of rhetoric, despite 

McDonnell's claim that Subjection needs to be pruned and is 

repetitious, tiresome, and poorly organized (368). What 

Mill says is not totally dependent upon how he says it; his 

passages are not purple, his rhetoric not ornate. As early 
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as 1826, Mill attacked the use of ornamentation and affected 

eloquence by English authors, and he avoided those excesses. 

Every idea leads logically to the next, so that Subjection 

is in many ways like a legal document establishing lines of 

causality and admitting no superfluous distractions. And in 

this regard, the Maxim of Manner or how Mill says what he 

says remains to be explored. 

The Maxim of Manner has as its chief components these 

criteria: avoidance of ambiguity; perspicuity of expression; 

brevity, and order (Grice 46). To the extent that Mill is 

careful to follow strict lines of development, he seldom 

falls into the trap of using ambiguous language. When he 

does use such wording, as when he states, "A woman seldom 

runs wild after an abstraction" (306), he goes to great 

lengths to explain what he means, as he does when he 

attempts to explain what women's "greater nervous 
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susceptibility" (307) means. Actually, he claims that women 

are more pragmatic, more prone to see specifics than men, 

and he blames their "nervous susceptibility" upon the way 

they are reared and educated and even notes that "hysterics" 

or "fainting fits" had decreased when they went out of 

fashion as being lady-like behavior (307). And he contrasts 

such "nervous temperament" usually attributed to women with 

the "spirit" of the "high-bred racehorse" which runs with 

heart and soul (308). By contrasting "nervous temperament" 

with "spirit" and seeing the former as a less desirable 

trait than the latter, Mill reminds one of Wollstonecraft's 

contrasting sentimentalism or a "romantic twist of the mind" 

(Vindication 183) with true moral sentiments (Vindication 

188), the first of which she considers silly and 

denigrating, the latter noble and ennobling. 

As has been noted, Mill's treatise has no real purple 

passages. The closest he comes to emotionalism is, in 

keeping with sound rhetorical practice, in his exordium or 

opening paragraphs and in his peroration or concluding 

remarks. Yet, as noted, Aiken does build a strong case for 

Mill's poetic and scriptural discourse, for his "use of 

biblical hermeneutic traditions" to guide readers' response 

to the text. And she sees that manipulation and rhetorical 

strategy evidenced throughout the text (353). Certainly his 

opening paragraphs are rhetorically contrived, for he 
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emphasizes again and again the arduous task ahead of him in 

his attempt to topple popular opinion, popular prejudices: 

"The very words necessary to express the task I have 

undertaken, show how arduous it is" ( 261). In this 

statement Mill is paying careful attention to words, to how 

he will say what he must say; note the emotive term 

"arduous." He continues on this tack, noting that society's 

beliefs regarding woman's "place" are feelings, feelings 

"the most deeply-rooted of all those which gather round and 

pr o tect old institutions and customs" (261). Later, he 

implies that such old beliefs and feelings are really 

"barbarisms" (261) like many of the barbarisms that have 

been abandoned by enlightened society. Thus, in keeping 

with Blair's advice not to overuse the pathetic appeal (2: 

195-96; lect. 32), Mill strikes a balance in his use of 

pathos. 

He accepts that "the burthen is hard on those who 

attack an almost universal opinion" (261). And he claims, 

"They must be very fortunate as well as unusually capable if 

they [those who attack those beliefs] obtain a hearing at 

all" (261). Perhaps this statement is snobbish, implying 

that he is both fortunate and capable. Or perhaps Mill 

genuinely recognizes the difficulty he will face in having 

his audience grant him his argument and therefore is 

· · · t' 's failure should his Prov1d1ng an excuse for h1s trea 1se 



audience not grant him a hearing. Most likely, the 

statement is simply another attempt to establish the 

difficulty of his task; if so, the statement is one 
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more 

instance of Mill's appeal to pathos, his audience's pity and 

sympathy. If he is granted an audience, then that fact 

proves his luck and his ability, thereby enhancing his ethos 

as a speaker. Mill definitely knew what he was doing 

rhetorically at every turn in Subjection. 

He continues, using legal terminology in keeping with 

Whately's comments on the use of legal posturing (114; pt. 

1, ch. 3, sec. 2), referring to himself as "a litigant" at a 

"he a ring" awaiting a "verdict" based upon "the burthen of 

proof" (261). And he notes that the law-court analogy is 

skewed in his case advocating women's rights because he is 

forced to prove the innocence of women, not their guilt. He 

must show that women are not naturally inferior, subordinate 

to men--that women are not guilty as charged. In this 

respect, women's case is antithetical to all other existing 

legal matters, where innocence of the defendant is assumed 

pend i ng proof to the contrary. Establishing himself as a 

defense attorney for a party unjustly accused is a masterful 

rhetorical strategy, for it uses analogy and thereby 

provides a familiar, specific prototype with which the 

audience may associate the plea for women's rights. 
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As a pleader, Mill engages in both forensic and 

deliberative rhetoric, as defined by Aristotle in his 

Rhetoric, for Mill deals with accusation and defense, with 

past action--the historical inequality of women--and in this 

respect his plea is forensic, advocating justice (18; bk. 1, 

sec. 3 and 55; bk. 1, sec. 10). Yet Mill also concerns 

himself with advantage and injury, with future good or evil 

to come from subjugating women, and in this respect his 

rhetoric is deliberative, according to Aristotle's Rhetoric 

(18-19; bk. 1, sec. 3). And ultimately, Mill's plea is 

deliberative in that through it Mill gives counsel, and "the 

aim of one who gives cousel is utility ••• for men 

deliberate, not about the ends to be obtained, but about the 

means of attaining these; and the means are expedient things 

to do" (Rhetoric 29; bk. 1, sec. 6). Mill's desired 

perlocutionary effect of Subjection is at once to convince 

his audience of the injustice of the present treatment of 

women and thus win for women acquittal on previous charges 

and also to counsel his audience to adopt the means to end 

such unjust accusation in the future. 

The Maxim of Manner is a fascinating criterion to use 

in the foregoing passages, for Mill's Manner here is highly 

effective, rhetorically prudent. Since the proem is the 

author's opening statement, it behooves him to use appeals 

to logic (logos); to establish his credibility as a good, 



sincere speaker, worthy to be listened to, an authority 

figure, a credible writer (ethos); and to make an appeal to 

his audience to win their support, enthusiasm, and even 

their pity (pathos). Mill does all of this in the first 

paragraphs of Subjection. - James Mill's classical education 

of his son, with special attention to rhetoric, pays off 

handsomely. Indeed, Bain seems especially pleased to note 

that young Mill studied the rhetorics of Plato (Gorgias), 

Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian (6-8). 

Aristotle says that the primary task of the proem is 

"to make clear the end and object of your work" (Rhetoric 

233; bk. 3, sec. 13). And Mill does so. Aristotle also 

notes the different stances taken in the proem by the 
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defendant and the one attacking the defendant in forensic or 

legal discourse. He instructs: 

The defendant will deal with prejudice at the 
beginning. • • . When a defendant is about to 
present his case, he must dislodge whatever stands 
in his way, and any prejudice against him must be 
removed at the outset. 

(Rhetoric 223; bk. 3, sec. 14). 

Mill complies with Aristotle's counsel in his attempts to 

win his audience's respect for his tenacity and bravery: "I 

do not mention these difficulties to complain of them • • •" 

(262). b Stl'll w1'thin the proem, he states, And, later, ut 

"I the unfavorable conditions which the am wil l ing to accept 

prejudice assigns to me •• • • 
I am willing that judgment 

Should go · less I can show that my judge has aga1nst me, un 
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been tampered with" (263). Mill sets about proving that his 

judge has been tampered with by using the two methods of 

refutation noted by Whately: "proving the contradictory" of 

the proposition and "overthrowing the Arguments by which it 

has been supported" (148; pt. 1, ch. 3, sec. 7). 

Additionally, Mill's position is in keeping with Whately's 

suggestion that "the Philosopher who undertakes, by writing 

or speaking, to convey his notions to others, assumes • 

the character of Advocate of the doctrines he maintains" (5; 

intra.). Mill shows compliance with both ancient and 

contemporary rhetorical practice. 

About Mill's word choices in his introduction, Sweik 

comments that he uses and combines "very general and 

impersonal nouns like REASON, FEELING, CONVICTION, CUSTOM, 

and ARGUMENT" and couples those words with "an elaborate 

system of metaphor--strongly rooted, loses in stability, 

shake the solidity, gather round and protect, repair ~ 

breach • ." (26). Sweik goes on to say that this strategy 

enables Mill to sound reasonable, dispassionate while at the 

same time appealing to his audience's emotions (26). 

However, Jerome B. Schneewind comments that Mill's style, 

"d' 1 't although non-technical and direct, never 1sp ays w1 ' 

brilliance, or notable concision ••• [and] could hardly be 

mistaken for passion" (ix). 



Mill's tone is at once determined and yet humble; he 

realizes how difficult his task will be, and he is prepared 

to accept defeat unless he can prove his case. Instead of 

here shifting the burden of proof, he appears to assume it 
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himself in this instance. Yet what he will have to prove is 

only that the "judge"--common opinion--has been in error. 

This he knows he can do, and it is the focus of the entire 

treatise--showing how custom is wrong regarding women's 

alleged natural inferiority to men. Indeed, while he seems 

to assume the "burthen" of proof himself, he actually shifts 

that burden onto his audience, for after they have heard his 

testimony, have read his proof, then they must decide. 

Society must either prove that women are naturally inferior 

to men and so are guilty as charged, or society must admit 

that the judgment convicting women and sentencing them to 

inferior treatment is in error and thereby acquit them. In 

respect to his ability to show that indeed the judge has 

been "tampered with," Mill is quite confident: "The 

concession is not so great as it might appear; for to prove 

this, is by far the easiest portion of my task" (263). By 

couching his statement in these terms, Mill does two things: 

he establishes a sense of his own ability to prove his case, 

thus heightening his ethos and perhaps intimidating his 

opponents, and he also generates interest in what he will 

say f · h' dl'ence will accept this somewhat smug , or many 1n 1s au 
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statement as a challenge and will read his argument 

carefully in hopes of seeing flaws and weaknesses in it 

which they can expose. Either way, Mill has captured his 

audience's attention, dropped the gauntlet, so to speak, the 

chief goal of one's opening statements. If he does no more 

than gain a hearing, he has accomplished much, and he 

realizes this and builds upon it. 

Mill frequently uses Latin terms, as was noted earlier, 

despite Blair's insistence that such "foreign and learned 

words" should be avoided (1: 188; lect. 10). However, these 

terms not only elevate his ethos as a particularly learned 

man but also have legal significance, in keeping with the 

law-court analogy he has established in Subjection. As 

Collini points out, his major concerns in the treatise are 

legal: property rights, marriage and divorce laws; and 

women's suffrage (Complete Works 21: xxxix). Consequently, 

when Mill uses terms such as ~ priori: "The a priori 

presumption is in favor of freedom and impartiality" (262) 

and prima facie in regard to a hasty presumption without 

adequate support (275), the legal terminology does two 

things simultaneously: it reminds the reader that the matter 

at hand is legally important, and it establishes Mill's 

credibility as an educated pleader, like a barrister before 

the bench. It is important in this regard to remember that 

in 1869 a classical education including a knowledge of Latin 



was considered a mark of distinction and almost de rigueur 

for a literati. Additionally, it should not be forgotten 

that Mill had edited and commented upon Bentham's Rationale 

£i Judicial Evidence in five volumes in 1827 and that Mill 

had indeed studied the law seriously with the intent of 
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becoming a barrister before he turned to other pursuits 

(Collini Complete Works xxxix). Thus, his ipso factos 

(284), ultima ratios (287), and pari passus (326) only serve 

to enhance his analogy and his ethos. To give his knowledge 

of Greek an airing, Mill quotes directly from Homer, in the 

Greek, of course (327). So Mill salts his sententious prose 

with frequent learned phrases from dead languages, thus 

enlivening his own argument and peppering his sometimes 

bland prose. 

Mill's use of logical argument has been commented on in 

preceding pages, but in that his careful reasoning fulfills 

the perspicacity criterion of the Maxim of Manner, it will 

It l·s 1·mportant to note that Mill be examined again here. 

points out the error in using a deduction-only approach to 

social issues, treating an art as if it were a science 

(Robson 41). In this respect Mill concurs with Campbell, 

h reasonl. ng--he calls this "moral w o prefers inductive 

Mill reasoning"--to deductive reasoning (62: bk. 1, ch. 6). 

considers induction the true path to truth, deduction a mere 

test of the validity of form (Hopkins 126). His logic is 
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one based upon particulars, a logic that mirrors and expands 

his reformist and progressive politics. Much has been said 

about Mill's reasoning by analogy and the effectiveness of 

that approach in Subjection (Sweik 26-27; Aiken 353-73). 

And his analogies are chosen for maximum impact: slavery, 

despotism, legal trial. His examples or specifics are drawn 

from ancients (Sappho), from the Bible (Deborah), from the 

middle ages (Joan of Arc and Clotilda), and from the recent 

past and contemporary times (Madame de Stael and Queen 

Victoria). He even mentions the Indian Hindu custom of 

allowin g women to serve as regents for a male heir to the 

throne. In every instance he is concerned to give eclectic 

e x a mples from a diversity of instances. In order to avoid 

what Bl air calls "dry" philosophical writing, Mill uses 

illustrations drawn from history, real people (2: 291; lect. 

37). His argument is for all women, everywhere. 

Yet Mill is not attempting to shred the very fabric 

that ties society together, just as Wollstonecraft was not 

attempting to destroy social mores for destruction's sake. 

Regarding wom e n's professions outside the home, Mill states: 

In an ;therwise just state of things, it is not, 
therefore, I think, a desirable custom, that.the 
·t h ld contribute by her labour to the 1ncome 

w1 e s ou f · · 
of the family. • • • The power o earn1ng 1s 
essential to the dignity of a woman. (298, 
emphasis added). 

Wollstonecraft makes an almost identical statement in 

V " va 1·n to expect virtue from women till 
indication: It is 
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they are in some degree, independent of men • •. " (141). 

And it is obvious from the context that Wollstonecraft means 

b n· d d " h Y 1n epen ent t at women must be financially capable of 

making their own living. Yet she too concedes, after 

arguing that women can be doctors as well as nurses, that 

most women will choose to stay home and be wives and mothers 

(148, 63). Further, Mill is careful to state that he does 

not advocate frequent changing of marriage partners via 

divorce (298). In fact, these two "hedgings" are often 

attacked by feminists today. As Cellini notes, "Mill is not 

an umproblematic recruit to the ranks of late-twentieth-

century feminism" (Complete Works 21: xxxi). Okin states, 

"Mill's acceptance of traditional sex roles within the 

fa mily places serious limitations on the extent to which he 

can apply the principles of freedom and equality to married 

women" (228). Perhaps Mill is reluctant to make too-

sweeping remarks regarding women because he realizes until 

wom e n have a chance to develop their nature free of 

"conventionalities," it will not be obvious what women's 

nature is (Later Letters 17: 1633). Mill, no matter how 

forward-thinking, and non-sexist, is a male and a product of 

h . H t 1·n many respects, is a slave to custom. 1s age. e, oo, 

However, Mill does his best to sustain those ideals 

about women's rights which he believes must triumph. Using 

· k his argument clear, cause-effect reason1ng to rna e 
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perspicacious, and effective, Mill uses the metaphor that 

under the current social system all human beings are on a 

ladder or a chain, where some are below and some above 

others. He argues that the existing social system is 

designed upon the "relation of command and obedience" (294)

-whoever is above gives orders to whomever is below. And in 

the existing social order, "To be an equal is to be an 

enemy" (294). This system, this morality, he openly 

rejects. In its place he would erect a system of justice 

and equality in which personal excellence and ability would 

determine whether one rises or falls, and not abstract, 

generalized opinions about whole groups of beings. He 

attacks the existing system of inequality of the sexes and 

emphatically asks if it does not pervert "the whole manner 

of existence of man, both as an individual and as as social 

being?" (324-25). That all society is hurt by such 

perversion is Mill's contention, as it is in 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication (192). Therefore, having 

established his claim that to improve mankind sexual 

equality must be realized, and for equality to become a 

reality, both sexes must work together, he asserts: "Women 

cannot be expected to devote themselves to the emancipation 

of women, until men in considerable number are prepared to 

join with them in the undertaking" (322). Mill realizes 

that not all men can or will support the movement, but that 



some--and a "considerable" sum at that--must do so if the 

movement is to be successful. 

His final appeal is a reasonable one--that of 

Utilitarian self-interest, self-improvement, indeed, the 

belief that the greatest number should profit from the 

economic, social, and political benefits to be reaped from 

according women equal rights with men. When he poses the 

question "Cui bono?" (323), Mill proceeds to answer it in 

Utilitarian terms strongly formed by his own ethical 

philosophy. He assumes a need, a desire, for "the moral 

regeneration of mankind," and he contends that such 

regeneration can occur only when marriage, "the most 
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fundamental of the social relations is placed under the rule 

of equal justice, and when human beings learn to cultivate 

their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and in 

cultivation" (336). Ultimately, with a brilliantly emotive 

word, egual, Mill makes an appeal to Utilitarian materialism 

and ethical, even Christian, morality, as well as to 

humanitarian concern when he concludes that disqualifying 

"half the human race" costs society tangibles such as 

talents, and intangibles, such as freedom and happines and, 

indeed, "leaves the species less rich" (340). By phrasing 

this last great plea in his peroration in mercantile terms 

of "cost" and "rich," Mill uses yet another analogy, seeing 

d . h'ch society has failed to 
women as a valuable commo 1ty w 1 



use to the full extent. 

Far from being a pleading, starry-eyed visionary, Mill 

seems to be a reasonable, logical, intellectual, ethical, 
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sincere humanist, moralist, and economist, as incongruous as 

that may sound. If he could not appeal to his audience's 

finer virtues, played upon so heavily in his three preceding 

well-developed, superbly organized chapters, then he would 

appeal to their business sense: the more of a commodity, 

i.e., talent, labor, etc., the better. He had earlier 

dispelled economic fears of over-supply of labor by assuring 

his readers that competition and natural abilities would win 

out over mediocre craftsmen's skills, so a balance would 

still remain between supply and demand even if women were 

allowed into the labor force (274, 280). Hence, his final 

appeal--to the better humane instincts, to the baser, more 

commercial ones as well--is logical, well-advised, and 

sound. It appeals logically, and it appeals emotionally to 

his audiences and also is perspicacious, non-ambiguous, and 

brief in Manner. 

As has been noted, the Conversational Cooperative 

P · 1 f Q ·t Qual1"ty, Relation, and Manner r1ncip es o uant1 y, 

overlap a great deal, and so observations made concerning 

Could be simultaneously placed under 
Quantity, for example, 

The foreg oing analysis has shown, 
Manner, or vice versa. 

through representative examples, to what extent Mill meets 
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or breaks the requirements of the CP Maxims, and, on all 

counts, he deserves high marks. While his passages are not 

as rhetorically ornamented as Wollstonecraft's, they 

nevertheless show a knowledge and use of rhetoric, a skill 

which Mill honed as an orator in the various London debating 

societies he founded and was a member of, and skills that he 

practiced in all of his writings. The extent to which Mill 

breaks or flaunts existing social or literary conventions is 

obvious, for he, like Wollstonecraft, takes a most unpopular 

stand on a highly controversial issue, and he readily 

acknowledges the difficuty of this task. Yet Ellery notes 

t hat Mill "scorned the clever rhetorical ledgerdemain" and 

refused to attempt to sound knowledgeable in areas in which 

he was not schooled (114). Instead, his reasoning, reading, 

and research made him first and foremost a knowledgeable 

pleader in the cause of women's rights, in keeping with 

Blair's admonition for "a thorough knowledge of the subject, 

and profound meditation on it" (2: 182; lect. 32). 

Unlike Wollstonecraft in Vindication, however, Mill 

uses no preface, no advertisement, no introduction; he 

He does neat ly summarize his treatise's main simply begins. 

" removal of women's disabilities" in points regarding the 

suffrage, employment, training, and education early in the 

h h Cont inues, drawing those concrete final chapter, and t en e 

observations together with more abstract aims: the ultimate 
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improvement and progress of society. Thus his final chapter 

fulfills the duties of a sound peroration or epilogue: he 

renders his audience well-disposed to his argument; he 

magnifies the worth of his claim, the evil of the rule of 

status quo; he puts the audience in a receptive emotional 

state; and he refreshes their memories about his major 

points, in keeping with Aristotle's suggestions in Rhetoric 

(240; bk. 3 sec. 18). 

So although his subject matter and his opinions on 

the topic run counter to commonly held public opinion or 

custom, his form is very traditional; his treatise obeys 

many existing rules and conventions of genre and style. In 

his attacking custom or presumptions, Mill challenges the 

value structures of his audience, and by questioning those 

customs or values thereby casts doubts upon their sacredness 

(Perelman 68-71). He takes a gamble. In that he is a man, 

in a patriarchal society, his status is automatically higher 

than Wollstonecraft's was when she penned Vindication. That 

he was a sage, an accomplished writer, a famous man, a 

former Member of Parliament, when he wrote Subjection served 

only to enhance this ethos; Wollstonecraft could claim none 

of those distinctions. But neither did Wollstonecraft have 

a group of automatic critics of herself per se when she 

first published Vindication; her reputation suffered only 

after Vindication was published. However, Mill had such 
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critics and political enemies when he published Subjection. 

And if Mill has a fatal flaw, a dark spot on his character, 

it is that he was educated like an automaton. He was reared 

to be an advocate of the principles of Bentharnism, and an 

able advocate he proved. Ue had loved a married woman for 

years, under the eyes of her husband, and to the horror of 

his prudish, "modest," "moral" Victorian comrades, despite 

every indication that the relationship between Mill and 

Harriet before their marriage was strictly platonic 

(Hirnmelfarb, On Liberty 210). Finally, when he married 

Harriet, he was no less scandalous, for he could not resist 

hero-worshipping in public his beloved wife, as his numerous 

dedications, eulogies, and paeans to her attest. Such overt 

sentiment, such grandiose praise of a woman could not escape 

the notice of his critics and even his friends, and he was 

summarily ridiculed for such show of adulation. McDonnell 

says of Mill that he was lucky "to find a woman as 

pathologically vain as he was humble" to worship (264). And 

Bain critizes Mill's "hyperbolic language of unbounded 

laudation ••• " regarding Harriet (168). 

In all of these ways, Mill did not meet the 

conventional social codes of his age. Mill lived his life 

with Harriet as the exemplary model of what he wrote about 

and pleaded for in Subjection: the happy, productive, 

symbiotic partnership of equals in a marriage. When Harriet 



died, he and her daughter Helen continued to work for 

H . t' d . " arr1e s es1re, the enfranchisement of women." As a 

Member of Parliament, Mill advocated it, as an author he 

defended it, as a moralist, he demanded it. The 

similarities between Wollstonecraft in Vindication and Mill 

in Subjection in this respect are many: Wollstonecraft 

wrote traditionally (for her age), using conventional 

literary and stylistic rules, in keeping with rhetorical 
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custom. She was a rebel only in her subject matter, in what 

she said, although some critics have criticized how she said 

it. Mill, too, wrote traditionally, using conventional 

literary and stylistic rules, obeying rhetorical custom. He 

was a rebel in what he chose to write about--what he talked 

about, and in how he lived. Certainly he and Wollstonecraft 

have much in common. 

It has been said of Wollstonecraft that she was 

painfully, stereotypically "feminine" in her love relations 

with Fuseli, Imlay, even with philosophical Godwin. This 

"femininity" is evidenced in Wollstonecraft's high passion, 

her grovelling attitude to her lovers, and her attempted 

suicide when she realized her love was unrequited. 

Ironically, the same can be said of Mill regarding his one 

and only love relation that he shared with Harriet Taylor. 

He was, perhaps, too "feminine" in his unrestrained worship 

of Harriet, in his gushing letters, the effusive dedication 
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to Harriet prefacing his Dissertations, the lengthy and 

somewhat overly zealous epitaph he composed for her 

headstone. In both cases, however, such criticism is levied 

against the authors by critics who seem to feel obliged to 

castigate the sentiments that lie deepest in the heart, that 

speak loudest of the very quality both Wollstonecraft and 

Mill seek to advocate in their treatises--that of human 

love, love of one person for other people, that relationship 

which, by its very nature, demands total abandonment of 

self-interest and concern for another being: love, and 

especially love in marriage. And why must it be assumed 

that such sentiments are necessarily feminine? Who decides 

which emotions are appropriate for which sex? Is not such an 

assessment--that love, emotionalism, adulation are feminine 

traits--sexist itself and in keeping with the sort of sexual 

stereotyping, rule of custom, opinion, that both authors 

attack? In Plato's Symposium, it is said that in the 

earliest days, there were three sexes--male, female, and an 

androgynous being, which was a combination of the two sexes 

and was the state of perfect harmony, without sexual 

distinction. Perhaps both authors wished for a return to 

such a state within the boundaries of marriage especially. 

Indeed, Okin says that Mill's ideal person is a composite of 

the best of masculine and feminine traits (220). And in his 

writings about the roles of the artist and the scientist in 
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social reform, Mill seeks to unite the contrary attributes 

which are normally designated as "appropriate" to one sex or 

the other (Robson Mill x). 

Whether Mill wished for a utopian reunion along the 

lines of the somewhat Blakean concepts of the magical Zoas 

and their feminine emanations or not, his treatise does much 

to tear down the boundaries that society--male-controlled 

society--had historically constructed to separate the sexes 

and make sure that women remained separate and unequal. His 

thematization (Brown and Yule 133) is obvious, for 

everything he says from the title of his work on, is focused 

upon the subjection of women. And in the aforementioned 

unity of his treatise, one can see Mill's obvious knowledge 

of the necessity of staging his argument so that each idea 

flows smoothly and logically into the next (Brown and Yule 

133-35). In this connection, it is interesting to note that 

Mill's title is On the Subjection Qi Women. It is a 

discourse on a particular topic: subjection. Note that the 

word subjection is highly evocative, for reasons mentioned 

earlier, including that word's association with slavery and 

despotism, both unpopular concepts in Mill's day. 

Mill, unlike Wollstonecraft, does not in his title 

promise to attempt to explain or vindicate women's rights; 

his title suggests merely that he will discuss the 

subjection of women, not that he wishes to argue for women's 



rights and in so doing show why those rights are necessary, 

imperative for the good of society. Yet both authors begin 

with a negative concept, the fact that Wollstonecraft feels 

compelled to "vindicate" women's rights, the idea that Mill 

acknowledges as evident that women are subjected to men in 

his society. Yet Wollstonecraft "vindicates" a positive-

women's rights, while Mill exposes the evils of that 

negative he attacks--subjection of women. Yet, of course, 

both authors in fact do very much the same things in their 

treatises. Unlike Wollstonecraft, Mill does not use the 

nonspecific article "a." Instead, his title bears the 

specific article "the," for he deals with a specific, 

unchanging, undeniable problem: the subjection of women. 
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His title focuses, then, on the problem, whereas 

Wollstonecraft's title focuses not on the problem but on her 

particular vindication of a solution to an existing problem, 

the problem of women's having few rights in society. Her 

solution to that problem is what she says she will 

vindicate: the rights of woman. 

This examination of the focus each author takes is 

interesting in light of the foregoing discussions of each 

author's use of rhetoric and the particular rhetorical slant 

adopted by each. Mill's logic-based prose focuses on the 

problem, Wollstonecraft's on her solution to it. Finally, 

Mill uses the plural "women" in his title, as opposed to 
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Wollstonecraft's use of the singular "woman." The 

ramifications of this plural usage are obvious and are borne 

out in an analysis of Mill's treatise, despite Himmelfarb's 

contention that Mill focused on the individual woman rather 

than women en masse, "sisterhood" (On Liberty 74). Yet 

Himmelfarb's contention is in direct opposition to Mill's 

statements in a letter to George Holyoake. In this letter, 

Mill chastises the publisher for reprinting Harriet's 

Enfranchisement of '~omen and using the word "woman" rather 

than "women." Mill, in this letter, says that the use of 

the word "woman" is an example of "feeble sentimentality" 

which exposes the women's movement to contempt (Later 

Letters 15: 509-10). He argues for all women, for women as 

a collective social, economic, and potentially political 

group. Wollstonecraft argues for woman in particular, each 

woman as an individual being, perhaps for herself. As a man 

and a politician, Mill sees the greatest good for the 

greatest number as an objective--women are one-half of the 

population, after all, a large block of persons whose "good" 

must be considered. Yet in Wollstonecraft's day, there were 

no organized women's political movements, only an individual 

woman occasionally lifting a solitary voice to call out for 

the rights so long denied to individual women. Thus 

Wollstonecraft's treatise is altogether more personal an 

appeal than Mill's; it speaks more to each woman who reads 
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it, appears less a political plea than a personal one, 

despite the obvious fact that Wollstonecraft wants rights 

for all women, just as Mill does. So each author means the 

same thing, but only phrases it differently. Each author's 

intentions are much the same as well. It will be the aim of 

chapter 5 to determine to what extent each treatise achieves 

its intent, or perlocutionary act via its illocutionary 

acts, as evidenced in word choices, convention-flouting or 

obeying, and the other criteria which have been used as 

assessing tools in this and the previous chapters. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

With the knowledge of the life and works of 

Wollstonecraft and Mill, this study now focuses upon the 

actual effect of each of the works, Vindication and 

Subjection. Because the perlocutionary act, the result of 

the work on the reader, is so difficult to assess, many 

speech act theorists say little about the perlocutionary 

act, choosing instead to concentrate on the more concrete, 

more identifiable locutionary and illocutionary acts. The 

perlocutionary act remains somewhat mysterious, mystical, 

difficult to assess, yet such is the goal of this study and 

this chapter. To what extent did Wollstonecraft and Mill 

achieve their desired perlocutionary effect in writing their 

treatises explaining the traditional inequality of the sexes 

and calling for a change in the way in which society treats 

males and females? The reactions of readers of these 

treatises seem to follow definite sociological patterns, for 

readers from different eras have different responses to the 

works. Obviously, however, two readers reading at exactly 

the same time might have dramatically different reactions to 

the same work as a result of certain idiosyncratic 

differences of opinion. However, allowing for personal 

231 



232 

preference, value structures, and responses to literature, 

certain generalizations about the works' reception vis-a-vis 

the time in which it is read can be made. 

Horner's text act theory provides some interesting 

insights into the perlocutionary act of the speech act 

schema, for she associates the perlocutionary act with 

rhetoric: "The speech act, like the rhetorical act, not only 

is derived from a social situation, but is also a response 

to a social situation" (8). Since the "social situation" of 

a text is the reader's reading of that text, then it follows 

that the actual physical context--time, place, milieu--

surrounding that reading will have an impact on the reading; 

thus, context plays a key role in the way a work of 

literature is received by an audience. Indeed, Horner notes 

that text act theory 

provides for the validity of historical critical 
approaches, the critical perspective ••• of ever 
new insights as each generation of critics brings 
its own contextual frame of reference to the 
traditional body of literature. (196) 

Horner goes on to say that real persuasion--and the works 

under scrutiny here are, of course, works of persuasive 

discourse--depends upon the reader's sharing a context, 

beliefs, knowledge, thought processes, etc., with the 

speaker or text author (202). 

Indeed, Horner points out that different text act 

readers will respond to the different cultural context--the 
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"then" of the text--in different ways (141-42). In order to 

accommodate the "then" of a text to the "here and now" of a 

text act, the readers "may make the adjustment in their 

minds during the text act and reapply an altered time and 

place to what they have already read" (143). Consequently, 

the reception of a work now may depend in part upon how 

willing the readers of the text are to make the necessary 

time assimilations. And despite the difference in years 

between the writing of a text and the reading of that text 

by an audience, it is possible that the context and its 

constituents may still be shared. Time does not change such 

things as a common language, common literary conventions, a 

common philosophy, a common goal, a common belief. 

Consequently, some works may be received more 

enthusiastically by future audiences than by the audiences 

contemporary with the author. Indeed, some authors seem to 

write for a future audience; both Wollstonecraft and Mill 

show signs of this forward-looking stance. 

" k f h . . According to Lloyd Bitzer, a wor o r etor1c lS 

pragmatic; it comes into existence for the sake of something 

beyond itself • ." (3). If this definition is accepted, 

then both of the works under study here obviously qualify as 

rhetorically pragmatic works. Bitzer maintains that it is 

the situation or context that determines and defines such 

rhetorical activity; it is the situation that must 
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" . b h prescr1 e t e response which fits ••• " (6-9). Both 

Wollstonecraft and Mill identified a problem in a certain 

situation and wrote about it, making suggestions for change. 

Yet it is the nature of the changes that they suggest that 

evoked such a range of critical responses. Their pragmatic 

works elicited varied responses, diverse perlocutionary acts 

on the part of their readers, both contemporary and over the 

course of years. 

Just as individual reader's responses to a certain work 

of literature may differ over a number of years, ranging 

from extreme apathy, to antipathy, to approval of a poem or 

novel as the reader ages and his tastes mature, so may whole 

societies' attitudes towards genre, style, even content of 

literature change with time. Thus the epistolary novel so 

popular in the eighteenth century is no longer in vogue 

today; the sentimental novel of the eighteenth century has 

been replaced with the Harlequin romance. For many years 

the study of the interrelationship between art and the 

society that produces and reacts to it has been a valid 

critical approach to the humanities. Watt notes that the 

German concept of kulturgeschichte--"the systematic study of 

human culture as a whole from a historical and comparative 

perspective"--has long been an accepted line of scholarly 

and critical investigation (The~ in Society 301). And 

critics such as Madame de Stael, Hippolyte Taine, Lucien 



Goldmann, and Harry Levin have studied race, moment, and 

milieu as relevant factors in an author's literary product 

(Watt The Arts 302). 
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John Hall in The Sociology £i Literature says that 

sociology can explain why an author has a particular 

perspective (42), and Hall explores the "social origin of 

various [literary] conventions and genres" (53). Therefore, 

there are firm precedents upon which to base an examination 

of works of literature that takes into consideration the 

milieu in which those works were produced. Jauss explains 

that "literary frames of reference ••• have been formed by 

conventions of genre, style, or form" ("Literary History" 

13), and he continues to discuss how an author's failure to 

meet the standard expectations of his or her audience might 

have a definite impact on the way in which that work is 

received. Actually, Jauss says that the closer a work is to 

the expected and traditional "horizon of expectations" of 

the readers, the more that work falls into the category of 

"culinary" or "light" reading ("Literary History" 15). 

Therefore, such works as Vindication and Subjection are, by 

their very nature, works that failed to meet the 

expectations of their readers at the time the works were 

published. Wollstonecraft could hardly expect centuries-old 

opinions regarding women's proper separate sphere to vanish 

in an instant, nor could Mill expect his audience to accept 



his opinions regarding the need for female equality 

immediately. Yet each wrote a treatise urging that just 

such customs be abandoned in favor of a new, more equitable 

system. However, the authors took pains to assure their 

audience that their proposals were not flippant and hastily 

put together; both Wollstonecraft and Mill did much to 

reassure their contemporaries that what they proposed had 

been carefully considered, as attested by each author's use 

of conventional methods of logical proof and appeals to the 

rhetorical proofs of ethos and pathos as well as logos. 

Each author was careful to suggest that her or his proposal 

called not for revolution but for reform. 
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So, how did readers react to Wollstonecraft's 

Vindication, given the milieu in which it first appeared? 

Godwin, in his Memoirs about his late wife, notes that 

Vindication "is certainly a very bold and original 

production" (54), yet he says that although some passages 

are perhaps more stern and rigid than his wife had intended, 

it is nevertheless "impossible not to remark a luxuriance of 

imagination" in the work, a poetic ability befitting a 

latter-day Armida or Dido (55). And while Godwin notes that 

the work aroused critics against its so-called "heretical 

and blasphemous" doctrine (55), he says that those critics 

of Vindication were wrong about his wife's character, which 

they impugned (55). Yet even Godwin proved somewhat shaky 
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in his support of his wife's greatest work, for even as he 

defends her against her critics, he notes that the work is 

"a very unequal performance, and eminently deficient in 

method and arrangement •••. it can scarcely maintain its 

claim to be placed in the first class of human productions" 

(56). However, Godwin concedes that Vindication's 

publication formed "an epocha [sic] in the subject to which 

it belongs • " (56). By praising the concept of 

Vindication while criticizing its style, its structure, its 

grammar, Godwin sets the stage for modern critics' reactions 

to the work. Yet this stance is not the one taken by 

Wollstonecraft's contemporary critics, who for the most part 

attacked the content, the concept, she espoused, often to 

the total exclusion of comment about style, grammar, and 

mechanics. 

With such mixed reviews by her own husband, one can 

only imagine how truly hostile critics must have reacted to 

Wollstonecraft's heretical tract. A commentator in The 

European Magazine (April 1798) attacks Wollstonecraft's 

personal conceit and licentiousness, concentrating 

specifically on her attempted suicide after the affair with 

Imlay (qtd. in Memoirs 340-41). The writer of the article 

ignores the worth or worthlessness of Vindication's 

h and Choose s instead to attack arguments altoget er 

h th The writer, in Wollstonecraft's character, er e os. 
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short, refuses to accept Wollstonecraft's illocutionary 

intent because the reader refuses to accept Wollstonecraft's 

status as a good woman speaking well, in the rhetorical 

tradition of Quintilian and his then-modern advocate, Blair. 

In Horner's rendering of Wayne Booth's terminology, the 

reviewer refuses to become "at one" with the writer (Text 

Act 205), and thus the illocutionary intent of 

Wollstonecraft's work does not achieve the desired 

perlocutionary effect. 

Another reviewer of Godwin's Memoirs, writing in 

Critical Review (April 1798), applauds Wollstonecraft's 

"genius" and "masculine" habits of thought but rejects her 

hypotheses and conclusions in Vindication because the 

reviewer will not accept that the sexes should be treated as 

equals. This same reviewer notes with disgust the 

disservice done Wollstonecraft's memory by Godwin's frank 

and candid Memoirs (qtd. in Memoirs 341-42). And Tomalin 

notes that no one championed Mary Hays, Wollstonecraft's 

keenest supporter, when she defended Wollstonecraft, and 

that such powerful women as Amelia Opie, Maria Edgeworth, 

and Elizabeth Hamilton all rejected the feminist ideas set 

forth in Vindication (241-42). Additionally, Rendall notes 

that American author, critic, and wit Timothy Dwight called 

Wollstonecraft a "strumpet" and said she associated 

education for women with free sexuality (67). The critical 



attack on Wollstonecraft's character, her ethos, was the 

most common critical stance assumed by many of 

Wollstonecraft's detractors who wrote shortly after 

Vindication was published. 
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Yet all readers did not summarily despise 

Wollstonecraft nor reject in toto her ideas in Vindication. 

In 1927 Durant notes that the work had been reprinted 

sixteen times, "the latest in 1892" (215), thus attesting to 

its continued appeal. And although Hannah More, Mrs. 

Trimmer, Horace Walpole, and Mrs. Anne MacVicar Grant 

criticized some or all of Vindication (qtd. in Memoirs 215-

17), there is ample evidence that the work received some 

kind reviews as well. Wardle notes that Vindication was 

reviewed favorably in Analytical, General Magazine, New York 

Magazine and others (Biography 158). Wardle further notes 

that Anna Seward and Aaron Burr loved Vindication (158), and 

R. N. Janes has presented exhaustive evidence that 

Vindication was met with great enthusiasm by many readers 

and that Wollstonecraft was vilified only later in the 

decade, after the publication of Godwin's Memoirs. Janes 

further contends that the 1792 reviews of the tract were 

split along political party lines, with the conservatives 

attacking and the more liberal parties supporting in most 

part her stance (293). 



Janes argues that Wollstonecraft's readers in 1792 

could accept the idea of women's needing equal education 

with men, but that the idea of total suffrage and civil 

rights for women was unheard of during the period, and so 

those same readers rejected the more all-encompassing 

aspects of Wollstonecraft's work (297). Janes's analysis 

provides a good example of how the audience's expectations, 

their shared beliefs and conventions, have direct impact 

upon the extent to which they will accept or reject the 

arguments of a literary work. And because some of 

Wollstonecraft's language is strong and perhaps too frank 

for her contemporaries' modest tastes, because some of the 
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ideas she advocates are too revolutionary for common assent, 

and because her own lifestyle flouted moral and social 

conventions of the age, Vindication was stigmatized. 

Although Wardle notes that Mrs. Anne Elwood's Memoirs of the 

Literary Ladies of England (1842) was sympathetic to 

Wollstonecraft and that in 1876 Charles Kegan Paul defended 

Wollstonecraft vehemently (338-39), Stenton says that 

Wollstonecraft's reputation led to a decline in "deliberate 

propaganda for the liberation of women" (319) after 

Vindication was published. However, wh~le noting that 

Vindication was not read widely during the early years of 

W dl t hat it went through four 
the feminist movement, ar e says 

editions from 1833-56 (339), thus indicating some interest 



in the tract. Yet even staunch Wollstonecraft supporter 

Strachey is forced to note that interest in the "movement" 

waned after Vindication appeared (12). 
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Some readers in 1792 could accept certain provisions of 

Wollstonecraft's argument even though they violently 

disagreed with others. They could share her beliefs and 

attitudes in regard to certain social conventions but not in 

regard to others. In many ways, Wollstonecraft won a battle 

of sorts--the educational issue--but lost the war--equal 

rights for the sexes. For despite the passion and 

rhetorical finesse she used to endorse women's rights 

through the illocutionary acts and observation of key 

Conversational Cooperative Principles and literary 

conventions in Vindication, much of her audience simply 

refused to respond to selected illocutionary acts, failed to 

respond with the hoped-for perlocutionary acts. 

More recent criticism of Wollstonecraft's work has 

been, by and large, kinder; modern audiences seem more 

willing to perform the intended perlocutionary act. Taylor, 

writing in 1911, says of Wollstonecraft that she was the 

"first to put the claim [for women's rights] into the shape 

of a theoretical thesis" (34). He goes on to say that 

although she was not a great stylist, her work had vigor and 

clarity, yet in the tradition of those who give with one 

hand and take away with the other, Taylor concludes that she 
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would have been great if she had never written anything, for 

her life was more illuminating than her theories (34-35). 

Durant says of Wollstonecraft that he can himself claim to 

be "the most faithful, constant, and unfailing lover Mary 

Wollstonecraft ever had" (xlv). But note that he says this 

of Wollstonecraft herself, not of her Vindication. Once 

again, even in praise, the reader is responding to the 

woman's ethos, to her character, not to her illocutionary 

intent per se, as evidenced in her work. 

Strachey, writing in 1928, has a somewhat more text

centered commentary regarding Vindication when she says that 

the work sets out the whole feminist ideal and claim for 

equal rights and when she points out that Vindication "has 

remained the text of the movement ever since" (12), but, 

again, note that she praises the ideas set forth in the 

document, not its literary merit per se. And of course 

Spender has criticized Strachey for being too willing to 

attribute to Wollstonecraft the role of "mother" of the 

feminist movement, noting that Wollstonecraft was not the 

first woman to advance such ideas (48). Virginia Woolf, in 

The Second Common Reader, says of Vindication that its 

message now seems so true as to contain nothing new (170). 

But she goes on to say that Wollstonecraft "is alive and 

active, she argues and experiments, we hear her voice and 

trace her influence even now among the living" (176). In 



1937, Benjamin P. Kurtz stated that Vindication is "one of 

the sanest and best written of all the documents in the 

feminist movement" (Four New Letters 23). Yet in 1951 

Wardle criticizes Wollstonecraft for seeming at times 

overconfident, "pontifical" in her exhortations (168). 

Still, Wardle concedes that Wollstonecraft was "the most 

fearlessly intelligent woman of her time • " (Biography 

168). By 1957, Stenton could take an objective look at 

Wollstonecraft and her Vindication. Stenton says that the 

untraditional nature of Wollstonecraft's lifestyle 

"inevitably reduced the effectiveness of her teaching" 

(319). Once again, it is the concept of personal 

reputation--status of the speaker, in speech act 

terminology--that haunts readers' responses to the work 

itself. Despite the illocutionary intent of her statements 
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and her compliance with sincerity conditions in Vindication, 

it is obvious that Wollstonecraft has been evaluated not so 

much in terms of the content of her manifesto, but in terms 

of the conduct of her life. Her work has been judged not so 

much in terms of the extent to which it meets or flouts 

existing literary rules and conventions, but the e t tent to 

which Wollstonecraft's life met or flaunted social 

conventions. 

Writing in 1975, at the height of the women's movement 

in the United States, Gary Kelly, an editor of 



Wollstonecraft's works, notes: 

In her own time, and in recent studies, Mary 
Wollstonecraft has been much abused; but she has 
always been relevant. She has become a classic. 
She has been relevant because her life, her work, 
and usually both, have spoken to the perennial 
issues in individual and social experience. (38) 
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Kelly's argument is that Wollstonecraft's works can neve r be 

understood without understanding her and the milieu in which 

she lived--her context. He supports the validity of her 

work, not just the impact of her life, and he makes a very 

human i stic statement when he warns that a superficial 

reading of her work detracts from the real import of her 

work's content (40). In other words, Kelly is maintaining 

that one should read with Wollstonecraft's intent in mind in 

order to comply with her intended perlocutionary act. And 

Ellen Moers, in 1976, chose to vindicate Wollstonecraft and 

called her one of the "greatest of polemical feminists" 

(38). 

In 1979, with the slight waning of the women's 

movement, Guralnick wrote about Wollstonecraft's rhetorical 

strategy in Vindication. Noting that the work has 

"justifiably been long regarded as a poorly written 

text • • effecting only a confused, imperfect union 

between philosophic discourse and sheer bombast" 

("Rhetorical Strategy" 174), Guralnick sets about the task 

of explaining Vindication's rhetorical and persuasive 

shortcomings by contending that Wollstonecraft was trying to 



reach her readers--women who would have had little occasion 

to read or recognize formal reasoned discourse in keeping 

with the literary and philosophical conventions of her day. 

Thus, Guralnick reasons, Wollstonecraft used the same 

rhetorical techniques that the women in her audience would 
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have encountered in the only works they were likely to know, 

popular novels. Guralnick uses this explanation to account 

for Wollstonecraft's flamboyant use of language, her diffuse 

structure--all of those aspects of Vindication which detract 

from the core philosophical merit of the work. Actually, 

Guralnick seems to be saying that in her assumed stance a nd 

use of contrived conventions to appeal to her female 

audience, Wollstonecraft fails to communicate her ideas 

effectively. In speech act terminology, then, 

Wollstonecraft's persona detracts from her sincerity as a 

speaker and helps to invalidate the results she wishes to 

produce in her audience with her illocutionary acts. Yet 

Guralnick concludes that Wollstonecraft's strategy of 

effecting a calculatedly flamboyant stance to appeal to her 

audience's reason has served only to achieve the opposite 

effect; rather than winning readers' support [achieving the 

desired perlocutionary effect], Wollstonecraft's feigned 

style has, according to Guralnick, alienated readers (183). 

Thus, since the readers do not believe that Wollstonecraft 

is sincere and reasonable in her handling of the issues in 
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Vindication, they do not respond to the treatise in the way 

Wollstonecraft had hoped they would. Although Guralnick 

never mentions the terms "speech act theory" or 

"illocutionary act/perlocutionary act," her discussion lends 

much credibility to the argriment that has been advanced 

throughout the present study: in order to produce the 

desired perlocutionary effect in her audience, the 

speaker/writer must not only use appropriate illocutionary 

acts but also should meet all sincerity and status 

conditions germane to the speech act situation. 

In contrast to Guralnick's assessment, Anca Vlasopolos, 

in a 1980 article about Wollstonecraft's use of a "Mask of 

Reason" in Vindication, argues that Wollstonecraft assumes a 

persona of reason in order to appeal to men, her primary 

audience in the work, and so when that persona of reason 

fails and Wollstonecraft becomes more herself, becomes more 

emotional, uses more of her own voice, the work appears 

uneven (462). Vlasopolos's article, while written to 

illuminate Wollstonecraft's awareness of audience and 

rhetorical posturing in Vindication, also lends much to this 

speech act analysis of the work, for it provides further 

indication that when an author assumes a posture that is 

obviously not in keeping with that author's personal profile 

and style, such posturing can have a negative effect upon 

the way in which that work is perceived by the readers. 
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Thus, while Vlasopolos praises Wollstonecraft's use of 

reason and conciliation in appealing to a male audience, she 

simultaneously notes that those strategies often do not work 

(467). This argument suggests that Wollstonecraft's stance 

had a negative effect in regard to how her audience viewed 

her illocutionary speech acts and contends that those early 

audiences may have found Wollstonecraft's tone insincere for 

the very reason that Vlasopolos explores, because 

Wollstonecraft wore a "mask" of reason and often 

disassociated herself from women (463-70). If Vlasopolos's 

argument is granted, then one could infer that 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication was not always successful in 

eliciting the desired perlocutionary effect because many of 

her readers took her mask and her disassociation from her 

sex as marks of insincerity, violating one of the chief 

criteria for the completion of successful speech acts. 

Once again, diverse approaches may lead to a common 

conclusion. While modern critics are busy praising 

Vindication and writing their own justifications of 

Wollstonecraft, they are products of their age, their 

context. They see the value of Vindication because theirs 

is an age that esteems the very rights of women that 

Wollstonecraft espoused. To them, Wollstonecraft is a 

· h · They are eager to defend her works, her genu1ne ero1ne. 

life. Most of them concede that the actual style and 
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arrangement of the work is flawed; they may criticize her 

flowery style, her too-frequent exhortations, her over-drawn 

examples, but they staunchly defend her ideas, her concepts. 

They are the products of an age, a milieu, that values the 

worth of women and that allows women to crusade to share 

total equality with men, even though the battle still rages. 

The perlocutionary effect of Vindication on modern readers 

tends to be that very effect that Wollstonecraft seemed to 

wish to produce by way of her illocutionary acts, her 

compliance with the Conversational Cooperative Principles, 

her compliance with existing genre and stylistic 

conventions. In Horner's terms, modern readers see that the 

sincerity condition obtains: the text act reader believes 

what is being stated in the text. The identity condition 

obtains: the speaker/writer text writer and the 

hearer/reader ~ text reader. The text time and place = text 

act reader's time and place (via time assimilation) (Text 

Act 144). Yet acceptance of those illocutionary acts and 

perfo r mance of the author's desired perlocutionary effect 

seem to be context--not content--based. Modern readers who 

praise Vindication seem to respond more to her ethos, her 

cause, than to the actual illocutionary acts in which she 

posits the material of her treatise. Thus, whereas earlier 

11 ft 's ethos as negative, detracting critics see Wo stonecra 

from her work, modern critics often take the opposite view, 



249 

taking her defiant lifestyle as a mark of true independence, 

courage. Sociological considerations--moment, milieu--play 

a key role in readers' response to the work over the years. 

For Mill's Subjection, a similar approach may be taken, 

with interesting results. When the work was published, it 

produced a variety of responses from both Mill's detractors 

and friends. As he had long been a vital part of the 

political structure in Britain by way of his Utilitarian 

philosophy, his time as a liberal Member of Parliament, and 

his advocacy of various social, political, and economic 

reforms, Mill had many supporters and enemies to receive his 

writings. Ryan reports that Subjection was a commercial 

failure, "the only book on which Mill's publisher ever lost 

money" (125). Yet Robson mentions that Subjection went 

through three editions in Britain in 1869 and two editions 

in the United States and was translated immediately into 

French, Danish, German, Italian, and Russian (Complete Works 

21: lxx). Such evidence seems to indicate an interest in 

the work despite its alleged money-losing status. Josephine 

Kamm reports that the reaction to Subjection was mixed, 

noting that Leslie Stephen praised the work for its justice, 

depite a certain shrillness of tone, while his brother James 

Fitzjames Stephen in Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (1873) 

lambasted the treatise (199-200). Despite his basic 

h t l·n Sub1'ection, Mill's friend disapproval of t e concep s _ 



Bain called the book "the most sustained exposition of 

Mill's life-long theme--the abuses of power" ( 130). Bain 

goes on to say that while he personally doubted "the 

expediency of putting this [women's rights] more strongly 

than people generally would be willing to accept" (131), he 

notes that Mill vehemently disagreed and claimed he had to 

make such a strong statement in order to stir up women's 

aspirations for themselves (131). 

A critic writing in the influential Blackwood's 

Magazine reviewed Subjection in the most unfavorable of 

terms soon after it was published. The critic attacks Mill 

for his alleged "assertion of himself as the sole advocate 

among men with fairness and perception enough to plead 

woman's cause ••• " ("Mr. Mill on the Subjection ..21_ Women" 

30). The reviewer specifically uses the word "woman's" 

cause, in direct contrast to Mill, who insisted that his 
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. . " " 1 1 t t' t 1 " " treat1se deal w1th women --p ura , no sen 1men a woman. 

Indeed, his letter to Holyoake demonstrates Mill's demand 

that all publishers printing his treatises refer to the 

"women's" cause (Later Letters 15: 509-10). Finally, after 

attacking Mill's character, impugning his intentions, 

disagreeing with his politics and philosophy, the Blackwoods 



critic finally admits: "We cannot but consider his book 

opportune at the present juncture. It is well that people 

generally should realise that meddling with the marriage 

laws is dealing with edge-tools " (317). In this 
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instance, the Blackwoods critic simply responds in 

accordance with those who opposed the women's suffrage 

movement, and such a contingent made up a force to be 

reckoned with as Brian Harrison notes in his work, Separate 

Spheres: The Opposition !Q Women's Suffrage in Britain 

(1978). Therefore, in his support of women's right to vote, 

Mill stood against a number of prominent men and women, 

persons such as Dickens and John Ruskin. In fact, Kate 

Millett points out the differences in Mill's attitude to 

women and the popular Victorian concept of "the angel in the 

house" espoused by the likes of Ruskin. Of the concept of 

the noble, self-sacrificing role of women favored by such 

individuals, Millett says that Mill viewed it "only a 

despicable self-immolation, both wasteful and tasteless" 

(79). 

The same Blackwoods critic goes on to suggest that 

Mill's treatise shows the consequences of tearing down old 

systems, the dangers of attempting to change human nature 

(317). Consequently, while appearing to compliment Mill for 

the timeliness of his work, the critic in actuality is still 

criticizing Mill and holding him up for ridicule throughout 



the article. Like Wollstonecraft's critics, this reviewer 

chooses to concentrate upon Mill the person, only taking 

sidewise slaps at the actual rhetoric of the tract. The 
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reviewer feared the content of Mill's Subjection--its social 

implications--and failed tq _respond with the perlocutionary 

effect Mill had hoped for by refusal to accept the status 

and sincerity and good sense of the speaker, not because the 

illocutionary acts were unclear or the literary conventions 

were flouted. Consequently, Mill's philosophy, his 

politics, his ethos play a major part in this critic's 

reaction to Subjection. The critic, disagreeing with Mill 

on a wide range of topics including women's rights, refused 

to accept Mill's sincerity and good sense in Subjection. As 

Martha Vicinus points out, this reviewer was one of many, 

such as those who wrote for the Saturday Review, who 

believed that if women were given other options they would 

not marry (xii). In short, the critic refused to respond as 

Mill had hoped; Mill's speech acts, in this instance, were 

not felicitous. 

Reacting to Mill's treatise and its propositions, 

Herbert Spencer wrote to Mill and complained that men were 

already tyrannized by women. In responding to this 

statement, Mill writes, "Women's illegitimate power is 

greater than if they had legitimate freedom" (Later Letters 

17: 1614). Obviously Spencer's response--and he was Mill's 



friend--was typical of the contemporary audience to whom 

Hill wrote. As early as 1867, before Subjection was 

published but while Mill was playing a key role in the 

advocacy of women's rights, Mill had to quell one man's 
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fears about according women equal rights with men. In reply 

to a letter from Archdeacon John Allen, Mill writes, "I do 

not anticipate that women would be made less valuable in the 

house by having their minds directed to the great concerns 

of mankind: but quite the contrary • ." (Later Letters 16: 

1273). And Goldwin Smith, writing in Macmillan's Magazine, 

in 1874 objects to Mill's concept of women, a concept he 

believes reduces the sexes to sexless philosophers (140). 

Many in his audience feared the ideas Mill was suggesting; 

they refused to share his beliefs; they refused to become at 

one with him, and so they rejected his i1locutionary intent 

and refused to respond with the desired perlocutionary 

effect. 

Yet not everyone disagreed with Mill's stance in 

Subjection. Kamm reports that Mill's influential friends 

Charles ·Eliot Norton, Charles Kingsley, and Kate Amberley 

all joyously received the book, and she reports that the 

daughters of Eugene Schuyler, the American charge d'affaires 

in Moscow at the time the book was published, called 

Subjection their "Bible" (201-02). One of Mill's greatest 

fans, John Morley, of Fortnightly Review, in 1874 praised 
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Subjection as one of Mill's best works (12, 15). But even 

William L. Courtney, writing in 1889 and generally 

supportive of Mill, attributes the fervor of Mill's treatise 

to the effect of Harriet Taylor and says of Subjection that 

its argument is "overstrained" and its contentions faulty 

(162). It seems that even those who loved Mill, respected 

him, often found his support of something as radical as 

women's rights in politics, marriage, and the professions to 

be too bitter a pill to swallow. These critics, then, 

attacked Mill's pathos, his passion for a cause, when 

actually there is very little appeal to pathos or audience's 

emotions in Subjection. These critics responded to an 

implied passion--Mill's total advocacy of women's rights--

and it was that advocacy, not the way he expressed it, that 

they refused to accept. 

Writing in the 1950s, a period not marked by any 

particular agitation for women's rights yet following the 

great contributions of British and American women to the war 

effort, Packe echoes Bain somewhat as he calls Subjection 

Mill's "supreme contribution to practical philosophy ••• " 

(420). Noting that the work aroused the most antagonism of 

all Mill's works, Packe says that the treatise stimulated 

much-needed debate. He reports that two editions sold out 

quickly and that the book was translated into German, 

French, Polish, and Danish (495-96). In 1957, Ruth Borchard 
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says that despite the outcry Subjection caused, "Probably 

other book of his has transformed our public and private 

life as much as did the Subjection Qf Women" (130). In a 

1959 article, Richard Powers notes, like Packe, that 

Subjection "aroused more antagonism than anything else he 

wrote" (208) yet goes on to defend the stance Mill takes. 

no 

And Rossi notes that Subjection was deleted from Max 

Lerner's Essential Works Qi John Stuart Mill published in 

1961 (5), while James Backes's 1962 dissertation on Mill's 

logic and rhetorical practices explores Mill's advocacy of 

social reform but does not focus on Subjection per se. 

During the 1970s, an era marked for its agitation for 

women's rights in the United States, Anne Tatalovich wrote a 

comprehensive defense of the Subjection. In her 1973 

analysis of Mill's work, Tatalovich notes: 

Mill was not content with a mere assertion of his 
position. With the same controlled reason and 
eloquence he used to defend freedom and 
representative government, Mill provided his 
contemporaries and future generations a remarkable 
justification of sexual equality. . (88) 

The analysis concentrates upon what Mill said, his content, 

his illocutionary acts--not upon how he says what he does. 

Unlike modern supporters of Vindication, Tatalovich sees no 

need to defend Mill's rhetorical style, his diction, his 

arrangement. Because the work follows scrupulously the 

Conversational Cooperative Principle maxims, observes a 

· 1 t 1 dheres to the most formal restrained rhetor1ca s Y e, a 
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logic, Subjection does not leave itself as open to attack on 

the basis of style as Vindication does. However, there are 

those modern critics who would disagree. 

McDonnell claims that Subjection is strident, 

combative, and acute, an "appropriate culmination to a 

missionary career" (382). While he attacks Subjection 

because "Its passion is touched with bitterness and its 

eloquence is often perilously close to histrionics" (381), 

McDonnell concedes that it is still among Mill's best works. 

He says that the work isolated Mill, that it is modern, 

ahead of its time, and still valid today (381). In his 

analysis, McDonnell considers the way Mill says what he 

says, and it is interesting to note that his criticism is 

geared to that--technique, not content alone. Writing in 

1974, McDonnell is heir to a milieu that could favorably 

accept the concept of equal rights for the sexes; his only 

complaint is with the way Mill makes his grand ideas known 

to the reader. Like modern proponents of Wollstonecraft, 

McDonnell has taken the position of defending Mill's content 

while quibbling about his style. In his introduction to 

volume 21 of Mill's collected works published in 1984, 

Collini calls Subjection "a deliberately provocative and 

splendidly sustained polemic, one of the peaks of Mill's 

rhetorical achievement as a public moralist" (xxxiii). 
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What, then, can be said about the relative merits of 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication and Mill's Subjection? Which 

work comes closer to achieving the desired illocutionary 

intents of arousing, informing, warning, exhorting, and, 

ultimately, of persuading its audience to accept the ideas 

espoused in the work, to become convinced of the work's 

import, sincerity, and necessity, and, finally, to agitate 

actively for women's rights? Wollstonecraft's haunting 

rhetoric, her purple passages, her shrill voice, her 

exhortations, her biblical-style warnings make Vindication a 

memorable treatise, even while it is in response to these 

very features that the work has often been criticized. 

Wollstonecraft's context, however, did not admit as much 

perlocutionary effect--as much direct action on behalf of 

wom e n's rights--as her intentions warranted; her time was 

not yet right for the sweeping revolution in human behavior 

that she envisioned. Yet Wollstonecraft's work, while not 

the first of its kind, has certainly become the beacon for 

all similar works which followed; it has been hailed, 

rightly or not, as the seminal feminist tract, 

Wollstonecraft the "mother" of all subsequent "agitations" 

for the equality of the sexes. When one is asked who has 

played the most vital historic role in the movement for 

women's rights, the answer is almost invariably the name of 

a woman--Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the 
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Rights .Q_f Woman. 

Himmelfarb says that the modern women's movement has 

put emphasis on equality, not on liberty, as Mill had 

intended. She says that the current women's movement aims 

at "sisterhood"--a common cause, that the movement speaks of 

"woman"--not women (On Liberty 174). And, of course, it 

must be reiterated here that Wollstonecraft vindicates 

"woman" in the singular, not the collective "men" she 

vindicates in her earlier reply to Burke. Wollstonecraft 

uses the term "woman" much as Himmelfarb says the modern 

feminist movement uses the word. "Woman" is today often 

used personally, somewhat sentimentally, encouraging 

individual identification with "the cause." The days of the 

late 1960s and 1970s when the women's movement organized, 

expanded, united, have become the days of the 1980s, in 

which one's dedication to the cause of equal rights for 

women has become more a personal than a group choice, in 

which personal action or apathy is the norm. As noted, Mill 

the Utilitarian objected to the use of the singular "woman" 

for just that reason--because he said it invited 

sentimentality--and spoke instead of women en masse, as a 

unified group. Perhaps his treatise from its title on 

appeals less to woman, an individual, than does 

Wollstonecraft's work; perhaps that is one of the reasons 

d know Of and r evere Wollstonecraft's work 
more women to ay 
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than know or honor Mill's Subjection. Consequently, because 

she came before Mill and was a woman speaking to women, 

about women, Wollstonecraft's work is the better known. 

Indeed, because she was only too willing to flout literary 

conventions through diction, rhetorical appeals, strident 

tone, pathetic examples, diffuse organization, and excessive 

wordiness--even as she was willing to flout existing social 

mores--Wollstonecraft's text is the work most people 

associate with the women's movement. 

Mill's Subjection, although more timely, more carefully 

reasoned, more observant of existing literary, logical, and 

rhetorical rules is nevertheless the writing of a man who 

came many years after the great woman. Although his age was 

more ripe for true agitation on behalf of women's rights, 

and although his work and advocacy of those rights resulted 

in an organization designed exclusively to agitate for 

women's rights, his essay is not the more famous. But is 

there something in the texts that makes each of these works 

transcendent? I believe there is: it is their content, what 

they criticize, what they suggest as remedies, indeed the 

whole "woman" issue. Yet it is context, the willingness of 

the reader now to assume the beliefs, values, attitudes of 

the writer then that causes different reactions to the works 

in different ages. And while modern readers may share 

Mill's attitudes, beliefs, and values, may agree 



wholeheartedly with his arguments in Subjection, and indeed 

may recognize Mill as the greater philosopher and literary 

figure, after all of these years it appears that it is 

Vindication which, at last, elicits the most appropriate 

perlocutionary response from its modern readers. 

Wollstonecraft is, after all, Mill's predecessor, 

acknowledged by him or not. She is, above all, a woman. 
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The age Wollstonecraft envisioned, wrote of in her peculiar 

exuberant, luxuriant way, seems to have come. Her speech 

acts are at last accepted as sincere; the reader has finally 

agreed to be at one with the author; the speech act has been 

felicitous. While both authors have played a vital role in 

the cause of women's rights, it is Wollstonecraft's pathos

packed, highly rhetorical prose that finds its way most 

keenly into the hearts and minds of her readers today. The 

intent of Vindication and Subjection is, in accordance with 

Horner's theory, "embodied in the language of [their] · text," 

(96), but time--an extrinsic component of the speech act 

scenario--seems to have altered the way in which readers 

respond to the intrinsic conditions of the text itself 

(Horner, Text Act 189). Wollstonecraft indeed follows the 

sound rhetorical practice of moving the passions as well as 

convincing the understanding, and in so doing she produced 



the most famous treatise on women's rights to date. In 

Taylor's words, "Great minds need not look for the approval 

of their contemporaries--they must preach for a hundred 

years ahead" (35). 
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