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written by men and women, and must attempt to theorize 
imaginative writing fl.S something more specific, strange and 
fragmented than a 'reflection' of either patriarchal ideology or 
real social relations. A socialist cultural criticism may wish to cut 
loose, finally, from feminism's overemphasis in the last decade 
on high culture as a leading influence, benign or vicious, on 
women's subordination or struggle. Millett's radical feminism is 
quite clear about culture's central place in the sexual revolution. 
Given the errors in her definition of patriarchy and the function 
of patriarchal ideology we should, as Marxists and feminists, be 
wary of placing all of our hopes and fears on the revision of 
culture. In her postscript, Millett concludes: 

The enormous social change involved in a sexual revolution is basic­
ally a matter of altered consciousness, the exposure and elimination 
of social and psychological realities underlining political and cultural 
structures. We are speaking then, of a cultural revolution, which, 
while it must necessarily involve the political and economic reorganiz­
ation traditionally implied by the term revolution, must go far 
beyond this as well. And here it would seem that the most profound 
changes implied are ones accomplished by human growth and true 
re-education, rather than those arriv~d at through the theatrics of 
armed struggle - even should the latter become inevitable. 23 

Much of this statement is politically impeccable, but its empha­
sis, written as it was in the midst of the Vietnam war, is a little 
worrying. The realities of armed struggle are made to seem more 
distant and fictional than those of altered consciousness and 
human growth. 

23. Millett, pp. 362-3. 

2.­

Wild Nights: 
Pleasure/Sexuality/Feminism 

... till women are Jed to exercise their understandirgs, they 
should not be satirized for their attachment to rakes; or even 
for being rakes at heart, when it .appears to be the inevitable 
consequence of their education. They who live to please -
must find their enjoyments, their happiness in pleasure! 

Wild Nights - Wild Nights! 
Were I with thee 
Wild Nights should be 
Our luxury! 

Mary Wollstonecraft, 1792 

Emily.Dickinson 1861 

I had been a 'hopeful radical. Now I am not. Pornography has 
infected me. Once I was a child and I dreamed of freedom. 
Now I am an adult and I see what my dreams have come to: 

31 

I 

I ,, 



32 

pornography. So, while I cannot help my sleeping nightmares, 
I have given up many waking dreams. 

Andrea Dworkin 19811 

How difficult it is to uncouple the terms pleasure and sexuality. 
How much more difficult, once uncoupled, to re-imagine woman 
as the subject, pleasure as her object, if that object is not sexual. 
Almost two centuries of feminist activity and debate have 
passed, two hundred years in which women's understandings 
have been widely exercised, yet most of Mary Wollstonecraft's 
modest proposals for female emancipation are still demands on a 
feminist platform. Most distant, most utopian seems her hesitant 

\\- plea that the social basis for woman's sexual pleasure be 'digni-
d"" fied' after 'some future revolution in time'. 2 J:9--0 near, too 

. ',t7c-;f'~ fa~her.._t~!!l_E2!3-W_.~ec:!_!~~E.~-E:j~~E ~'s 
\)~;). ')_ Rkasu..r.~.EJ,_j~i:l~abJy...1:_?J!.1-9 to h~_e_p~9!:E1! an~1:_nt~ 
{1v \L ,r ~ ~-!fil~s. Revolutions have come and gone, and sexuality _is once 
1.,.fa~S '-' ·'(·:J , more at the head of fe~inist agend~s in th~ we~t, the wild card 

r~ \ _ .,,cJ ef :c<: whose suit and value shifts pr~voc_ative_ly with_ history. As dreai:n 
. 'W v,ti or nightmare, or both at once, 1t reigns m our lives as an anarchic 

~:~_,·l ~'t;:/1 force, refusing to be chastened and tamed by sense or conscience 
" ':> · to a sentence in a revolutionary manifesto: 

In the 'right to choose' the women's movement has reasserted 
the tenets of liberal humanism, laying claim to its promise of 
individual civil rights for women, and acknowledging the diffi­
culty of prescription in the area of sexual politics. Xfl_~)e 

\-c_ 1 d" . "th" ~v~ \ \. · ~ ._, ~E~2tua~!Y- !~!:!!~in.§. __ ?1:f ..... .Qf__~~~- J.:gu tra ___ c.Q~s .l~?.?EJ-:--'.YL __ ;.n. 
~t-r-v"', l_ \ .(Jr ~C?_!lte.Q:E~E~.LY_J:~l.Ws..§~_caus!ng as much an~iety to fe_m_1msts and 

1 
1 , , c e'~'~,,.F tfieir sympathisers ~s to their ~pponents. W1t~m fe~m~st debate, 

~ 'r:"" x·. radical and revolutionary femm1sts argue with their liberal and 
I ~"' '' ' f 1· . 11 : ~ (?~ : c1 socialist sisters around definitions o a correct or po 1tica y 

'{'yr acceptable sexual practice. The possible positions on this troub~ 
ling issue that can be identified as feminis_t_rangLfrom....a..pro-

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of /hi Rig/ifs of Woman, New York 1975, p. 
119. Emily Dickinson, The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, Th,omas H. John­
son ed., London 1977, p. 114. Andrea Dworkin, Pornograpl1y: Men Possess111g 
Women, London, 1981, p. 304. 

2. Wollstonecraft, p. "119. 
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pleasure; polymorphously perverse ~~1:!~L..@gicaliR_mL..th1:g,!,!gh 
califiuusp~rmis-s-ivei'\e'ss,':J~:::-anf[j:.)p;m __ acfodsm.~a_Qg ___ ,LRQlitj~al 
1es6ianism Thi;( de-emp~,~~:3..~-~--,g~giJ.~L-2~~!:!~Fty. '!'~_1;J-Y~L 

·--cO'nfl1cnrtrrhe~QL"1e~m-j!~~!t_sJ-1gg~.§!.§., .. ,fl.Ql_2~g~-~ther 
fhTrtgs;-~~9~11~].Y,._W,QP.:1~!f§~--sukt~_<;!i,vity)~ .. -~211_stE1;1_<:,t~? 
fn!Q![gn§.e_i@J:cat~ggri~s. 
- Thenegative meanings historically associated with their sex-
uality have been a major impediment in women's fight for libera-
tion. Historians suggest that the 'ideological division of women 
into two classes, the virtuous and the fallen, was already well 
developed' by the mid-eighteenth century. Certainly ~t r~ceiv~d 
one of its maj,or modern articulations at about this time m 
Rousseau'.s Emile (1762). In Emile the possibility of women's civil, 
economic and psychological independence is rejected because it 2cw 
would also enable the independent and Jicentiou?_exercise of her ~{,-<::...,..? "'v 
supposedly insatiable sexual appetite. Woman's desire i~Yr/e_r,"'~~J,.,, 'r 
Rousseau as both regressive _!~5.1-~~~mpnve ~f the new hb~_i;_gl .J ~ ~ ... _"" .s 
sooal orclerne PfQpQseq;..JY,QIDgn:s ... emancipa.tJQJLW.OJJ.hl .. IB~D_fl. ..,, r ~ 

·:A~=%-~·;;~~;;i~f~c\~~~;~;~jJ~~~;~P.!~~~11iic~II~ ~~f;i:~J 
and independent is fatally Jinked to the unrestramed and v1c1ous 
exercise of her sexuality, not just in the propaganda of the new 
right, but in a central and influential w?rk o~ the very old_left. le.ti.;-

Wh_en feminis~s soug~~~epr<?PJIB.te liberal humamsm for rz., 1_3_ ""' 
their ownsextfieyn'aa to contend with the double st~~ 1-<>~ . 
pmmrrrerttlyin-sc:rioeawifnin rac!_:canraciilion, ~~ well _as with_ its_ Jev':v,_J . 
2.,uffocatmg and determining_presen5~...].om,!!lpnt_J~g~~s. D -<~11 t... 
Female sexuality is still the suppressed !ext of those hbe~al and "'cr;~·J..:: ' 
left programmes that are silent on the issues of women s s~b- lv<'.c. 'L- .' ,. 

ordination. This silence has had its negative effect upon femm- .::f,vz.;,-;.,,, .. " ( , 
ism itself, which must always speak into other political 
discourse~here both right and _left sexual ideologie~~~e, 
associating women's desire with weakness, unreason a_!ld 
matenahsm, it has been noticeably~_p.Q.sitiye 
s~alafiapolificarinea.!1J.ngs for -female sexualityPOnly its 
supposed aisruptive force can be harnessed to revo~ution~ry 
possibility, and then, perhaps, only for th~ moment of d1srupt~on 
itself. While most feminisms have recogmzed that the regulation 
of female sexuality and the ideological mobilization of its threat 
to order are part of women's subordination, it is not surprising 
that they have too often accepted the paradigm that insists that c'l.!N, s kc.. v"-

0 

-----· r> t U_(:' k_ c) 

0,c.u ,,.,....,_...._,J\' 

Ue.~1.v"\..- C ~ e­

{C.":)V\..;r,' vt.., 

¼VU... I':_ 
\/~'t--Q.v-. '> 

\.,J...,S 
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d~sire is a regry&sive force in women's lives, and have called fQ.L 
a sublimation of women's sexual pleasure to meet a p,assionless 
and_ rational ideal. Rousseau's · formulation has cast a long 
~hadow that ca~t be dispersed by simple inversions of his 

l 
argument~As long as the idea survives that a reformed libidinal 
e(onomy for women is the-P-recondition for a successful feminist 
ROlitics, women can always be seen as unready_ for emancipyitiol)ll 
This view, explicitly expressed in Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindi­
cation of t/Je Rig/its of Woman emerges in a different form in 
Adrienne Rich's radical feminist polemic, 'Compulsory Hetero-

__ sexuality and Lesbian Existence' (1980). This article explores 
A Vindication at some length, and 'Compulsory Heterosexuality' 
very briefly, as part of a longer project to understand how the 
sexual politics of feminism has been shaped. 

The Rights of Woman and Feminine Sexuality: Mary 
Wollstonecraft 

The reputation of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of t/Je 
-... Rig/its of Woman (1792), the fo_unding text_of AJJ~ 
f~m, generally precedes and in part constructs our reading 
of it. We are likely to look for, and privilege, its demands for 
educational, legal and political equality; these are, after all, the 
demands that link Wollstonecaft's feminism to our own. If we 
give ourselves up to A Vindication's eloquent but somewhat 
rambling prose, we will also discover passim an unforgettable 
early account of the making of a lady,_~acu~,_de_tailed analy:sis 
oV:he-s~~~~-~--oUe.mini.nity_,_ which appropriates the 
developmental psychology of enlightenment and romantic 
thought. I_!_ is certa~_~ossible _to __ eng_c1g~_with_A_Vinqif;qjjQ1.1so 

_ . far and no farther, to let ll}QSLoJ.Hs . .troubling.his.torkalJUeanings 
.,),) --~nd_c()n.t_r.c3:9-_iEti..9E,~ .. dr2Ei\.~<lY,--so .. thatw.e .. may.Jake.awa:y_from it 

y}'. u··· / an unproblematic feminist inheritance. How much use can we 
")., '..(1i' ,~.._ ·make oflhis.legiicfw·ithoiiFisense·of the history that produced 

.:-,;,(' ,(' it? Read A Vindication for its historical meanings and another text '·~: Ji' ---- ·----------------···--..,. ______ -·· 
_, 3. Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society, London 1981, p. 30. 

4. Adrienne Rich, 'Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence', in 
Signs; Journal of Women in Culture and Society, vol. 5, no. 4, 1980, pp. 631-60. 
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e~~~, o~ha_! is ~g!:t<!!?.ly_a_§j!1_~~E~§.t~9-_il)_µe_v,~JQpi_1:1,g.~--~~~s­
s~~,!V2!2..!adgjL_r~!.?f.!1}.e,~_!?_9_y1g~9J.sie_~~.Ju .. 0:.Qd!!cing_an 
anal y_~~-g!_~.2.I!l.fil(~-~~-~,Qx.djna._tjgE). p.nd ? .. planifes to_ of h~r._rJgh ts. 
---------this part of Wollstonecraft's project deserves our attention 
too, for only by understanding why Wo __ g~~.cra~J.llcl,, 
women to become jull 1Ilde2!!ndent _mymper~ of • the- mi§<lli:~ ~ c, k 1"'­

. class,_~~.fil<~}),2.g_pLtb~ .. .n~gi:J._tjxg_"anc:Lgi;{:!.~q-i p.tive.assaultpn.c. v t; 1-, ,A­

on female sexuality that is the leitmotif of A '\ZindicqJion whe.reJUs...:.c, ua\;· ; J. 

not the overt subject of the text. 
It is usual to see ffie FrenclrRevolution as the intellectual and 

political backdrop-ito A Vindication; it would be more useful to see 
it as the most important condition of its production. As Margaret 
Walters has pointed out, A Vindication sums up and rearticulates 
a century of feminist ideas, 5 but its imme.di.ate stake was in the f'v 
EOlitical advance of a revolution,acy-Yill}guard .:::::..!.lliLlkl..dle.=.dass re) ~r-a ! J 
!!~lf,...il.§ W~ITE-.f!..~_n_g other..:' imagine~jt Ever)'. 012inion in I ..,.e_, ·./··1~ l., 
the te~ __ is _written _iJJ._j:he....glare-of-this .. JlOlitkally_,,c_harged--aRd \ 0 
convulsive moment, an~ _ _J9g__area of Wollstonecraft's_thpught 
mosl altered.and illuminated-by-that--glare-is-sexu9lity;. In her two 
attempts at fiction, Mary, a Fiction and Maria or T/Je Wrongs_ of 
Woman, one produced a few years before A Vindication and the 
other incomplete at her death in 1797, women's feelings and 
desires, as well as the importance of expressing them, are /,J _1 
valorized:PBut in A Vindication__ Wollstone.c:r!'lt! ____ t~E_ne~--~gainst "--q "'-~,-,., 1

1 

f~g,_ whi_ch. iL.S~~~---<!.5--~~iJionary and _regl:'.~s-~-~:'.:.'_ .. 3-~?~_t u~~-....i -c-;, 
-~!-rE:~o.lu_!:l_oE~~y__,!P~~~l~ty and plea~-""~~-~-tJc :J 
inducement~.~aJjf,~,:.~2f=luqr8_1:~~fsl[y.g~~§®:·)~::.t~-~;:o~ly. \ 
,lt PP2~~- _<! ttr-ip.~~~i.!P.R.£.9.E.1:i.aJe:;:to !fl.Y-r.ey_o.!11Ji_onary .. c:h<!lgc;,.t§[1~pd 7J 
:wom._en. c1x~ir:!}J2!:.de .. d b}:_Jheir_e_a,fly_ and __ corrupt.jnitiat-ionjn_tb~ J 
~~r1suaL,fr..Qrr1.JJsmg theirs,-~ · 

~h.y-is...A-:-1lindi~tJljQ!!__~~?--~1:1!f~ed _ -~i-~-~ .. :~~- sex1:1~~-- a_~d so 
severe about 1t? This 1s the quesl:Ion that I will explore at snme 
l~oelow: Wollstonecraft's feminism and her positions on 
sexuality were, a,t this point in her life, directly bound up with I 
her radical politics - they can only be understood through each/ 
other. In untangling the knotted meanings of the sexual in our 
own history, our own politics, it is useful to understand the 

5. Margaret Walters, 'The Rights and Wrongs of Women: Mary Wollstonecraft, 
Harriet Martineau, Simone de Beauvoir', in Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley 
eds., The Rights and Wrongs of Women, Harmondsworth, 1979, pp. 304-378. 
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different but recurring anxieties it has stirred for other femin­
i_sms, other times. 

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman offers the reader a puritan 
sexual ethic with such passionate conviction that self-denial 
seems a libidinzed activity. And so it was, in the sense that a 
reform of sexual beha~..!!?.!.S!.!1.$£~!:!.P.!:,C~nditi,9.!_1_~ 
rndical. <j}ang~ in __ j!1e _ co~~men; ~permitting ~e 
dey_elopmenLoLtlieir reASOn ~9~p~de~~ The democratic 
imperatives - equality and liberty for all classes of persons -
have been, for so long now, the well worn staples of liberal and 
left rhetoric that it is hard to remember that they were being 
invoked in new ways and with unprecedented exuberance in the 
17_90s·; When we try to puzzle out the meanings of A Vindication 
it'is the negative construction of the sexual in the midst of a posi­
tive and progressive construction of the social and political we 
mt,J:st question. In that contradiction - if indeed it is a contradic­
tion - our present conflict over sexual politics is still partly 
embedded. 

Written· in six weeks at the height of British left optimism 
about events in France, A Vindication came out early in 1792, the 
same year as the second part of Tom Paine's Rights of Man, a year 
before William Godwin's Political Justice. Each was, equally, a 
response to the political moment. All three were crucial state­
ments about the social and political possibilities of a transformed 
Britain. An almost millenarial fervour moved British radicals in 
these years. Their political and philosophical ideas were being 
put into practice only a few hundred miles away; there were 
signs of reasoned and purposeful unrest at home among 
ordinary working people. The end of aristocratic privilege and 
autocratic rule in France was to be taken as a sign of universal 
change. The downfall of the Bastille, Thomas Paine exulted, 
included the idea of the downfall of despotism. 

A Vindication engages with radical romantic politics at a 
moment when the practical realization of such a politics seemed 
as near as France itself. Wollstonecraft had already written one 
short pamphlet, A Vindication of tile Rig/its of Men (1790), in 
support of the revolution, and was still to write a long piece on 
its behalf.6 In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, her most 

6. Mary Wollstonecraft, Historical and Moral View of /lie Origin and Progress of the 
French Revolution, 1794. 

1/ 
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important work, she took advantage of an open moment of 
political debate to intervene on behalf of women from inside the 
British left intelligentsia.· Its message is urgent precisely because 
social and political refor,m seemed not just possible, but inevit­
able. The status of women as moral and political beings had 
become one fairly muted instance of the unresolved contradic­
tions within the republican and democratic tendencies of the 
time. The overlapping tendencies of enlightenment and romantic 
thought emphasized the natural virtue rather than innate 
depravity of human beings, their equality before God, and the 
evils brought about by unequal laws and hereditary privilege. 
Arguments initially directed at a corrupt ruling class on behalf of 
a virtuous bourgeoisie inevitably opened up questions of intra­
class power relations. With A · Vindication Wollstonecraft 
challenged her own political camp, insisting that women's rights 
beput higheron theradical agenda._~cl.~~.l:.~~~9.j;_qJ.q_llgyra'nd, 
taking issue with Rousseau, s_peaking the political jargon of her 
'Englishrontemporaries, ..d_ Vindication inYi.l~ enlightenment -
heiifage,"'tne-deacl aria the living, to extend the newhumarusm 
tocthe other h-alfoflfie-rac·e:-W-ithcr-thrivirrg-revolutiurr-i:mder 

way, thepolitical anaihrel1ecfual credit of republican sympathis­
ers was as high as their morale. It seemed like the right moment 
to ask them to pay their debt to women. 

The opening pages of A Vindication share the aggressive, 
confident mood and tone that had developed under the threat 
and promise of the revolutionary moment. Ridiculing the 'turgid 
bombast' and 'flowery diction' of aristocratic discourse, 
Wollstonecraft offers the reader instead, 'sincerity' and 'un-
affected' pros~, the style and st~ndards of the cl~ss of men ~nd :~·d\ !­
women t~ whom ~he was speakmg - 'I.p~y_-~rh~_l!-~~-~!!~DJlQ~_ r' l-s s 
~se m_,the m1ddle_class,~ause they appear to be m the ~1 

most ~[L~,_kasLc.or:r.1,1.P,~~l~~e.'. f!~.C~~~~- ~\ o-._) 
-hias:Jy_as .~haxed .with-her. .. radicaLco.ntgmfto~9des-=.jUs.-har_dly 
sur_pris_ing _ _that .. idealized humanityjw_ i~ §lppyar~ in hgr_Je).(Us.a 

iaf~~,-P-1!..in_~p~_aking,_J:?.Q1:!Eg_e,~is -~.:..J2enyin~_inni;lte 
"~qy_g_li_ty: __ between Jhg~ __ §exes __ m,g12LvJ:n:§is:AJ_§tr.eng.th,_she -
promises .. to.!.fir.st-consider.,womeri_tn_th~_grnnd.lighLoLhumau 
C!:§!t1Jres,.:w.ho ,jJ\_CQ,ffiffi..Q!l . .With.men, .. are~pJaced.on~this .ear.th,to, 

"unfold their faculties', and_ .. !:!.,c;l._cl._r,esses .. heLSisters .. _ho)dly .. AS~ 

;[~i~ak:~:-~~~~,~i-f~~~;~:~~~!~t:~f;~~=g::f!~~~~) 
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the disti~~.Qf__sg2<.~-· . '7 "· 

How to attain this character? In Paine's Rights of Man the 
reader was told that inequality and oppression were the effe·cts 
of culture rather than nature. The text itself is a politicizing 
event, first constructing and then working on an uncorrupted 
rational subject. Paine hoped, and his enemies feared, that some 
sort of direct political action to unseat despotic power would 
follow from a sympathetic reading of his pamphlet. The message 
and intention of A Vindication are very different. Nowhere does 
Wollstonecraft pose women, in their present 'degraded' condi­
tion, as either vanguard or revolutionary mass. Like the corrupt 
aristocracy, to whom they are frequently compared, !~~Y,_9.~, 
irn,t~G_ lumpen group who_ must undergo strenuous re-educa_-

. tion in orderthat they_mighLr.eno.unce....tb~_s_ens.yg1,-.ri£L!he_!!}­
selveLo..LsdLphrnses, susreptibili1yof h~i~~Y.2! S!;~~: 
ment, and refinement of tast~--,-.-,.~liber.tine...nolJons_oLbeaut¥ 
and the singlg-mindecl~desire of establishing_tbems_elv..e.s.~tb_e 
only wayyomen can_risg in the world -. by marriag~A~e 
the mid.dl.e.= . .d<1ss woman can join the Il!.iddle-class man in ady_Q_­
Cfl._ting_and advanci1!g_I:1_~1:1:an _ _erogress,_she must b~-pg!:§_t1aq~<1Jo 
become 'more masculine and respectable', by giving up he~/91.~ 
66th. as··; ins"f gnificanf"ooj ects··of·desire~ :in<l-as·desi_rinK subjecfS 

Even in its owri-day·;cr Vin'i:Tication must have been a short, 
sharp shock for women readers. Men might be able to mobilize 
reason and passion, in them equitably combined, to change the 
world immediately; women, crippled and stunted by an educa­
tion for dependence, must liberate themselves from a slavish 
addiction to the sensual before their 'understandings' could 
liberate anyone else. At later moments of political crisis feminists 
could, and would, portray women as vanguard figures, sub­
ordinated members of the propertied class who understood more 
about oppression, as a result, than their bourgeois male 
comrades. Not here. Read intertextually, heard against the poly­
phonic lyricism of Paine,· Godwin and the dozens of ephemeral 
pamphleteers who were celebrating the fact and prospect of the 
revolution, A Vindication was a sobering read. Wollstqnecraft sets 

.out on __ an.heroicmj_ssion to rescue women from a_ fate worse titan._ 

7. Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, pp. 9-10. 
8. Ibid., p. 10. 
9. Ibid., p. 11. 

., 
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death, which was, as she_ saw it, the malis:!Q!JS.i!ndsimt1ltaneous_ 
iJJs.cri pJi~ . .!?.L!t~~i.~. _§_~Xt1q_li_ty __ a:r1_g_jnfedori ty. as . ...i11IJ.at~ ,, J.}p t_lJI.ill. 
difference.. I.hi_[.J:YJ;!S._ho.w._hgr_p_olitical..mentocand.gender...adY..e.r.-

~~~e~~_e;f.s:;1ef }~~:~~~~~:~~a;:~~ffJe~~~~::0g;::~hn~~ ~ ~ 
least on Wollstonecratt herself. She accepts Rousseau's ascrip- . p 
tion of female inferiority and locates it even more firmly than he -~/ 
does in an excess of sensibility. Since Just and narcissism were~ 
evil they must belong to social relations rather than human 
nature; this was Rousseau's own position in relation to men. 
Accordingly, female sexuality insofar as it is vicious is inscribed _ ? 
in A Vindication as the effect of culture on an essentially un- ,.)-'> = 
gendered nature. By tampering with the site of degrading sexual- v--1 > .)< 
!ty without challenging the moralising des~ription o~ ~exuality 1<(,v-t,,·,;)_' 
·itself, ~o~lston~crafL.se.ts-;--l!J2._bg<1.r.t.b:e.;iku:1g_c,o.nd1ti~n~-for x:i~ 1'-"_ ,.,.i.~:2 
womfil.S.J1J2eration--=--a...l1.ttle._g_eatb,._t.h_e __ death ... 0Ldes1re,~tbe" e;,-./ Jr.Y yd" 
death of female pleasure. --··--·----·------- __________ Vo. {0 vl"' 

/Even ifA Viirdicationis·preoccupied with the sexual as the site \ 
and ,source of women's oppression, why is woman's love of . 

leas~re so dee _lµtigmaJlz_e..d_ruhe si~!_~er degradati~}lln--· 
refusmg to interpret women's unbounded aesire as a natural 
mark of sexual difference or the appropriate preoccupation of her 
mediated place in the social, Wollstonecraft is resisting a whole 
range of bourgeois positions around gender sexuality, positions 
rapidly hardening into the forms of bourgeois morality that 
would dominate nineteenth century ruling class gender relations. 
Her debate with Rousseau is central, because, like her, Rousseau 
wished to harness his gender ideologies to radical social and 
political theories. Rousseau's Emile is the place where he spells 
out the theoretical and socially expedient premises that excluded · 
women from equal participation in the enlightenment projects 
for human liberation and individual transcendence. Arguing for 
the sexual assymetry of natural endowment, Rousseau insisted 
that women's 'first propensities'· revealed an excess of sensi­
bility, easily 'corrupted or perverted by too much indulgence.' In 
civil society women's amoral weakness must not be given its 
natural scope Jest it lead, as it inevitably must, to adultery and its 
criminal consequence, the foisting of illegitimate heirs on 
bourgeois husbands. The remedy is borrowed back from the 
techniques of aristocratic despotism, elsewhere in Rousseau so 
violently condemned: women ' ... must be subject all their lives, 
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to the most constant and severe restraint, which is that of 
decorum; it is therefore, necessary to accustom them early to 
such confinement that it may not afterwards cost them too 
dear .... We should teach them above all things to lay a due 
restraint on themselves.nu 

Acknowledging, with crocodile tears, the artificiality of· the 
social, while insisting on its necessity, Rousseau invokes a tradi­
tionally unregenerate Eve partnered to an Adam who has been 
given back his pre-lapsarian status. 'The life of a modest woman 
is reduced, by our absurd institutions, to a perpetual conflict 
with herself: but it is just that this sex should partake of the 
sufferings which arise from those evils it hath caused us.' 11 Emile 
lays out, in fascinating detail, the radical project for the educa­
tion and adult gender relations of an enlightened bourgeoisie, a 
project that depended for its success on the location of affection 
and sexuality in the family, as well as the construction of the 
bourgeois individual as the agent of free will. The stn1ggle 
between reason and passion has an internal and external expres­
sion in Rousseau, and the triumph of reason is ensured by the 
social nature of passion. Since male desire needs an object, and 
women are that infinitely provocative object, the social sub­
ordination of women to the will of men ensures the containment 
of passion. In this way Rousseau links the potential and freedom 
of the new middle class to the simultaneous suppression and 
exploitation of women's nature. , 

Rousseau plays on the already constructed sexual categoriza­
tion of women into two groups - the virtuous and depraved. By 
insisting that these divisions are social ·rather than natural 
constructs - women are not depraved by nature - Rousseau 
can argue for social and civil restraints on women. Michel 
Foucault points out that the process of constructing women first· 
and foremost as a sexual subject was in itself a class bound 
project:~ . it was in the "bourgeois" or aristocratic family that 
the__s_g_xuality of children ana--m1olescents---was-first-prob­
lematized .... the first figure to be -inv§teclkth·e-deploymenrof 
sexuality, one of the first to be "sexualize~the-uidle" 
---.:_ . ---·-··'---------------
10. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, Barbara Foxley, tr., London, 1974, p. 332. 

Passages from Emile can all be found in Book V of this edition. However I 
have cited Rousseau as quoted by Wollstonecraft who comments on large 
chunks of Book V in A Vindication. 

11. Ibid., pp. 332-3. 
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woman. She inhabit~the_oute.u:dg.e._oLthe-.'.~.w.orld", in which 
s'nealwaysnadto appear as value, and of the family, where she 
was assigned a new identity charged with conjugal and parental 
obligation.' 12 

Mary Wollstonecraft stood waist-deep in these already estab­
lished and emergent sexual ideologies. At the time she was 
writing A Vindication she was neither willing nor able to mount a 
wholesale critique either of bourgeois sexual mores or the wider 
areas of gender relations. H~_li.fu_was....sho_1:tl_y_to_gQ..Jhmugh 
ii-Qffi~_e..r_J....rapid_changes,_w._oich .. w..o.uld,_ironicall;y:, __ mfilkJ1e.r as' 
one of the 'degraded' women_so__reroorsele.ssly._pilloried.-in..her 
text. A year and a half after her essay was published she was 

-rr.vfog -with a young American, Gilbert Imlay, in France; two 
years later she was an unmarried mother. A Vindication is a 
watershed ip her life and thought, but this crisis is marked in a 
curiously wilful way. Ibe_t~Le.x~~-~.?_yj_g~nt.?2:tag91Ji~rn.Jo 
the sexual; it exjig8era~s the _i~.QJtance __ .Qf_ t_~~-~~~sual_in the 
ev~iyJj~il\'.Erfieh,_}!!lfL!>~.~X~Y-.$._!~_~mRetP-ro0.1:!!!fl--~:95'.!Y 
aoou!._!~e_rup~~~E]g-rorce of ~emale_sexuality._Bot~ Emile and A 
Vindication share a deep ambivalence about sexuality. Images of ------.- ---···------::c,:--·'"""-· --.. ,.. ,-d)iCnlsease.,_decay and anarr.~_pcwei'I_im as_a_symoolicµnder-
text in both works, too f~eque1!tly locat~d_jp_women)~,sexual 
being rath~r.Jban.Jn._c;g1y,Jiefeici~!';~uakprnc:;tic:;e.~ This distaste is 

, ~asively articulated in A Vindication, adumbrated on the first 
page with an arresting description of French gender relations as 
'the very essence of sensuality' dominated by 'a kind of senti­
mental lust' which is set against the ideal of 'personal reserve, 
and s~_c;.r.e.d.-respecLfoL.deanliness ... and. delicacy-_in __ QQ!!l_~stic 
life .. ?.-1:1-The images of sexuality throughout are so gripping and-----., 
c6mpulsive that it is hard to tear oneself away to the less vivid "\ 

/ analysis that insists, with commendable vigour, that these filthy ) 
'·-.habits are a social construction, foisted on each generation of /,/ 

wo~l3ymale-clomirrated-and-male=orientated-socie.ty. ... ----------· 
The place of female sexuality in A Vindication is over­

determined by political as well as social history. Like many of the 
progressive voices of the late eighteenth century, Wollstonecraft 
had built her dreams of a new society on the foundation of 

12. Michel Foucault, Tl1e History of Sexuality: Volume 1: An /11troductio11, London, 
1979, p. 121. 

13. Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, pp. 3-4. 



42 

Rousseau's Social Contract and Essay on Inequality. Rousseau's 
writings, insofar as they spoke about human beings rather than 
men, offered cold reason warmed with feeling in a mixture that 
was very attractive to the excitable radical temperaments of 
Woll~tonecraft's generation. Rousseau, Paine wrote in 1791, 
expressed 'a loveliness of sentiment in favor of liberty, that 
excites respect and elevates the human faculties' - a judgement 
widely shared. How unlovely then, for Wollstonecraft to 
consider that in Emile Rousseau deliberc_!tely witholds from 
women because of the 'difference of sex' all that is promised to 
men. Rousseau's general prejudices and recommendations for 
women - functional, domestic education, nun-like socialization, 
restricted activity and virtual incarceration in the home -
colluded with the gender bias and advice of more reactionary 
bourgeois autho~s, as well as society at large. The sense in which 
Rousseau's prescriptions were )Jecoming the dominant view can 
be heard in the different imaginary readers addressed by the 
texts. In the section on women Emile slips in and out of a de­
fensive posture, arguing, if only tactically, with an anonymous 
feminist opponent for the imposition of a stricter regime on 
women. Wollstonecraft too is on the defensive but her composite 
reader-antagonist was ·a society that believed in and followed 
Rousseau's novel advice to the letter. Emile offered its ideas as a 
reform of and reaction to liberal ideas on female education and 
behaviour. Thirty years on, A Vindication suggested that female 
sexual morality had become laxer, operating under just such a 
regime of restraint and coercion as Rousseau had laid out. 

The project of Emile was to outline the social and sexual 
relations of an idealized bourgeois society by giving an account 
of the education and courtship of its youth. A Vindication appro­
priates part of this project, the elaborate set of distinctions 
between the manners and morals of the aristocracy and those of 
the new middle class. The anti-aristocratic critique is fore­
grounded and set in focus by the French Revolution: its early 
progress exposed the corruption of the ruling classes to a very 
wide and receptive audience. When Wollstonecraft suggests that 
vain, idle and sensuous middle-class women are to be compared 
with the whole of the hereditary aristocracy who live only for 
pleasure she strikes at two popular targets. When she identifies 
the aestheticized and artificial language of the ruling class - 'a 
deluge of false sentiments and overstretched feelings', 'dropping 
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glibly from the tongue' as the language of novels and letters, _she 
implies that it is also the language of women, or of the soCJety 
adultress. At one level she is simply producing a gendered and 
eroticized version of Paine's famous attack on Burke's prose style 
and sentiments, in Rights of Man, part 1. At another, the massing 
of these metaphors of debased and disgusting fem~le sexuali'.y, 
even when they are ostensibly directed at the behaviour of a dis­
credited class has the effect of doubling the sexual reference. 
Paine's comment - 'He pities the plumage and forgets the dying' 
bird' - already carries sexual and_g~_!}_d_ered-meaning~Because a---...,., 
naturally whoris~_!'l.nd--disrupting female sexuality was so ', 
profougdly---a·part of traditional symbol and reference, used to / 
tarnish whatever object it was applied to, it became extremely_.,. .. / 

/clifficult for ,Wollstonecraft to keep her use of such images tigdt6 
/ a social and environmental analysis. She her~~lf_js. affected by 

\....__t-he...traditionaLassoGiation:---·--·-- -----
1 

In A Vindication women's excessive interest in themselves as 
objects and subjects of desire is theorized as an effect -of the 
ideological inscription of male desire on female subjects who, as 
a result, bear a doubled libidinal burden. But theJanguage of that · 
sober: analysis is more innovatory, less secure, and less connota­
tive than the metaphorical matrix used to point and illustrate it. 
As a consequence, th~~-.!E..? ... 9:JPS@DL~JiRP-2ge .. b.ac;;k.i.UiQ __ ~--~ore 
natul~ ~ndreactionary_view __ of women, and.a_ collapseofthe 
two parts of the metap~or~ in_~o--~~~-~-.<?.!h~::...!~:1~: .. y\'.<?}1§!9.p.ecraft 
tries to argue against r~5.~ra!.n.! .'.1_1:,~-~!:Een1!:!f!_C_~_lJy _ c.~!11.:Pa!1.~R-the 
situation-of"wcimeri'fo slaves and Jae-dogs .. -:- .' ... fCJr. servitude 

nofoniy~aeiiises the individual, bu tits ~ffects ~e~m. t()_ be trans-
mitteci"to posterity. Considering the length of ti1ne th.at women 111,,w, ~,.

1 
_ 

nave··heen .. dependent, is. it surpdsir1g: t]:laf some ,,of. them hug 
their chains; ·and· fawn like th~_.5.pc1.11iel. n. · 
-~C1Cis .. the .. iriefi:iriymfr association of 'sl':".~~--:~om~n,' 
~12amel'_ that t_e_11_cls,_Jo.Jmger, ratlier:. tlian:·rne:~intended meta­
phQ1:_i_c:_d_i.5.tc1._n~e, th~_}_i~~n_~5.s_c1ng. __ 11J}Jj}.eness !Jetween them. 

The same effect occurs when Wollstonecraft borrows a chunk 
of contemporary radical analysis of the mob to support her posi-. 
tion that women need the same freedom and liberal education as 
men. In enlightenment theory a libidinal economy is brought to 
bear on subordinated groups: mass social violence is seen as the 

14. Ibid., p. £2. 
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direct result of severe repression, which does not allow for the 
development of self-control or self governance. The mob's 
motive may be a quasi-rational vengeance against oppressors, 
but the trigger of that violence is the uncontrolled and irrational 
effect of sudden de-repression. Sexual symbolism is already 
prefigured in this analysis, so that when Wollstonecraft draws on 
it as a metaphor for women's uncontrolled sexual behaviour she 
reinforces the identification of loose women and mob violence. 
'The bent bow recoils with violence, when the hand is suddenly 
relaxed _that forcibly held it' ....:... the sexual metaphor qere, as else­
where, 1s top-heavy, tumbling, out of control, like the imaginary 
force of female sexuality itself. Here, and at many other points in 
the t~xt, A Vindication enhances rather than reduces the power of 
fema_le sex~ality, constructing it, unintentionally, as an intimate,, 

,and 1mmed1ate threat to social stability, nearer than the already 
u~comfortably near Parisian mob. It is no wonder that many 
nmeteenth-century feminists, for whom the mob and the French 
Revolution were still potent symbols of disorder, found the book, 
for all its ov~rt sexual puritanism, disturbing and dangerous. 
. The ~lurrmg of sexual and political metaphor so that sexuality 
1s effectively smeared all over the social relations under discuss­
ion . e_n:iphasises Wollstonecraft's deliberate privileging of 
s:ns~°!J1hty and pleasure as the ideological weapons of patriarchy. 
P1ckmg up on the negative vibes about female sexuality in Emile, 
she beats Rousseau with his own stick (as it seems) by making 
the sensual both viler and more pervasive in women's lives as a 
result of hi~.E~!!~s..~b)' __ of~.Q!:.1.C.E!ti@ __ put .. into.-prc1cl'ice.Woll 

__ ®Decraft-too w1she_s bourgeoi_~men to bg_.filQJ!~t an~· 
respectable, honest wives and good mothers though she w.ishes 
~toJ:ie otfier tfiiJ:!gs~~~ .. "Y-elJ...Yei=-orrly-br1magm;ngt~-all, 
or almosCaJJ;-cfipp1ed and twisted into sexual monsters by 
society as it is can she hope to persuade her readers to abandon a 
gender specific and deforming education for femininity. 

· Yet the most incisive and innovative elements of A Vindication 
~re d~eply bound into its analysis of the construction of gender 
m childhood. The book gives us a complex and detailed account 
of the so_cial an~ psychic processes by which· gender ideologies 
become mternahzed adult subjectivity. This account is spread 
across the two-hundred-odd pages of the book and is extra­
ordinary both as observation and as theory. Here is the child­
hood of little girls brought up, a la Rousseau, to be women only_: 

I 

\ 

,I 

' ' 
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'Every thing they see or hear serves to fix impressi0ns, call forth 
emotions, and associate ideas, that give a sexual character to the 
~ind. False notions of_beauty and delicacy stop the growth of their 
hmbs ~nd produce ~ s~ckly soreness, rather than delicacy of organs 
.. ·. T~1s cruel as~ociatl_on of ideas, which every thing conspires to 
twist mto a!l their h_ab1ts of thinking, or, to speak with more preci­
sion, of feelmg, receives new force when they begin to act a little for 
themselves; for they then perceive that it is only through their 
address to excite emotions in men that pleasure and power are to be 
obtained. 11 ; 

It is exagger_ated; it is even fantasy up to a point. Yet reading this 
passage, I was both shaken by its eloquence and pricked by its 
accuracy. 

Only an unusual 'native vigour' of mind can overturn such a 
vicious social construction, for: 'So ductile is the understanding, 
and y~t. so st~bborn, that the associations which _depend on 
adventitious . Circumstance_s, during the period that the body 
takes to arr'.ve at maturity, can seldom be disentangled by 
re~son. One_1de~ calls up another, its old associate, and memory 
faithful to f1rst 1mpress1on~ ... retraces them with mechanical 
exactness.' 16 

Here, in part, is the romantic theory of the unconscious, its 
operations laid bare to draw a particularly bleak conclusion 
about the fate of' women. ' 

The nee~ to exaggerate the effects of a gender biased rearing 
and education !ed ,Wollstonecraft to overemphasize the import­
anc: ~f sexuality 11: women's lives~ A Vindication is hardly a 
realistic_ reconstruction· o~ the day to day activities · and pre­
occupations of bourgems women, the author herself not 
excepted. Rather it is an abstract formulation of the sort of social 
and psychic tendencies that a one-sided reactionary socialization 
could produce. It is unfortunate t ollstonecraft chose to 1 

fight Rousse~~~_bip_-~~~~...!!1~~Jing_hiu~gm Qf_a 
~-!~.::~.J~.!IDIJ.!!2_l~Y ~_facL@!her.-than_i,c;l.~_ologi\:al 
fiction._ Woman s reason may Ee the psychic heroine of A Vindi­
catwn'. but its gothic villain, a polymorphous perverse sexuality, 
creepmg out of every paragraph and worming its way into every 

15. Ibid., p. 117. 
16. Ibid., p. 116. 

I 
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warm corner of the text, seems in the end to win out. It is again 
too easy to forget that this suffusing desire is a permanent male 
conspiracy to keep women panting and dependent as well as 
house-bound and pregnant. What the argument moves towards, 

' but neveJqujtearrives at, is the conclusion thaUt~~ 
that must b~s_o_nJ:mlled __ and_con±ained_iLW,QffiE;L\_a,r.e.Jo .. btdree 
and rational. Tbis conclusion ca._~ot be reached because an 
idealized bour~~rnale..is._~~tanaara-low ards w foch-women 

, ::,9re_gro.pingt.. __ as w~_~_th~....!:~~~!l. .. !~efmTofnheirknees:-Male 
. desire _may be"destnictive. to women~~l5urirremains-a-yym·~t­
-~ifive ~_!..~_lliy. A wider education an~ _eras-blunting 

orays mto the public world of work and politics keeps the 
rational in control of the sensual in men, and is the recom­

- .A mended remedy for women too. yVollstonecraf_t __ thought gender 
~~-j"\.diff::.~~~~ially constructed _1:iii_t -~h_efou1:d _pracfica~1~-fi~thing 

-.. ,'e' lfo-bl<e m socially constructed femm1mty.J,mth-.rnasculm1ty..1.t.F-f!S 
y...., ¥4;" ~ite·a~nc:·:,~~s:culim(::::_~o~~~--a::,._f~-~~§.JqI!Kil_~-!~ey 

' 

~ · "' ctcm'fn:unt aria kill. reClliere coula l5e nothmg good about 
femm1zeci"men~since··ff1eaefinitions of the feminineavailable in 
---------- --··· --················a···.---·-··· 1 A Vindication are shot tfirougfi w1ili aenumamzmg an 1mmora 

'sensualicy.It's not surpnsmg "that women··togeffier - g1r1s m 
·ooaramg schools and women in the home - can only get up to 
unsavory personal familiarities, 'nasty, or immodest habits' 
This description backs up an argument, possibly forceful in its 
own time, for mixed education and a freer association of adult 
men and women; it rounds off the denigration of women's world 
in A Vi ndicati0.11:._ ·------.... ____ .., • ........__ ____ .--------·-----·--~ .... ,,---' 

-·--'i~iccilly, it is"-the revolutionary moment, with its euphoric 
faith in total social transformation that permits Wollstonecraft to 
obliterate women and femininity in their unreformed state. 
Although A Vindication outlines a liberal and unsegregated 

· programme for female education and a wider scope for women's 
newly developed reason in the public and private world, it.has 

\if~\~ \;l nothin compli~ntary_!<?Y~Y..EfJ.QUt W,Q!!!.~~-a§ __ t~«:y__~r~,_I!i~ir_. .. 
\JV""{\ 0 

~': over eat~ __ s_gnsibility is-never .. seen.as .. p.otentiaJJy_cr.~_yve._~e 
"/

0
;;,r-.F · _san.see ... l:1Q.w.J.he-.morn!. an.al ysis_and.fb~ __ .S.Q9~.L..9..eli.<:X}£!!.Q.!l.!:~. A 

\
0

't.fD'{ )'.'.i.nfi.!_catio_l:!..C.m!!iJ2~approp..!~!.~d.fo.r..i1_~Q!~. CO!].~~~ive so~"} 
c.-\ th~~h-~~}. advo~a te. a~~~::.:_.~f_ :::<:.:~_ise for -~6men' s 

adolescent bodies and mmds, buL-&'ould confinetnem-to-· a 
de·;;~1~~mesfi~sphere··aswi.ves ~an,Cmot~7s"~-·-":·-·-,"-,.,---
1------rhe novels ·of-Jane-·)\uste:n, Wollstonecraft's contemporary, 
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are the most obvious immediate example of a conservative \ 
recuperation of Wollstonecraft. Northanger Abbey paraphrases 
Wollstonecraft on the dangers to the young female reader of the 
gothic and sentimental novel, and Mansfield Park reads in many, 
places like a fictional rew.o rking of A Vindication. Possibly influ8 
gnce, partly mere convergence, the voices of the two women 
whose politics were deeply opposed, echo each other. It is Woll­
stonecraft who writes that 'while women live, as it were by their 
personal charms, how can we expect them to discharge those 
ennobling duties which equally require exertion and self-denial', 
but it might as easily be Austen on Mary Crawford. In the same 
sentence, and in much the same terms, Wollstonecraft 
denounces hereditary aristocracy. The appropriation of much of 
Wollstonecraft's writing for conservative social and political 
ideologies went unacknowledged because of her outcast social 
status a er ~yolutionary-sympathies,_. __________ _ 

everthe]ess, mid-century women writers ·an:a··1eminisJ:s, 
/(o~king for ways to legitimize their feminism and their sexuality;\ 

· ' as well as their desire to write them both out together, fo_l}..!).d) 

(- ~_mall comf~-:-,:LVindication, .. where--the-:0r:ative--and·the-affec­
~:rve-self are spht up and separated. In fictwn and poetry, that 

discursive space open to women but sheltered from the harshest 
judgements of Victorian morality, late romantic women writers, 
as sick of Wollstonecraft's regime, if they knew it, as she had 
been sick of Rousseau's, tentatively began to construct the idea 
of a libidinized female imagination and, through it, women's 
right to reason and desire. Authority for such an unmediated a~d 
eroticized relation to art and life had to be sought in and stolen 
from male romantic manifestos. Nothing suggests more unequiv- · 
ocally how deep the effects of separate gender sexualities went, 
than a quick look at the 1802 introduction to Lyrical Ballads after a 
long look at A Vindication. The bourgeois poet was the romantic 
radical incarnated. Here is Wordsworth, like Mary Wollstonecraft 
a supporter of the revolution, telling the reader, as she never 
could, that the poet is a man 'endued with more lively sensi­
bility, more enthusiasm and tenderness' than other men, 'a man 
pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices 
more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him. m The 

17. William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads, London, 
1976, pp. 255-56. 
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appropriate, democratic subjects for his art were 'moral senti­
ments and-a_nimaI-sensal.foRs'. .. asJh~y existe<;l_in_everyday-lif~ 
/We must remember to read A Vindication as its author has) 

(instructed us, as a discourse_;:i.ddressedrp_c1ji:i!Y. Jq_\:"orpen_gLthe, 
'.!Piddle i:;:Jass:·M6sF'deeply class-bound is its emphasis on sexual­

ityfn--its ideological expression, as a mental formation, as the 
source of woman's oppression. The enchilding of women - their 
relegation to the home, to domestic tasks and concerns, while 
men's productive labour was located elsewhere - was a 
developing phenomenon of middle-class life in the eighteenth 
century. The separation of home and work in an industrial 
culture affected the working class too, but it was not the men 
only who worked outside the home: nor was the sexual division 
of labour along these lines a working-class ideal until well on in 
the nineteenth century. The romantic conception of childhood, 
already naturalized in A Vindication, had no place in working­
class life. Nor did female narcissism and a passion for clothes 
have the same meanings for, or about, working-class women, 
who, as Wollstonecraft observes in Maria, were worked too hard 
at 'severe manual labour' to have much time or thought for such 
things. The ideal of education, opening up wider fields for the 
exercise of the mind, was part of a bourgeois agenda for social 
improvement that would 'lift' the poor as well as women. 
Sequential pregnancies, exhausting child care in the grimmest 
conditions, the double yoke of waged and unpaid domestic 
labour, none of these are cited in A Vindication as the cause of 
women's degradation. Maria includes an honorable if genteel 
attempt to describe the realities of life for working class women. 
A Vindication is more class bound and more obsessive; a brief, 
though not unsympathetic passage on the horrors of prostitu­
tion, and a few references to the dirty backstairs habits that 
female servants pass on to ladies is the selective and sexualized 
attention that working class women get in A' Vindication. 

Most of Wollstonecraft's difficulties are with the obviously 
binding power of the binary categories of class sexuality. Rather 
than challenge them, she shifts her abstract women around 
inside them or tries to reverse their symbolism. :r:~ 
~adultr~§.§.i§.m.4gica)Jy transfor~d bLliberty~~nd-educa""" 

18. Ibid., p. 261. 

\ 
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tion into the modest rational wife. If women in public and in 
promiscuous gatherings, whether·- schoolroom or workplace, 
were considered sexually endangered, Wollstonecraft would 
eroticize the safe home and the all-girls establishment, so that 
these harems and not the outside world are the places where 
modesty is at risk. It doesn't work, but it's a good try. It doesn't 
work because Wollstonecraft herself wishes to construct class 
differentiation through existing sexual categories. The negative 
effects of the text fell on the middle-class women which it is so 
eager to construct and instruct. 

In Sex, Politics and Society, The regulation of sexuality since 1800, ~ ?fl."""7 
Jeffrey Weeks, summarizing and extending Foucault, reminds us i.M,,t,.;-, 

that: ' ... the sexual apparatus and the nuclear family were 
produced by the bourgeoisie as an aspect of its own self-affirma-
tion, not as a means of controlling the working class: ... there 
are class sexualities (and different gender sexualities) not a single 
uniform sexuality. Sexuality_j§,_1,19.!.~a gjven.,_thaLhas . to, be 
controlled. It is an fiisfciiTca1 construct that has _historicaLcondi-
tioiis'Ofexislence:·;r<J .. -- .. ·u .... 

0 

. • •••• 

-1hve'ap"plfth"ese comments, we can see that the negative gender 
sexuality Wollstonecraft constructs was one of several competing 
gender sexualities of the late eighteenth century. Ase MaE&~ret 
Walters indicates, contemporary femininity grirs Wollstonecraft 

:~~~!ft-tii{~gfati~~1t~:~~:::i~~tt~Jti~;!1!;it;;fu;~~ 
intra:cl_i:\Q_~ender rgJations, Q!:_f_emale,.aspiration. But Walters is 
wrong in seeing this struggle as one between feminism and 
femininity. There is no feminism that can stand wholly outside 
femininity as it is posed in a given historical moment. All 
feminisms give some ideological hostage to femininities and are 
constructed through the gender sexuality of their day as well as 
standing in opposition to them. Wollstonecraft saw her middle 
class, for a few years at least, as a potentially revolutionary force. 
The men and women in it would exercise their understandings 
on behalf of all mankind. It was important to her that the whole 
of this class had access to reason, and that women's liberation 
was posed within a framework that was minimally acceptable to 
popular prejudices. That is why, perhaps, she finds herself 

19. Weeks, p. 10. 
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promising the reader that the freedom of women was the key to 
, their chastity. Within the enlightenment and romantic problem­

atics, reason was always the responsible eldest son and sensi­
bility - emotion, imagination, sensuality - the irresponsible 
rake, catalyst of change. Class differentiation through the 
redefinition of sexual mores was a process so deeply entrenched, 
in Wollstonecraft's time, that the moral positions around sexual 
behaviour seemed almost untouchable. Feminists of her genera­
tion did not dare to challenge them head on, although Woll­
stonecraft was beginning to work over this dangerous terrain, in 
her life and in her fiction at the time of her death,..ghe...co..mbina­
tion of equal ti_g_hts and _selkabnegating_sexualit~in A Vindic;ation 
hasnacrspecial attractions for feminists who led very public 
lives,a.na-founa-ifTerrifying·-and-·tasticfil!Tdiffi.QJlCfo.:::cliallenge 
too many prejuciices_at once. As a liveable formula for independ­
ent femalesuojectivity though, it never had much going for it -
not because an immanent and irrepressible sexuality broke 
through levels of female self-denial, but rather because the anti­
erotic ethic itself foregrounded and constructed a sexualized 
subject. 

A_s long as the double standard survives gender sexualities 
will be torn by these contradictions. When Wollstonecraft's ideas 
for mixed education and wider public participation for women 
began to be put into practice, women started to query and resist 
the gender ideologies in which they had been raised. With some 
help from a popularized psychoanalytic theory, pleasure and 
sexuality were written into a reworked version of female roman­
tic individualism. Both individualism and these new gender 
sexualities are, quite properly, heavily contested areas within 
feminism. Wollstonecraft's project, with its contradictory impli­
cations, suggests some of the problems involved in the moraliza­
tion of sexuality on behalf of any political programme, even a 
feminist one. 

Feminism and Compulsory Heterosexuality: Adrienne Rich 

Between the two texts I have chosen to discuss lie nearly two 
centuries in which successive feminisms have engaged with 
recalcitrant issues of women's sexuality. Yet while the specific 
issues have changed, many of the terms in which they are 
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debated would be familiar to Mary Wollstonecraft. In the 1980s 
the independent sexuality that seems most threatening to the 
dominant culture as fact and symbol of women's escape from 
patriarchal control is lesbianism. Lesbian feminists, in the 1 

various political tendencies in the women's movement have for 
many years now been insisting that the cultural constraints on 
their sexual expression are central to women's subordination as a <fY' J 
wholes} ~.._b,a~~:'~~~~!2..,~ .• }J..9.~,:.12 ... ~~=---~~~-o~~~ ~,Jtl ~) e ;) \i,? ¥' 

f5'.ml1:2!~(.,.but_. i_ts_=~¥:i~!~~~!i.?.~.)!~.,~--. prod1:\~:~-~~ny pai~_f_ul 1£ r) ~, °'V' 

necessary disagreement~! _none mote·-~·ifu_ .!~an .-f.~t:_pl~~::·of·- \<-

les&icinis~:~a-s :t:.:fom~~:C}!~[~g:::·~_illii~_:JffilJ~-~!.~~RJ~ctice:f~, 
·Kaiienne Ricn, the American poet and feminist tfieorist has 
developed a range of arguments about the meaning of female 
sexuality in our culture. Her position on the sexual politics of 
feminism is powerfully stated in an article first published in the 
feminist journal Signs in the summer of 19

1

80, and widely avail- h. J. <1-'_..,-

able soon afterwards in pamphlet form. Compulsory Hetero-14-' <,- ""'",-. 
C •·\• sexuality an~!.@....Existence.'....challenges_the.normativ.e.--heter.o- "..J 

1?~~~~s _ andJepressiy_e.Jiberal toleran_se _of. 9-Jarge_section 
"'12Uhe_~~gm~nLs,,J11_.oy_e.ment,,~<!-rg11iD.g,_Jb.c.1,i~~:~u~s..~.Pl3-!lC.~--~~-- ~he 
vJrtuJU'Y1<1. .. !:=e.ntrJ;11ity"oL.historical".and.,conte:rnpq_nnyJ,12_ti:r.~-- of 
~i2-n ,.~~l?}=!Ilgn~"e_)s,. tbr_. R~~~)il!t f 9L}l. J~ll)jl)i~L PR!i tis_s. Like ~~'" ,hl-> 
Wollstonecraft, if a trifle more tentatively, Rich also poses a IA . 

· reformed libidin~ec~y __ for, ~~<?-IP~_.2-~tec.o:ngi_t~for \,<-
1
~~ 

t~h..~affg_p_oL~.~~en. It !s the comm~n eler_nent in (Lt b~ 
their thinking about womens sexuality that I wJSh bnefly to w0\/kY 
examine in this last section. . · r:::. 

The foregrounding of sexuality as the source of women's sub­
ordination is the element that most obviously links Wollstone­
craft's analysis with radical and revolutionary feminism in the 
distinct but linked tendencies that have developed in Britain, f J\ c..JI 
France and the_ l!nited States over the las~ fou~t~en years~. Th~se. Cf ~\-)'\"" 
strands in femm1sm have taken the le_ad m_pJ1yilegmg...sexuahty rt>1 

as the central fact and universal symbol 2£~.9..!!l,gD..'..ILQppx.ession. 
RadicarfeminTsm--nasotiilf"its-fl=i'eory-and rhetoric around the 
ideological and actual violence done to women's bodies, while 
liberal and socialist feminism has been rather nervous of the 
sexual, working instead to define the specific forms taken by 
women's subordination in different class, cultural and racial 
groups, at discrete historical momen'ts. These projects and strate­
gies frequently overlap, but it is roughly fair to s~y that radical 
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;·- feminism emphasises the identity of gender oppression across 
·., }:listory and culture. Revolutionary feminism pushes this analysis 

farther, posing a monolithic patriarchal tyranny, with sexuality 
· ,, . as its weaporfo Both tendencies have located the l:!1iversal truth\ 

~~\,\['/) of gender oppression in a sadistic aoo.-insafia61emale sexuality, I 
\\\\ ~\.rtv J "~5_!11s..:~E.~~~:::l·:~-~u~~~~~!1<lpu~sn:-·A:i1y_@eas~t 1' 
,/\ :,J'-\0 ~~~~!:_!ow~~.:-~. wno·t::JsfJ>~:!,~-~-~&f~r,~s}~'.1.~~~~!.~.:~;!-':1:e I 

>:' vJ-1 necessanly·tamtea;·'at·tne extreme end of fnrs pos1tion, women! 

~~y-i '> ~(') _'Y~~~e1.!.'~a~s.2ns~_d~!~fi:5.~l!a.~9f~to~~-:::::~1~~rf~~!.\_a · 
'{I \ /o~{i1• fascist at he~rt~ While Wollstonecr·aft acknowledged that a 
(r)Y~ depraved-sexual"'Jjleasure for both men and WOmen was the 

effect of unequal power relations between them, radical femin­
ism underlines the unpleasure of these relations for women. 
Where women have no choice over the aim and object of, their 
sexuality, heterosexuality, in the words of Adrienne Rich, is 
'compulsory' - an institution more comprehensive and sinister 
thar the different relations and practices it constructs. Worse, 
compulsory heterosexuality is part of a chain of gender -
specific tortures, both medical and conjugal: hysterectomy, 
cliterodectomy, battering, rape and imprisonment are all elabor­
ations of the sadistic act of penetration itself, penetration the 
socially valorized symbol of violence against women. Men use 
these torments to shore up their own subjectivity. Their pleasure 
in them is a confirmation of male power. Pornography, in this 
analysis, is emblematic of all male sexuality, the violent fantasy 
behind the tenderest act of intercourse. 

Rich defines heterosexuality as an institution 'forcibly and 
subliminally imposed on women' who have 'everywhere ... 
resisted it.' Although she admits that there are 'qualitative differ­
ences of experience' within heterosexuality, these differences 
cannot alter the corrupt nature of the institution, since a good 
partner is rather like a good master in slavery, a matter of luck 
not choice. While Wollstonecraft believed, cynically, that all 
women took pleasure in their slavery, Rich backs off from 
admitting that coercion, however subliminal, can produce 
pleasure. Binary categories, historically differentiated, are 
operating here. Bad women in 1792 experienced bad pleasure; 
good women in 1980 experience no pleasure. In both cases the 

3f_fect is punitive. 
( Rich's abstract women - they are no nearer to real, historical 
\ women than the incredibly lascivious ladies of A Vindication -
'-~ 

/' 

._) 

Wild Nights. 53 

are neither masochists nor nymphomaniacs, they are simply_ 
women whose natural sexuality has been artificially diverted,\ 
from their real object, other women. Women's long .struggle ) 
against heterosexuality took, according to Rich,.a wide variety of 
forms along what she calls the 'lesbian continuum', as distinct_ 
from 'lesbian existence' - the natural sexuality of women. Rich 
has shifted the terms in the nature/culture debate without really 
altering the paradigm of women's sexuality. In her scenario ·1 _ 
female heterosexuality is socially constructed and female homo- \ ,·("\ 7 

sexualit~ is natura~. A1 in. Wollstonecraft, what is bad goes ...QP ,,i,,.,lcifl--"\ t...? 

the outside, what mb..er.es 1s neutral or good. In Rich's formula, ~ <>-(. -1t-
---women's libidinal drive is made central, transhistorical and G' 
immanent where dominant sexual ideology had constructed it as 
acc1aental and/o!__P.atl19lQgi_cal. PoTitical lesbianism becomes 

-more-t1fana-·strategic position--for feminism, it is a return to 
nature. In this new interpretation of sexuality a fairly crude libid-
inal economy is asserted: 

Woman identification is a source of energy, a potential springhead of 
female power, violently curtailed and wasted under the institution of 
heterosexuality. The denial of reality and visibility to women's 
passion for women, women's choice of women as allies, life compan­
ions, and community; the forcing of such relationships into dis­
simulation, their disintegration under intense pressure, have meant 
an incalculable loss to the power of all women to change tlze social 
relations of tlze sexes, to liberate ourselves and each other. The lie of 
compulsory female heterosexuality today afflicts not just feminist 
scholarship, but every profession, every reference work, every curric­
ulum, every organizing attempt, every relationship or conversation 
over which it hovers. It creates, specifically, a profound falseness, 
hypocrisy and hysteria in the heterosexual dialogue, for every heter­
osexual relationship is lived in the queasy strobelight of that lie. 
However we choos.e to identify ourselves, however we find ourselves 
labelled, it flickers across and distorts our lives. 20 

The saturating power of this socially enforced - as opposed to 
naturally lived - sexuality represses, in Rich's view, aII creative 

· expression and all radical and revolutionary process. It is eerily ''\ 
like Wollstonecraft's totalizing view of sexuality. Both Rich and i 
Wol tonecraft believe that hetero exuality as it isandnasbeen 

20. Rich, p. 657. 
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~~lll@j_s_a~gicaLclifilortio0-.ol_fue_pos~~~~ of 
femal~JJalicy~At one level A Vindication is highly prescriptive: 
itasks women, at the very least, to resist the appeal of a pleasure 
that will put them ~t the sexual and emotional mercy of men. 
Wollstonecraft stopped short of defining an innate form of 
female sexuality - she understood after her encounter with 
Emile that arguing difference from nature was ultimately 
reactionary. Rich, on the other hand, has no qualms about 
constructing female ·sexuality as naturally different. She uses her 
analysis, in the passage cited above, to interpret conflicts within 
feminism today. Thg resgltjs that._t_hese___c~es, on 
whose working thr~h~minisll.l ,~e 
cc5Ilapsecfmtof~~~~g_n_q[:tg:~~~~~§1.§-::~al-
ifyotaT/woinen. Any failure of energy or strategy can ·be 
reciucecrtoThe-fnrstration and anxiety associated with a denied 
or feared sexuality. Difficulties between women are no_ longer 
about age, class, race or culture. All the legitimate problems 

· inherent to an emergent politics are whittled down to a repressed 
but supracultural sexuality. In Compulsory Heterosexuality the 

· solution for a better politics is contained in the appeal from bad 
culture back to good nature. 

The theme of Rich's revision of female sexuality is the 
possible construction of a specifically feminist humanism. Benign 

' nature is female - affectionate and sensual as well as creative, 
revolutionary and transcendent. In its political inflection it 

l- opposes an innately vicious male nature whose ascendency has 
. produced the bad dream of phallocratic culture. According to 

Rich, ' ... heterosexuality as an institution has been organized 
and maintained through the feinale wage scale, the enforcement 
of middle-class women's leisure, the glamorization of so-called 
sexual liberation, the withholding of education from women, the 
image of "high art", and popular culture, the mystification of the 
"personal" sphere and much else.'21 These rather heterogeneous, 
class-specific and ethnocentric devices support heterosexuality 
rather than capitalism or patriarchal relations. Take away these 
and other cultural supports and heterosexuality would pre­
sumably wither away. Destroy heterosexist culture at any histor­
ical moment and lesbian/feminism would emerge triumphant 

21. Rich, p. 659. 
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from_ i~s. ~i?hes. Rich'.s sim~le belief in the all-emb~acing political 
poss1~1htJes of lesbian existence, her rejection of the political · 
mtegnty of heterosexual feminism constitutes a denial both of 
the spe~ificity and_ v~riety of female sexuality and the specificity : · 
and variety of feminism. · 

The identification of the sources of social good or evil in the 
s_exu~I drive of either sex, or in any socially specific sexual prac- . 
hce 1~ a ':'ay of forecl?sing our still_ im~erfect un?erstanding of. · .,;_ "> ,Y..'~'~ 
the h1sto~1es of_ sexuality. The morah,i:atJon of desn:e...thaJ~- Y-"-· ·<.>•y?'\.f'-­
ably !~~w:' from such an analysis coll~des ~those do~t •.,,ru-"t c'.l~,::,•· 

-P~hces ffiat construct human sexuail1ty tfirougncacegories of . tli • . 

-~~~-~~ace ~1:,~ gena::~.~~<:!_~-~~-ci!YJ~e an_§__!_tB_~ty , ) 
~uctea 5y aTemm1st revolution will be a new social relation Nvv \ with--,newcct~""j'"-- ' -=----- ---.--_...__-:--..---- -----.... I \ \[>.() 
.,· ~?-ctrcr10ns. ana·cons..tr.aints. T~-~-- ;-_,~: , · 

n~Q.lJ..~--s~X;::!?hty., __ J.1.2.~ ... constr~_jbJ.Q);!gh.Jhe-~e of _Qi~ e.0c>', _,v-~ J 
~~~r: ~-a~~or fen.:~::....~s __ a tra~~~~!:1-~ent~.!1-ta~l_.bourgeois ,5d· 
md1y1_c!_g~_~.:>-1P,. Jt. poses-a'=suo)ect-wno-=--can-·sfand-outsioethe' ;_ c;.. '- \ \1:, 

-~.Qci<:L-.Eerhaps,cm1Sitleringitspoliticaraffticu1Hesinfhe'past·. Y '. '-0 (.. .t ' -
f ~. . h Id \ ' .\\'( X. , emmism s ou resist appropriating such a subject, or at leq-st u s,ov'"' 
r.~f~ hang our hopes for sexual pleasure round its neck./ ~ 
~--. ---------

The wall~ and doors of the women's toilets crt~niversity of 
Sussex ~ibrary were, and ~re, covered with women's writing. 
From this lowest seat of high learning a polylogic testament to 
women's entry into discourse can be read in the round. There is 
inevitably, a euphoric temptation to read too much out of thes~ 
expressive inscriptions. For if young women can shit and write, 
not for so1!1e patriar~hal _pedant,, bu~ for each other's eyes only, 
what vestiges of Victonan <;:onstramts remain? It is true, of 
cour~e, t~at the vast majority of contributors to this particular 
pubhc/pnvate debate are young, white and middle-class, but not 
all women's Joos so decorated are quite so class and race bound. 
In the smallest rooms of this academy politics and intellectual 

. m~tters are informally debated, but sex_ as the preferred topic 
wms hands down. ·· · 

'How do I get ~n orgasm?' prompted a booth-full of replies 
and comm~ntary _m the early mid-seventies, showing off the 
range and mgenwty of women's sexual practices and theories. 
Advice included detailed instructions to be relayed to a male 
partner ,as well as the succinct, laconic recommendation to 'Try 
Women. There was an address for suppliers of vibrators and an 

\'--· 
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illustration, definitely not erotic, to help one. find the elusive 
clitoris. In the wide variety of responses one was noticeably 
absent - no contributor contested the importance of the 
question. No one queried the centrality of orgasm for women's 
sexual practice or the importance of sexual pleasure itself. No 
anachronistic bluestocking suggested that iritellectual and 
sensual pursuits were incompatible. No devout Christian was 
moved to tell her sisters to wait until marriage. Only now, from a 
different time and place in the feminist debate over sexuality 
does that apparently unanimous agreement among young 
educated women that sexual pleasure, however achieved, was an 
unproblematic desire seem curious. About the means of arriving 
at pleasure there was plenty of disagreement; if a~thing that 
cubicle was a telling reminder that there has never been a single 

-feminiriitfan'dtnarwithin-t~_11_1i_~is~·~s_exu,c1lity-a:nd-~h~~ec1n:i.ng 
~ofpleasure··ha-ve·mosffrequently been the site of anger, -~~~tra­
··dictioh anuconTus1on, too __ 9!teh _ ill~minatiifKclass, ~ cttltgrnLand 

ni.-c:·1iff d1v1sion-behve·en-·women. Now, when female sexuality is 
indisptifably-centre-stage in feminist debates ~utpl~~?-~!-~J? .. ~?,<? • .. · 
rarely it~ SuQject_imd eros rampant is more likely to conjure up a · 
sfiuffmovie than multiple orgasm, that loo wall remains with me 
as an important event in the history of feminism, a moment 
whose appearance and significance we must work to understand. 

3. 
The Feminist Politics of 

Literary Theory 

About ten years ago, during the high point of feminist activism 
in Britain you could find a new-minted piece of folk wisdom 
inscribed on the walls of women's Joos throughout the country, 
and quoted endlessly in the literature of the movement: 'A 
Woman Without a Man is Like a Fish Without a Bicycle.' As a 
defiant slogan of independence and autonomy it has always irri­
tated me, not only for its 'separatist' implications or its disturb­
ing, Dali-esque juxtaposition of selves and things but also for its 
complacent essentialism and the false (in-)congruities of its 
metaphor. Women aren't like fish, supplied with a natural 
element and equipped for easy passage through it. The 'revolu­
tionary' choice for them will never be for a streamlined new 
identity in harmony with an environment in which rust-prone, 
male-designed transport technology is redundant. At many 
points in the Institute of Contemporary Arts weekend 'Crossing 
the Channel'1 writers and critics proudly maintained the useless­
ness of 'theory' for their practices, an.d as several of them 
disavowed both the present and historical connection between 
literature and politics I found my least favorite feminist epigram 
swimming into view suitably revamped for the occasion -
' A critic without a theory of representation is like ... a writer 
without a politics is like .... ' 

The aesthetic, as either art practice or as commentary was 

1. A weekend conference in December 1984 in which French and English writers 
and critics considered the uses of critical theory. 
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