
 Mary Wollstonecraft and Jean-Jacques Rousseau were both philosophers who wrote 

about women’s rights. Mary in her: A Vindication of the Rights of Women and Jean-Jacques in 

his: Emile, respectively. Rousseau emphasized education of women should be different than that 

of men’s and that men are superior to women. Wollstonecraft believed otherwise: women are 

equal to men and that they should receive the same education as men. 

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a Frenchman coming from the 18
th

 century era of the French 

Revolution; said education of women should be different from that of a mans. If men are strong 

and active by nature, women should automatically be weak and passive. A woman’s natural 

inclinations made them dependent on men, he thought. Speaking highly of not only men, he said 

women should take advantage of this weakness and use it to manipulate their husbands into 

getting them to care of their children. 

 Rousseau believed that women only needed practical education, not theoretical. This 

practical education included, needing to learn how to keep up their appearances for their 

husband’s sake. He signified the appearance of a woman.  

 Mary Wollstonecraft was an 18
th

 century Britishwoman who strongly emphasized 

women’s rights. She directly responded to Rousseau’s writings with her own. She first said that 

Rousseau didn’t apply the same view of women as he did to slaves, and used this inconsistency 

for the basis of her writings. 

 Wollstonecraft believed that women were the way that they were because society made 

them that way, just like slaves. The ‘womanly’ nature of women was to be blamed on upbringing 

and motherly teaching. Mothers teach their daughters to be weak, alluring, and manipulative 

directly, if not subconsciously. She said that women are wrongly and falsely educated to be 

submissive to men.  



 Although, Wollstonecraft said both men and women are at fault, and need to change their 

attitudes. The men make women into “alluring objects of amusement,” but the women have 

bought into this idea, and try to live up to the expectation of women.  

 Mary also argued that obedience cannot be seen as virtuous, and that a wife should do 

what she is being told by her husband. This contradicts Rousseau, who said a husband always 

has the upper hand and superiority over his wife. Wollstonecraft went on to say that men are 

“overgrown children,” and even said that a wife whose life is directed by her husband can’t any 

worse off. 

 Wollstonecraft goes on to talk about education: because of women’s lack of education, 

women are denied two basic elements of virtue: reason and knowledge. Women’s true potential, 

their talents, and abilities are all hindered if not addressed at all. She thought that women became 

subject to the prejudices of men. 

 She suggested a solution in which women were given the same educational opportunity 

as men. Mary thought that women shouldn’t be judged by their appearance, but rather by what 

they accomplish, like men. She saw the denial of a formal education as one of the primary causes 

for exploitation of women. Also, in a marriage, husband shouldn’t be superior to his wife, but 

rather they should be like friends and treat each other as equals. Rousseau believed that a 

women’s education should be limited to that of the motherly and wife role, while Wollstonecraft 

argued women should be equal to men in that aspect of education. 

 Today, in my humble opinion, the viewpoint of women is seen through the lenses of 

Wollstonecraft, thankfully, because both men and women are equal in education and in marriage. 

Though, there are exceptions that shift to Rousseau’s view, in certain places, but they are wrong 

to do that. Rousseau’s view is a misogynistic one that gives no rights to women. 


