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Lesson Plan: Daniel Defoe on Women’s Education
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Duration
One or two class sessions of approximately 40 minutes each

Resources
1.  Student handout
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AP® European History

Student Handout: Erasmus

Erasmus of Rotterdam, The Praise of Folly (1511)

…A most inhuman and abominable thing, and more to be 
condemned, that those great princes of the Church and true lights of the 
world should be reduced to a staff and a wallet. Whereas now, if there 
is anything that requires their pains, they leave that to Peter and Paul 
that have leisure enough; but if there be anything of honor or pleasure, 
they take that to themselves. By which means it is, yet by my courtesy, 
that hardly any kind of men live more sumptuously or with less trouble; 
as believing that Christ will be well enough pleased if in their mystical 
and almost theatrical pontificality, ceremonies, titles of holiness and the 
like, and blessing and cursing, they play the parts of bishops. To work 
miracles is old and antiquated, and not in fashion now; to instruct the 
people, troublesome; to interpret the Scripture, pedantic; to pray, a sign 
one has little else to do; to shed tears, silly and womanish; to be poor, 
base; to be vanquished, dishonorable and little becoming him that scarce 
admits even kings to kiss his slipper; and lastly, to die, uncouth; and to 
be stretched on a cross, infamous. 

Theirs are only those weapons and sweet blessings which Paul 
mentions, and of these truly they are bountiful enough: as interdictions, 
hangings, heavy burdens, reproofs, anathemas, executions in effigy, and 
that terrible thunderbolt of excommunication, with the very sight of which 
they sink men’s souls beneath the bottom of hell: which yet these most 
holy fathers in Christ and His vicars hurl with more fierceness against none 
than against such as, by the instigation of the devil, attempt to lessen or rob 
them of Peter’s patrimony. When, though those words in the Gospel, “We 
have left all, and followed Thee,” were his, yet they call his patrimony 
lands, cities, tribute, imposts, riches; for which, being enflamed with the 
love of Christ, they contend with fire and sword, and not without loss 
of much Christian blood, and believe they have then most apostolically 
defended the Church, the spouse of Christ, when the enemy, as they call 
them, are valiantly routed. As if the Church had any deadlier enemies 
than wicked prelates, who not only suffer Christ to run out of request for 
want of preaching him, but hinder his spreading by their multitudes of 
laws merely contrived for their own profit, corrupt him by their forced 
expositions, and murder him by the evil example of their destructive life… 

And as to the common herd of priests, they account it a crime to 
degenerate from the sanctity of their prelates. How soldier-like they bustle 
about the divine right of titles, and how quick they are to pick the least 
thing out of the writings of the ancients that they may fright the common 
people and convince them, if possible, that more than a tenth is due! Yet 
in the meantime it least comes in their heads which duties they owe the 
people. Nor does their shorn crown in the least admonish them that a priest 
should be free from all worldly desires and think of nothing but heavenly 
things. Whereas on the contrary, these cheerful men say they have 
sufficiently discharged their offices if they but anyhow mumble through 
a few occasional prayers, which, so help me, Hercules! I wonder if any 
god either hear or understand, since they do neither themselves, especially 
when they thunder them out in that manner they are used to. 

But this they have in common with those of the heathens, that they 
are vigilant enough to the harvest of their profit, nor is there any of them 
that is not better read in those laws than the Scripture. Whereas if there is 
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2. Student handout 
with vocabulary
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Passage Vocabulary

AP® European History

Student Handout with Vocabulary: Erasmus

1  Abominable—something that causes 
moral revulsion

2  Pontificality—the office of the pope; in 
the context of “theatrical,” it means an 
exaggerated and self-regarding dignity

3  Pedantic—overly concerned with formal 
scholarship

4  Uncouth—lacking in good manners

5  Interdiction—a Catholic legal censure 
that withdraws most sacraments of 
Christian burial from a person or even a 
district

6  Anathema—a Catholic legal censure that 
denounces someone or something as 
accursed

7  Effigy—a representation of a person; 
an “execution in effigy” is the practice of 
executing a representation of a person 
instead of their actual body 

8  Excommunication—to banish someone 
from the Catholic Church 

9 	 Peter’s	patrimony—the possessions and 
land of the papacy near Rome

10  Apostolically—referring to the earliest 
followers of Jesus and leaders of the 
Church

11  Prelate—a bishop or other high official of 
the Catholic Church

12  Tenth—a tithe of 10 percent of one’s 
money

13  Shorn	crown—a reference to the tonsure 
hairstyle of monks

Erasmus of Rotterdam, The Praise of Folly (1511)

…A most inhuman and abominable thing, and more to be 
condemned, that those great princes of the Church and true lights of the 
world should be reduced to a staff and a wallet. Whereas now, if there 
is anything that requires their pains, they leave that to Peter and Paul 
that have leisure enough; but if there be anything of honor or pleasure, 
they take that to themselves. By which means it is, yet by my courtesy, 
that hardly any kind of men live more sumptuously or with less trouble; 
as believing that Christ will be well enough pleased if in their mystical 
and almost theatrical pontificality, ceremonies, titles of holiness and the 
like, and blessing and cursing, they play the parts of bishops. To work 
miracles is old and antiquated, and not in fashion now; to instruct the 
people, troublesome; to interpret the Scripture, pedantic; to pray, a sign 
one has little else to do; to shed tears, silly and womanish; to be poor, 
base; to be vanquished, dishonorable and little becoming him that scarce 
admits even kings to kiss his slipper; and lastly, to die, uncouth; and to 
be stretched on a cross, infamous. 

Theirs are only those weapons and sweet blessings which Paul 
mentions, and of these truly they are bountiful enough: as interdictions, 
hangings, heavy burdens, reproofs, anathemas, executions in effigy, and 
that terrible thunderbolt of excommunication, with the very sight of which 
they sink men’s souls beneath the bottom of hell: which yet these most 
holy fathers in Christ and His vicars hurl with more fierceness against none 
than against such as, by the instigation of the devil, attempt to lessen or rob 
them of Peter’s patrimony. When, though those words in the Gospel, “We 
have left all, and followed Thee,” were his, yet they call his patrimony 
lands, cities, tribute, imposts, riches; for which, being enflamed with the 
love of Christ, they contend with fire and sword, and not without loss 
of much Christian blood, and believe they have then most apostolically 
defended the Church, the spouse of Christ, when the enemy, as they call 
them, are valiantly routed. As if the Church had any deadlier enemies 
than wicked prelates, who not only suffer Christ to run out of request for 
want of preaching him, but hinder his spreading by their multitudes of 
laws merely contrived for their own profit, corrupt him by their forced 
expositions, and murder him by the evil example of their destructive life… 

And as to the common herd of priests, they account it a crime to 
degenerate from the sanctity of their prelates. How soldier-like they bustle 
about the divine right of titles, and how quick they are to pick the least 
thing out of the writings of the ancients that they may fright the common 
people and convince them, if possible, that more than a tenth is due! Yet 
in the meantime it least comes in their heads which duties they owe the 
people. Nor does their shorn crown in the least admonish them that a priest 
should be free from all worldly desires and think of nothing but heavenly 
things. Whereas on the contrary, these cheerful men say they have 
sufficiently discharged their offices if they but anyhow mumble through 
a few occasional prayers, which, so help me, Hercules! I wonder if any 
god either hear or understand, since they do neither themselves, especially 
when they thunder them out in that manner they are used to. 

But this they have in common with those of the heathens, that they 
are vigilant enough to the harvest of their profit, nor is there any of them 
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3. Multiple-choice 
questions
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AP® European History

Sample Multiple-Choice Questions: Erasmus

Questions 1-3 refer to the passage below. 

“[T]here is no doubt but that that kind of men are wholly ours [i.e., followers of Folly] who love to hear 
or tell contrived miracles and strange lies and are never weary of any tale, though never so long, whether it be 
of ghosts, spirits, goblins, devils, or the like; which the further they are from truth, the more readily they are 
believed and the more do they tickle their itching ears. And these serve not only to pass away time but bring 
profit, especially to mass priests and pardoners«

Or what should I say of them that hug themselves with their counterfeit pardons [i.e., indulgences]? 
That have measured purgatory by an hourglass, and can without the least mistake demonstrate its ages, years, 
months, days, hours, minutes, and seconds, as if it were in a mathematical table? Or what about those who, 
having confidence in certain magical charms and short prayers invented by some pious imposter, either for his 
soul¶s health or profit¶s saNe, promise to themselves everything� wealth, honor, pleasure, plenty, good health, 
long life, lively old age, and the next place to Christ in the other world, which yet they desire may not happen 
too soon, that is to say before the pleasures of this life have left them?”

Erasmus, The Praise of Folly, 1511

 1. Which of the following best describes the main 
claim made by Erasmus in the passage? 

�$� 7he final authority of all Christian truth is to 
be found in the Bible, not the teachings of the 
Catholic Church.

(B) The salvation of Christians is not determined 
by free will, but by the sovereignty of God.

(C) Church authorities, such as the pope and 
bishops, are too concerned with collecting 
money.

(D) Many Christians have been distracted and 
deluded by superstitions and earthly pleasures.  

 �� 7he passage best reflects which of the following 
intellectual developments of the early sixteenth 
century? 

�$� 7he reMection of religion by early scientific 
and secular thinkers 

(B) The celebration of classical literature, 
especially sources from ancient Rome and 
Greece as well as the Bible

(C) The criticism of folk customs and rituals 
among ordinary Christians

(D) The spread of ideas from the Northern 
Renaissance southward to Italy

 �� (rasmus¶ critiTue most clearly exemplifies which of 
the following?

(A) Christian humanists’ emphasis on the need for 
reform 

(B) Reluctance to support the authority of the 
pope in Rome

(C) The Enlightenment value of rationalism and 
evidentiary proof

(D) Enthusiasm about new maritime technologies 
and expanding trade networks 

Objectives of Lesson
 • To read a historical source for information about women’s education in the 

18th century 

 • To practice multiple-choice questions related to Enlightenment thought 

College Board Objectives from the 2019-20 CED
 • Topic 4.3: The Enlightenment (p. 98)

 • Learning Objective 4.C: “Explain the causes and consequences of 
Enlightenment thought on European society from 1648 to 1815.”

 • Key Concept 2.3.I.C: “Despite the principles of equality espoused by the 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, intellectuals such as Rousseau 
o΍ered controversial arguments for the exclusion of women from political life�”

 • Topic 4.5: 18th-Century Culture and Arts (p. 102)

 • Learning Objective 4.F: “Explain how European cultural and intellectual life 
was maintained and changed throughout the period from 1648 to 1815.”

Student Activities
 • Close reading of a historical source (either in class or for homework)

 • Class discussion of the source

 • Multiple-choice practice questions

 ◦  Answer key: 1 (B), 2 (D), 3 (C)

How to Use This Lesson
This lesson is organized around Daniel Defoe’s argument about the value of 
the education of women. You can assign the source for homework or read it in 
class. The source contains challenging diction and syntax, so we have provided 
two versions of the source—one with vocabulary annotations and one without. 
The list of questions below can help guide you through group work or a class 
discussion, depending on your preferences. The multiple-choice questions are 
based on Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and can be 
assigned either in class or for homework. The source provides a useful point of 
comparison with that of Defoe.

Illustrative Examples
Mary Wollstonecraft, who appears 
in the multiple-choice sample 
passage, is listed under the category 
of “individuals who challenged 
Rousseau’s position on women” (p. 98).

Daniel Defoe is listed under the 
category of authors who produced 
“literature that reflected commercial 
society or Enlightenment ideals” (p. 102).
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AP® European History
Lesson Plan: Daniel Defoe on Women’s Education

Historical Context
The education of women in the Enlightenment was a major topic of debate among 
the leading writers of the eighteenth century. Notably, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
argued that “women do wrong to complain of the inequality of man-made laws. 
When she tries to usurp our rights, she is our inferior.” By contrast, John Locke 
and Nicolas de Condorcet advocated for women’s education and a degree of 
equality between the sexes. These authors drew on Enlightenment principles and 
the examples of powerful female monarchs, rather than on tradition or the Bible. 
This issue took on special importance during the French Revolution, the context in 
which both Mary Wollstonecraft and Olympe de Gouges wrote their seminal works 
on women’s rights. 

Daniel Defoe �1��0-1��1� was a proliȴc (nglish novelist, Mournalist, and 
pamphleteer. Over the course of his long writing career, he produced hundreds of 
works, covering a wide range of subjects. His most famous works are 7he $dYentures 
oI 5obinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders, and -ournal oI the 3lague <ear. His writings on the 
education spanned many decades, and the source presented in this lesson was 
ȴrst written some �0 years before he republished it in 1�1��

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) was an English philosopher, writer, and advocate 
of women’s rights. She was a founding philosopher for later feminist thought and 
practice. Her most famous work is A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which was 
published in 1792. In the book, she argues against philosophers like Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, who sought to prevent women’s access to education.

Questions for Discussion
While some of the formal elements of this text are challenging, Defoe’s overall 
point is clear and consistent throughout the excerpt. His argument for women’s 
education makes appeals both to civilization and Christian tradition and is heavily 
inȵuenced by the new (nlightenment emphasis on reason and nature� 7hese are 
some questions that can guide students through the discussion of the source.

1. What is the purpose of education (lines 15-17)?

2. Which subjects are important for women’s education? Which subjects does he 
leave out (lines 34-43)?

3. :hat is the primary di΍erentiator among women �lines ��-�1�" %etween men 
and women (lines 83-85)? 

4. Is this a piece of feminist writing or is Defoe condescending to women and 
participating in their subordination in society?

5. :hat speciȴc reasons does 'efoe o΍er for his claim that it is “the sordidest 
piece of folly and ingratitude in the world, to withhold from the sex the due 
lustre which the advantages of education gives to the natural beauty of their 
minds” (lines 59-61)?

6. Ζn the ȴnal paragraph of the passage, why is 'efoe optimistic about the future" 
What is the practical path to achieving education for women?

7. How would a women’s rights advocate make this argument today? What terms 
of Defoe’s argument would be unacceptable to most writers today?

Daniel Defoe

Mary Wollstonecraft
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Passage

AP® European History

Student Handout: Daniel Defoe

Daniel Defoe: The Education of Women, 1719

I have often thought of it as one of the most barbarous customs in the 
world, considering us as a civilized and a Christian country, that we deny 
the advantages of learning to women. We reproach the sex every day with 
folly and impertinence; while I am confident, had they the advantages of 
education equal to us, they would be guilty of less than ourselves.

One would wonder, indeed, how it should happen that women are 
conversible at all; since they are only beholden to natural parts, for all their 
knowledge. Their youth is spent to teach them to stitch and sew or make 
baubles. They are taught to read, indeed, and perhaps to write their names, 
or so; and that is the height of a woman’s education. And I would but ask 
any who slight the sex for their understanding, what is a man (a gentleman, I 
mean) good for, that is taught no more? I need not give instances, or examine 
the character of a gentleman, with a good estate, or a good family, and with 
tolerable parts; and examine what figure he makes for want of education.

The soul is placed in the body like a rough diamond; and must be 
polished, or the lustre of it will never appear. And ‘tis manifest, that as 
the rational soul distinguishes us from brutes; so education carries on the 
distinction, and makes some less brutish than others. This is too evident to 
need any demonstration. But why then should women be denied the benefit 
of instruction? If knowledge and understanding had been useless additions 
to the sex, God Almighty would never have given them capacities; for he 
made nothing needless. Besides, I would ask such, What they can see in 
ignorance, that they should think it a necessary ornament to a woman? or 
how much worse is a wise woman than a fool? or what has the woman done 
to forfeit the privilege of being taught? Does she plague us with her pride 
and impertinence? Why did we not let her learn, that she might have had 
more wit? Shall we upbraid women with folly, when ‘tis only the error of 
this inhuman custom, that hindered them from being made wiser?

The capacities of women are supposed to be greater, and their senses 
quicker than those of the men; and what they might be capable of being 
bred to, is plain from some instances of female wit, which this age is 
not without. Which upbraids us with Injustice, and looks as if we denied 
women the advantages of education, for fear they should vie with the men 
in their improvements…

[They] should be taught all sorts of breeding suitable both to their 
genius and quality. And in particular, Music and Dancing; which it would 
be cruelty to bar the sex of, because they are their darlings. But besides this, 
they should be taught languages, as particularly French and Italian: and I 
would venture the injury of giving a woman more tongues than one. They 
should, as a particular study, be taught all the graces of speech, and all the 
necessary air of conversation; which our common education is so defective 
in, that I need not expose it. They should be brought to read books, and 
especially history; and so to read as to make them understand the world, and 
be able to know and judge of things when they hear of them.

To such whose genius would lead them to it, I would deny no sort of 
learning; but the chief thing, in general, is to cultivate the understandings 
of the sex, that they may be capable of all sorts of conversation; that their 
parts and judgements being improved, they may be as profitable in their 
conversation as they are pleasant.
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AP® European History
Student Handout: Daniel Defoe

Passage
Women, in my observation, have little or no difference in them, but as 

they are or are not distinguished by education. Tempers, indeed, may in some 
degree influence them, but the main distinguishing part is their Breeding.

The whole sex are generally quick and sharp. I believe, I may be 
allowed to say, generally so: for you rarely see them lumpish and heavy, 
when they are children; as boys will often be. If a woman be well bred, and 
taught the proper management of her natural wit, she proves generally very 
sensible and retentive.

And, without partiality, a woman of sense and manners is the finest 
and most delicate part of God’s Creation, the glory of Her Maker, and the 
great instance of His singular regard to man, His darling creature: to whom 
He gave the best gift either God could bestow or man receive. And ‘tis the 
sordidest piece of folly and ingratitude in the world, to withhold from the 
sex the due lustre which the advantages of education gives to the natural 
beauty of their minds.

A woman well bred and well taught, furnished with the additional 
accomplishments of knowledge and behaviour, is a creature without 
comparison. Her society is the emblem of sublimer enjoyments, her 
person is angelic, and her conversation heavenly. She is all softness and 
sweetness, peace, love, wit, and delight. She is every way suitable to the 
sublimest wish, and the man that has such a one to his portion, has nothing 
to do but to rejoice in her, and be thankful.

On the other hand, Suppose her to be the very same woman, and rob 
her of the benefit of education, and it follows

If her temper be good, want of education makes her soft and easy.

Her wit, for want of teaching, makes her impertinent and talkative.

Her knowledge, for want of judgement and experience, makes her 
fanciful and whimsical.

If her temper be bad, want of breeding makes her worse; and she 
grows haughty, insolent, and loud.

If she be passionate, want of manners makes her a termagant and a 
scold, which is much at one with Lunatic.

If she be proud, want of discretion (which still is breeding) makes her 
conceited, fantastic, and ridiculous.

And from these she degenerates to be turbulent, clamorous, noisy, 
nasty, the devil! . . .

The great distinguishing difference, which is seen in the world 
between men and women, is in their education; and this is manifested by 
comparing it with the difference between one man or woman, and another.

And herein it is that I take upon me to make such a bold assertion, 
That all the world are mistaken in their practice about women. For I cannot 
think that God Almighty ever made them so delicate, so glorious creatures; 
and furnished them with such charms, so agreeable and so delightful to 
mankind; with souls capable of the same accomplishments with men: and 
all, to be only Stewards of our Houses, Cooks, and Slaves.

Not that I am for exalting the female government in the least: but, 
in short, I would have men take women for companions, and educate 
them to be fit for it. A woman of sense and breeding will scorn as much 
to encroach upon the prerogative of man, as a man of sense will scorn 
to oppress the weakness of the woman. But if the women’s souls were 
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AP® European History
Student Handout: Daniel Defoe

Passage
refined and improved by teaching, that word would be lost. To say, the 
weakness of the sex, as to judgment, would be nonsense; for ignorance 
and folly would be no more to be found among women than men.

I remember a passage, which I heard from a very fine woman. She 
had wit and capacity enough, an extraordinary shape and face, and a great 
fortune: but had been cloistered up all her time; and for fear of being 
stolen, had not had the liberty of being taught the common necessary 
knowledge of women’s affairs. And when she came to converse in the 
world, her natural wit made her so sensible of the want of education, that 
she gave this short reflection on herself: “I am ashamed to talk with my 
very maids,” says she, “for I don’t know when they do right or wrong. I 
had more need go to school, than be married.”

I need not enlarge on the loss the defect of education is to the sex; nor 
argue the benefit of the contrary practice. ‘Tis a thing will be more easily 
granted than remedied. This chapter is but an Essay at the thing: and I refer 
the Practice to those Happy Days (if ever they shall be) when men shall be 
wise enough to mend it.
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Passage Vocabulary

AP® European History

Student Handout with Vocabulary: Defoe

1  reproach—express disapproval 

2  conversible—capable of social 
interaction, conversation

3  beholden—owing something 

4  baubles—small trinkets  

5  want—lack of

6  lustre—shine 

7  forfeit—be deprived 

8  impertinence—lack of respect, rudeness 

9  upbraid—find fault with 

10  hindered—blocked, obstructed

11  bred—trained in culture

12  vie—compete eagerly with

13  profitable—beneficial

Daniel Defoe: The Education of Women, 1719

I have often thought of it as one of the most barbarous customs in the 
world, considering us as a civilized and a Christian country, that we deny 
the advantages of learning to women. We reproach the sex every day with 
folly and impertinence; while I am confident, had they the advantages of 
education equal to us, they would be guilty of less than ourselves.

One would wonder, indeed, how it should happen that women are 
conversible at all; since they are only beholden to natural parts, for all their 
knowledge. Their youth is spent to teach them to stitch and sew or make 
baubles. They are taught to read, indeed, and perhaps to write their names, 
or so; and that is the height of a woman’s education. And I would but ask 
any who slight the sex for their understanding, what is a man (a gentleman, I 
mean) good for, that is taught no more? I need not give instances, or examine 
the character of a gentleman, with a good estate, or a good family, and with 
tolerable parts; and examine what figure he makes for want of education.

The soul is placed in the body like a rough diamond; and must be 
polished, or the lustre of it will never appear. And ‘tis manifest, that as 
the rational soul distinguishes us from brutes; so education carries on the 
distinction, and makes some less brutish than others. This is too evident to 
need any demonstration. But why then should women be denied the benefit 
of instruction? If knowledge and understanding had been useless additions 
to the sex, God Almighty would never have given them capacities; for he 
made nothing needless. Besides, I would ask such, What they can see in 
ignorance, that they should think it a necessary ornament to a woman? or 
how much worse is a wise woman than a fool? or what has the woman done 
to forfeit the privilege of being taught? Does she plague us with her pride 
and impertinence? Why did we not let her learn, that she might have had 
more wit? Shall we upbraid women with folly, when ‘tis only the error of 
this inhuman custom, that hindered them from being made wiser?

The capacities of women are supposed to be greater, and their senses 
quicker than those of the men; and what they might be capable of being 
bred to, is plain from some instances of female wit, which this age is 
not without. Which upbraids us with Injustice, and looks as if we denied 
women the advantages of education, for fear they should vie with the men 
in their improvements…

[They] should be taught all sorts of breeding suitable both to their 
genius and quality. And in particular, Music and Dancing; which it would 
be cruelty to bar the sex of, because they are their darlings. But besides this, 
they should be taught languages, as particularly French and Italian: and I 
would venture the injury of giving a woman more tongues than one. They 
should, as a particular study, be taught all the graces of speech, and all the 
necessary air of conversation; which our common education is so defective 
in, that I need not expose it. They should be brought to read books, and 
especially history; and so to read as to make them understand the world, and 
be able to know and judge of things when they hear of them.

To such whose genius would lead them to it, I would deny no sort of 
learning; but the chief thing, in general, is to cultivate the understandings 
of the sex, that they may be capable of all sorts of conversation; that their 
parts and judgements being improved, they may be as profitable in their 
conversation as they are pleasant.
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Passage Vocabulary

14  lumpish—stupid, lethargic 

15  retentive—having the ability to remember 
facts and impressions easily

16  partiality—bias

17  sordid—vile, dirty

18  society—being in the company of others

19  sublime—awe-inspiring

20  want—lack of 

21  haughty—proud 

22  insolent—rude, arrogant

23  termagant—a harsh, overbearing woman

24  scold—a person who nags constantly

25  steward—person in charge of managing 
others

26  exalting—raising someone to a higher 
power

27  encroach—intrude on another’s territory

28  prerogative—the exclusive right of a class

Women, in my observation, have little or no difference in them, but as 
they are or are not distinguished by education. Tempers, indeed, may in some 
degree influence them, but the main distinguishing part is their Breeding.

The whole sex are generally quick and sharp. I believe, I may be 
allowed to say, generally so: for you rarely see them lumpish and heavy, 
when they are children; as boys will often be. If a woman be well bred, and 
taught the proper management of her natural wit, she proves generally very 
sensible and retentive.

And, without partiality, a woman of sense and manners is the finest 
and most delicate part of God’s Creation, the glory of Her Maker, and the 
great instance of His singular regard to man, His darling creature: to whom 
He gave the best gift either God could bestow or man receive. And ‘tis the 
sordidest piece of folly and ingratitude in the world, to withhold from the 
sex the due lustre which the advantages of education gives to the natural 
beauty of their minds.

A woman well bred and well taught, furnished with the additional 
accomplishments of knowledge and behaviour, is a creature without 
comparison. Her society is the emblem of sublimer enjoyments, her 
person is angelic, and her conversation heavenly. She is all softness and 
sweetness, peace, love, wit, and delight. She is every way suitable to the 
sublimest wish, and the man that has such a one to his portion, has nothing 
to do but to rejoice in her, and be thankful.

On the other hand, Suppose her to be the very same woman, and rob 
her of the benefit of education, and it follows

If her temper be good, want of education makes her soft and easy.

Her wit, for want of teaching, makes her impertinent and talkative.

Her knowledge, for want of judgement and experience, makes her 
fanciful and whimsical.

If her temper be bad, want of breeding makes her worse; and she 
grows haughty, insolent, and loud.

If she be passionate, want of manners makes her a termagant and a 
scold, which is much at one with Lunatic.

If she be proud, want of discretion (which still is breeding) makes her 
conceited, fantastic, and ridiculous.

And from these she degenerates to be turbulent, clamorous, noisy, 
nasty, the devil! . . .

The great distinguishing difference, which is seen in the world 
between men and women, is in their education; and this is manifested by 
comparing it with the difference between one man or woman, and another.

And herein it is that I take upon me to make such a bold assertion, 
That all the world are mistaken in their practice about women. For I cannot 
think that God Almighty ever made them so delicate, so glorious creatures; 
and furnished them with such charms, so agreeable and so delightful to 
mankind; with souls capable of the same accomplishments with men: and 
all, to be only Stewards of our Houses, Cooks, and Slaves.

Not that I am for exalting the female government in the least: but, 
in short, I would have men take women for companions, and educate 
them to be fit for it. A woman of sense and breeding will scorn as much 
to encroach upon the prerogative of man, as a man of sense will scorn 
to oppress the weakness of the woman. But if the women’s souls were 
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Passage Vocabulary

29  cloistered—sheltered 

30  enlarge—write about in more detail

refined and improved by teaching, that word would be lost. To say, the 
weakness of the sex, as to judgment, would be nonsense; for ignorance 
and folly would be no more to be found among women than men.

I remember a passage, which I heard from a very fine woman. She 
had wit and capacity enough, an extraordinary shape and face, and a great 
fortune: but had been cloistered up all her time; and for fear of being 
stolen, had not had the liberty of being taught the common necessary 
knowledge of women’s affairs. And when she came to converse in the 
world, her natural wit made her so sensible of the want of education, that 
she gave this short reflection on herself: “I am ashamed to talk with my 
very maids,” says she, “for I don’t know when they do right or wrong. I 
had more need go to school, than be married.”

I need not enlarge on the loss the defect of education is to the sex; nor 
argue the benefit of the contrary practice. ‘Tis a thing will be more easily 
granted than remedied. This chapter is but an Essay at the thing: and I refer 
the Practice to those Happy Days (if ever they shall be) when men shall be 
wise enough to mend it.
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Multiple-Choice Questions: Wollstonecraft

Questions 1-3 refer to the passage below. 

“Consequently, the most perfect education, in my opinion, is such an exercise of the understanding as is 
best calculated to strengthen the body and form the heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain 
such habits of virtue as will render it independent. In fact, it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues 
do not result from the exercise of its own reason…. But for this epoch we must wait—wait, perhaps, till kings 
and nobles, enlightened by reason, and, preferring the real dignity of man to childish state, throw off their 
gaudy hereditary trappings: and if then women do not resign the arbitrary power of beauty—they will prove 
that they have less mind than man.”

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 1792

 1. Based on the passage, Wollstonecraft’s ideas would 
most likely have influenced which of the following 
nineteenth-century ideologies?

(A) Anarchism
(B) Feminism
(C) Conservatism
(D) Constitutionalism

 2. Wollstonecraft’s argument takes place most directly 
in the context of which of the following

(A) Challenges to existing absolutist forms of 
government 

(B) The migration of workers from the 
countryside to cities

(C) Critiques of emerging industrial technologies
(D) The rise of Enlightenment rationalism

 3. Wollstonecraft’s arguments were most clearly in 
contradiction to

(A) Diderot’s application of the Scientific 
Revolution to social structures

(B) René Descartes’ distinction between inductive 
and deductive reasoning

(C) Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s argument for the 
exclusion of women from public life 

(D) Ignatius of Loyola’s reforms of the Catholic 
Church


