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The Feminist Thought of Mary Wollstonecraft:
Reason, Virtue and Knowledge

UMEGAKT Chihiro

In the first chapter of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Mary Wollstonecraft wrote,
‘In the present state of society, it appears necessary to go back to first principles in search of
the most simple truths’, and after some consideration, concluded that ‘the perfection of our
nature and capability of happiness, must be estimated by the degree of reason, virtue, and
knowledge, that distinguish the individual, and direct the laws which bind society’.

In this article, I examine the mutually interdependent trio of ‘reason, virtue, and knowledge’
as the most basic concept underlying Wollstonecraft's feminist philosophy. Each element of the
trio is highly dependent on the intellectual context of eighteenth century Britain, and therefore
her argument might look obsolete in today’s complicated world. But in conclusion, I argue that
in her exploration of these elements, we can still find some relevance to contemporary feminist

concerns.

Keywords: Mary Wollstonecraft, feminism, reason, virtue, knowledge




