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Abstract 

This research paper presents a comparative study of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman and Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, analyzing their impact on feminist ideology within 

distinct historical and intellectual environments. It examines the socio-political contexts that influenced their 

writings, as well as their philosophical and sociological theoretical foundations, and their views on gender, 

oppression, and liberation. By contrasting Wollstonecraft’s liberal feminism with de Beauvoir’s existentialist 

feminism, the paper underscores their mutual critique of patriarchal structures and their unique methods of 

approaching gender discourse. Additionally, the study explores their use of rhetoric, language, and inclusivity, 

considering how their concepts have shaped and been challenged by later feminist thinkers. This analysis 

highlights the continued importance of Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir in influencing modern discussions 

about gender, while recognizing the constraints of their perspectives when it comes to intersectional 

experiences. This study enhances the comprehension of how feminist thought has developed and its lasting 

effects on both theory and activism. 
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Introduction 

Mary Wollstonecraft: 

Mary Wollstonecraft is a seminal figure in feminist thought, primarily due to her groundbreaking work "A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman" (1792). In this text, Wollstonecraft advocated for women's access to 

education, arguing that women are not inherently inferior to men but appear so due to their lack of educational 

opportunities. She challenged prevailing gender roles and societal norms that confined women to domestic 

spheres, emphasizing the importance of rationality and moral development for women. Wollstonecraft's ideas 

laid the intellectual foundation for subsequent feminist movements and have continued to influence feminist 

theory, making her a pivotal figure in the history of the struggle for gender equality. 
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Central Themes and Arguments: 

1. Gender Stereotypes in Literature: Wollstonecraft criticizes the prevailing gender stereotypes perpetuated in 

literature, which often depict women as passive, ornamental figures or as objects of male desire. She argues 

that these representations reinforce patriarchal norms and contribute to the subjugation of women. 

2. Educational Equality: Central to Wollstonecraft's argument is the idea that women's education plays a 

crucial role in challenging traditional gender roles and empowering women. She advocates for women to have 

access to the same educational opportunities as men, enabling them to develop their intellect and cultivate 

their talents. 

3. Women as Rational Beings: Wollstonecraft asserts that women are rational beings capable of intellectual 

and moral development. She rejects the notion of women's inherent inferiority and argues for their right to 

participate fully in public life as citizens and thinkers. 

4. The Power of Language: Wollstonecraft emphasizes the importance of language in shaping perceptions of 

gender and influencing societal attitudes. She calls for a reformation of language and literature to reflect the 

realities of women's lives and experiences, rather than perpetuating harmful stereotypes. 

5. Social Reform: Ultimately, Wollstonecraft's essay advocates for broader social and cultural reform to 

achieve gender equality. She believes that literature and poetry have a vital role to play in challenging existing 

power structures and fostering a more just and equitable society. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

De Beauvoir is known for her groundbreaking work, "The Second Sex" (1949), which analysed the existential 

condition of women and critiqued the ways in which women have been historically defined in relation to men. 

She pioneered the intersection of existentialist philosophy and feminism, exploring how women's oppression 

is intertwined with broader existential concerns. De Beauvoir's analysis of women's oppression and her call 

for women's liberation profoundly influenced feminist thought and activism. She emphasized the importance 

of women's autonomy and agency, advocating for women to transcend their defined roles and assert their 

freedom in a male-dominated world. While primarily focused on the experiences of white, middle-class 

women, de Beauvoir's work laid the groundwork for intersectional feminist analyses that consider how factors 

such as race, class, and sexuality intersect with gender to shape women's experiences of oppression. De 

Beauvoir's contributions extend beyond feminism to literature, philosophy, and ethics. Her existentialist 

writings, novels, and philosophical treatises continue to be studied and celebrated for their insights into the 

human condition and the quest for freedom and authenticity. 

 

Central Themes and Arguments: 

1. Existentialist Feminism: De Beauvoir explores the existential condition of women and the ways in which 

women have been historically defined in relation to men. She critiques essentialist notions of gender and 

argues that women are not inherently inferior to men but have been oppressed and marginalized throughout 

history. 

2. Myth of the Other: De Beauvoir introduces the concept of "woman as other," arguing that women have 

been defined as the "second sex" in relation to men. She analyses how societal norms and institutions 

perpetuate women's subordination and limit their freedom. 

3. Women's Liberation: De Beauvoir calls for women's liberation from oppressive societal norms and 

expectations. She emphasizes the importance of women's autonomy and agency, advocating for women to 

transcend their defined roles and assert their freedom in a male-dominated world. 

4. Intersectionality: While primarily focused on the experiences of white, middle-class women, de Beauvoir 

acknowledges the intersection of gender with other forms of oppression, such as race, class, and sexuality. 

She lays the groundwork for intersectional feminist analyses that consider the multiple dimensions of women's 

experiences of oppression. 

These central themes and arguments highlight the groundbreaking contributions of both Wollstonecraft and 

de Beauvoir to feminist thought, addressing issues of gender equality, women's rights, societal constraints, 

and the construction of femininity. 

 

Importance of Examining These Texts Together: 

The purpose of conducting a comparative analysis of Mary Wollstonecraft's "A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman" and Simone de Beauvoir's "The Second Sex" is to elucidate the evolution of feminist thought across 

different historical contexts and cultural perspectives. Examining these texts together allows for a nuanced 

understanding of the continuities and ruptures in feminist discourse, as well as the diverse trajectories of 

feminist theory over time. 
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1. Historical Context: Both Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir wrote during periods of significant social, 

political, and intellectual upheaval. By examining their works together, scholars can trace how changing 

historical circumstances influenced their perspectives on gender, society, and women's rights.  

2. Cultural Perspectives: Wollstonecraft wrote in the late 18th century England, while de Beauvoir wrote in 

mid-20th century France. Their respective cultural contexts shaped their analyses of gender and women's 

oppression. Comparing their perspectives allows for a cross-cultural understanding of feminist thought and 

its universal and context-specific dimensions. 

3. Theoretical Frameworks: Wollstonecraft's liberal feminism and de Beauvoir's existentialist feminism 

represent distinct theoretical approaches to understanding gender and women's liberation. Analyzing these 

works together enables scholars to explore the diversity of feminist theory and the ways in which different 

philosophical frameworks inform feminist perspectives. 

4. Continuities and Discontinuities: Despite writing in different historical periods, Wollstonecraft and de 

Beauvoir both challenged prevailing notions of women's inferiority and advocated for women's rights and 

autonomy. Comparing their works highlights the continuities in feminist thought, as well as the ways in which 

feminist perspectives have evolved and adapted to changing social and intellectual currents.  

5. Relevance to Contemporary Debates: The issues addressed by Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir, such as 

gender equality, women's rights, and the construction of femininity, remain relevant to contemporary feminist 

debates. Examining these foundational texts provides insights into the enduring struggles for gender justice 

and the ongoing quest for women's liberation. 

 

Literary Review 

1. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity by Judith Butler (1990) 

Butler’s landmark work in gender studies challenges traditional notions of gender as a fixed identity and 

introduces the concept of gender performativity. Butler builds on de Beauvoir’s idea that "one is not born, but 

rather becomes, a woman," emphasizing that gender is a set of acts repeated over time. Butler’s work has 

significantly influenced contemporary feminist theory and queer studies, expanding the discourse on gender 

beyond binary definitions. 

2. The Second Sex by Toril Moi (1985) 

Toril Moi provides a detailed introduction and analysis of de Beauvoir’s "The Second Sex," exploring its 

philosophical and feminist dimensions. Moi’s work helps to contextualize de Beauvoir’s arguments within 

existentialist and phenomenological traditions, highlighting the groundbreaking nature of her feminist 

critique. Moi’s analysis has been crucial in making "The Second Sex" accessible to new generations of readers 

and scholars. 

3. Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory by Toril Moi (1985) 

In this seminal work, Moi explores various strands of feminist literary theory, including the impact of de 

Beauvoir’s existential feminism. Moi analyses how de Beauvoir’s ideas on the social construction of gender 

influenced later feminist literary criticism. This book remains a key text for understanding the evolution of 

feminist literary theory. 

4. The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination by 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) 

This work examines the portrayal of women in 19th-century literature and the constraints placed on female 

authors. While not directly focused on de Beauvoir, Gilbert and Gubar’s analysis aligns with de Beauvoir’s 

critique of patriarchal structures in literature. They build on de Beauvoir’s insights into the ways women’s 

identities and roles are constructed and constrained by societal expectations. 

5. Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center by bell hooks (1984) 

bell hooks critiques mainstream feminist theory for its lack of inclusivity and calls for a more intersectional 

approach. Hooks’ work expands on de Beauvoir’s analysis by incorporating race, class, and other axes of 

identity. She argues that true gender discourse must consider the intersecting oppressions that shape women’s 

experiences. 

6. The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution by Shulamith Firestone (1970) 

Firestone’s radical feminist manifesto calls for the complete overthrow of patriarchal systems. Firestone 

builds on de Beauvoir’s existentialist critique by arguing that biological differences should not determine 

social roles. Her work pushes the boundaries of de Beauvoir’s arguments, advocating for a fundamental 

reorganization of society. 
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7. The Second Sex: New Feminist Essays edited by Ruth Evans (1998) 

This collection of essays re-examines de Beauvoir’s "The Second Sex" from various feminist perspectives. 

The essays in this volume highlight the continued relevance and influence of de Beauvoir’s work. Contributors 

discuss how her ideas have been interpreted, critiqued, and expanded upon in contemporary feminist theory.  

8. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment by Patricia Hill 

Collins (1990) 

Collins explores the unique experiences and perspectives of Black women, emphasizing the importance of 

intersectionality. Collins’ work intersects with de Beauvoir’s analysis by examining how race and gender 

interact to shape women’s lives. Her focus on intersectionality builds on and diversifies the feminist discourse 

initiated by de Beauvoir. 

9. Gender and the Politics of History by Joan Wallach Scott (1988) 

Scott’s work examines how gender has been used as a category of historical analysis. Scott’s exploration of 

gender as a social and historical construct draws on de Beauvoir’s existentialist framework. She emphasizes 

the importance of understanding gender as a central category in historical and social analysis. 

10. Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman by Toril Moi (1994) 

This critical biography examines de Beauvoir’s intellectual development and her contributions to feminist 

theory. Moi contextualizes "The Second Sex" within de Beauvoir’s broader philosophical and existentialist 

framework. She explores how de Beauvoir’s ideas on women’s liberation and autonomy emerged and 

influenced later feminist thought. 

11. Sexual Politics by Kate Millett (1970) 

Millett’s work is a cornerstone of second-wave feminism, critiquing the power dynamics inherent in gender 

relations and the patriarchal structures embedded in literature and society. Millett acknowledges de Beauvoir’s 

influence, particularly her analysis of women’s secondary status. "Sexual Politics" expands on de Beauvoir’s 

ideas, applying them to literary and social critique. 

12. The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan (1963) 

Friedan’s book explores the dissatisfaction of suburban housewives in the 1950s and 1960s, who were 

confined to domestic roles despite having the potential for more fulfilling lives. Friedan draws on de 

Beauvoir’s critique of women’s roles and advocates for their personal and professional fulfilment. This work 

helped spark the second wave of feminism in the United States. 

13. Simone de Beauvoir: A Critical Introduction by Margaret A. Simons (1999) 

Simons provides an accessible introduction to de Beauvoir’s life and works, emphasizing her philosophical 

contributions. This book situates "The Second Sex" within de Beauvoir’s broader intellectual oeuvre and 

examines its impact on feminist theory and existentialism. 

14. A Room of One’s Own by Virginia Woolf (1929) 

Woolf’s extended essay explores the conditions necessary for women writers to create literature. Woolf praises 

Wollstonecraft’s advocacy for women’s education and independence, recognizing her as a pioneer in feminist 

literary criticism. 

15. Equivocal Beings: Politics, Gender, and Sentimentality in the 1790s by Claudia L. Johnson (1995) 

Johnson examines the political and sentimental literature of the 1790s, including Wollstonecraft’s writings. 

Johnson highlights Wollstonecraft’s challenge to the sentimental literature that reinforced traditional gender 

roles, advocating for a new literary paradigm that recognized women’s rationality and agency. 

16. Pandora’s Box: Subjectivity, Class, and Sexuality in Socialist Feminist Criticism by Cora Kaplan (1987) 

Kaplan’s essays explore the intersections of gender, class, and sexuality in feminist literature. Kaplan 

discusses Wollstonecraft’s influence on feminist literary criticism, particularly her critique of the literary and 

cultural construction of femininity. 

17. Mary Wollstonecraft: A Revolutionary Life by Janet Todd (2000) 

This comprehensive biography situates Wollstonecraft’s work within the broader context of 18th-century 

intellectual and political movements. Todd highlights the revolutionary nature of Wollstonecraft’s feminist 

and literary critiques, emphasizing her lasting impact on feminist thought. 

18. Vindication: A Life of Mary Wollstonecraft by Lyndall Gordon (2005) 

Gordon’s biography delves into Wollstonecraft’s personal life and pioneering feminist ideas. The book 

provides insight into the development of Wollstonecraft’s ideas on women’s rights and education, 

emphasizing her influence on future generations of feminist writers and thinkers. 

These works collectively highlight the profound impact of Simone de Beauvoir’s, The Second Sex and Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman on feminist thought. The engagement with these 

foundational texts by later scholars demonstrates their enduring relevance and the ways in which they continue 

to inspire and inform contemporary gender discourse analysis. 

http://www.ijrti.org/


                                                                             © 2024 IJNRD | Volume 9, Issue 12 December 2024 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

IJNRD2412152 International Journal Of Novel Research And Development (www.ijnrd.org) 
 

 
b554 

c554 

 

Biographical, Historical and Cultural Context 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797): 

Born in London, Wollstonecraft had a tumultuous childhood marked by financial instability and an abusive 

father. She sought independence early, working as a governess and establishing a school. Wollstonecraft 

became a prominent writer and intellectual, engaging with radical political and social ideas. Her most famous 

work, "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" (1792), argued for women's education and equality.  

Wollstonecraft had a series of significant relationships, including with the artist Henry Fuseli and the writer 

William Godwin, whom she married. She died shortly after giving birth to her daughter, Mary Shelley, who 

would become the author of "Frankenstein." Wollstonecraft is considered a foundational figure in feminist 

philosophy, advocating for women's rationality, autonomy, and educational opportunities. 

Personal Influences: 

1. Early Hardships: Wollstonecraft’s difficult childhood, marked by an abusive father and financial instability, 

fuelled her desire for independence and social reform. 

2. Intellectual Circles: Her interactions with prominent radicals like Thomas Paine and William Godwin 

exposed her to Enlightenment ideals of equality, liberty, and rationality. 

3. Professional Experiences: Working as a governess and running a school made Wollstonecraft acutely aware 

of the limited educational opportunities for women, shaping her advocacy for women’s education. 

Historical Influences: 

1. The Enlightenment: The intellectual climate of the Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason, individual 

rights, and progress, profoundly influenced Wollstonecraft’s thinking. 

2. French Revolution: The revolutionary ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity resonated with 

Wollstonecraft, inspiring her to extend these principles to women’s rights in her writings. 

3. Social Contract Theory: The works of philosophers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who 

discussed the nature of individual rights and societal obligations, influenced Wollstonecraft, although she 

critiqued Rousseau’s views on women. 

 

Socio-Political Climate During Mary Wollstonecraft's Time 

1. The Enlightenment (late 17th to 18th century): 

The Enlightenment was characterized by a focus on reason, individual rights, and scientific inquiry. Thinkers 

like John Locke, Voltaire, and Rousseau were advocating for political reform, individual liberty, and the 

separation of church and state. These ideas influenced Wollstonecraft's call for women's education and 

rationality. She believed that women should have the same opportunities for intellectual development as men.  

2. The French Revolution (1789-1799): 

The Revolution was a period of radical social and political change in France, leading to the overthrow of the 

monarchy and the rise of democratic ideals. Wollstonecraft was inspired by the revolutionary ideals of liberty, 

equality, and fraternity. She saw the Revolution as a moment to push for women's rights and wrote "A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman" (1792) as a response to the Revolution’s initial failure to extend these 

rights to women. 

3. British Political Landscape: 

Britain was undergoing its own social and political changes, with debates over parliamentary reform, 

individual liberties, and the role of the monarchy. As a writer and intellectual in Britain, Wollstonecraft was 

part of radical circles that advocated for these reforms. Her works were a critique of the existing social order 

and an appeal for the inclusion of women in the emerging democratic frameworks. 

 

Societal Attitudes Toward Gender Roles: 

In the late 18th century, women were largely confined to domestic roles and considered intellectually inferior 

to men. The prevailing belief was that women were naturally suited for domesticity and motherhood, rather 

than public or intellectual life. Women’s education was limited, often focused on accomplishments (such as 

needlework and music) rather than intellectual development. Education for women was seen as unnecessary 

since their primary roles were as wives and mothers. 

Influence on Wollstonecraft’s Writings: 

Wollstonecraft challenged the notion that women were inherently inferior to men. In "A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman" (1792), she argued that the perceived inferiority was due to a lack of education and 

opportunities, not natural deficiencies. She emphasized the importance of rational education for women, 

asserting that women could contribute meaningfully to society if given the same educational opportunities as 

men. Wollstonecraft believed that educated women would be better mothers and more independent 
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individuals. Wollstonecraft’s work called for a revaluation of women’s roles in society. She advocated for 

women’s rights to participate fully in public and intellectual life, arguing that this would benefit both women 

and society as a whole. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986): 

Born in Paris to a bourgeois family, de Beauvoir excelled academically and attended the Sorbonne, where she 

studied philosophy. She formed a lifelong intellectual and romantic partnership with Jean-Paul Sartre. De 

Beauvoir was a prolific writer, philosopher, and existentialist. Her groundbreaking work "The Second Sex" 

(1949) examines the historical, social, and psychological constructs of femininity, asserting that "one is not 

born, but rather becomes, a woman." De Beauvoir's relationship with Sartre was unconventional and marked 

by mutual intellectual influence. She also had significant relationships with other men and women, which she 

documented in her autobiographical writings. De Beauvoir's work has had a profound impact on feminist 

theory, existentialism, and social philosophy. Her analysis of gender as a social construct remains influential 

in contemporary gender studies. 

Personal Influences: 

1. Education and Early Intellectual Life: De Beauvoir’s rigorous education and her exposure to philosophy at 

the Sorbonne provided a strong intellectual foundation. Her relationship with Jean-Paul Sartre and their 

existentialist circle deeply influenced her thinking. 

2. Autobiographical Experiences: De Beauvoir’s own experiences as a woman navigating intellectual and 

social spaces informed her understanding of gender oppression. Her relationships, both romantic and 

intellectual, provided rich material for her explorations of women's autonomy and identity. 

Historical Influences: 

1. Existentialism: The existentialist philosophy, particularly the works of Sartre, emphasized the themes of 

freedom, responsibility, and the construction of the self, which are central to de Beauvoir’s feminist 

perspective. 

2. World War II: The war and the subsequent resistance movement highlighted issues of freedom and 

oppression, reinforcing de Beauvoir’s commitment to examining the social and political dimensions of 

women’s lives. 

3. Post-War Feminism: The burgeoning feminist movement of the mid-20th century, which began to challenge 

traditional gender roles and advocate for women’s rights, provided a backdrop for de Beauvoir’s work. "The 

Second Sex" became a foundational text for second-wave feminism. 

 

Socio-Political Climate During Simone de Beauvoir's Time: 

1. Existentialism and Post-World War II (mid-20th century): 

Intellectual Movement: Existentialism, a philosophical movement led by thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Albert Camus, emphasized individual freedom, responsibility, and the construction of meaning in an 

indifferent universe. Influence on de Beauvoir: De Beauvoir's existentialist background shaped her approach 

to feminism, focusing on the ways women could achieve freedom and authenticity in a world that objectified 

them. 

2. World War II and Its Aftermath: 

Global Conflict: The war and the subsequent reconstruction period led to significant social and political 

upheavals. Issues of freedom, oppression, and human rights were at the forefront of public consciousness. 

Impact on de Beauvoir: The war’s impact on Europe, particularly the experiences of occupation and resistance 

in France, underscored themes of oppression and liberation in de Beauvoir’s work. Her existentialist 

perspective on these issues informed her feminist arguments. 

3. Rise of Feminism and Social Movements: 

Second-Wave Feminism: The mid-20th century saw the rise of second-wave feminism, which focused on 

issues such as workplace discrimination, reproductive rights, and the cultural representation of women. 

Contribution by de Beauvoir: "The Second Sex" (1949) became a foundational text for this movement, 

providing a comprehensive analysis of the systemic nature of women’s oppression and advocating for their 

emancipation. 

4. Political and Social Changes: 

Europe was rebuilding after the war, leading to debates about social welfare, human rights, and the role of 

women in society. De Beauvoir was actively engaged in these debates, both through her writing and her 

involvement in various intellectual and political movements. Her works reflect the broader struggles for social 

justice and gender equality during this period. 

Societal Attitudes Toward Gender Roles: 
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Post-War Norms: In the mid-20th century, traditional gender roles were reinforced, particularly in the post-

World War II era. Women who had worked during the war were often pushed back into domestic roles as men 

returned from the front. 

Existentialist Influences: The existentialist movement, which emphasized individual freedom and 

responsibility, contrasted sharply with the rigid gender norms of the time. However, existentialist circles often 

still marginalized women’s experiences. 

Influence on de Beauvoir’s Writings: 

Existential Critique: In "The Second Sex" (1949), de Beauvoir applied existentialist principles to the condition 

of women, arguing that women were historically treated as "the Other" and defined in relation to men.  

Social Construction of Gender: De Beauvoir analyzed how societal structures and cultural norms constructed 

and perpetuated gender roles. She famously stated, "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman," 

emphasizing that femininity was not an inherent quality but a social construct imposed on women. 

Analysis of Oppression: De Beauvoir examined the various ways in which societal attitudes and institutions 

oppressed women, from childhood through adulthood. She critiqued the roles of marriage, motherhood, and 

domesticity, which she saw as limiting women’s freedom and potential. 

Call for Liberation: De Beauvoir’s work called for women’s liberation through the dismantling of oppressive 

structures and the redefinition of gender roles. She advocated for women’s autonomy and participation in all 

aspects of life, from intellectual pursuits to economic independence. 

 

Comparative Insights: 

Both Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir wrote during times of significant socio-political change, which deeply 

influenced their feminist perspectives. Wollstonecraft’s work was shaped by the Enlightenment and the French 

Revolution, which emphasized reason, individual rights, and political reform but often excluded women from 

these discussions. De Beauvoir’s writing was influenced by the existentialist movement, World War II, and 

the rise of second-wave feminism, focusing on individual freedom, systemic oppression, and the quest for 

gender equality in a rapidly changing world. These contexts helped shape their pioneering contributions to 

feminist thought, highlighting the intersections between personal freedom and social justice.  

Comparative Analysis: 

1. Critique of Gender Norms:  Both Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir critically examined the societal attitudes 

that confined women to limited roles. They argued against the naturalization of gender roles and emphasized 

the impact of socialization and education in shaping women’s identities. 

2. Education as a Key Theme: Wollstonecraft focused heavily on the need for rational education for women, 

believing that intellectual development was crucial for achieving equality. De Beauvoir also discussed 

education but framed it within a broader existential critique of how women were conditioned from birth to 

accept subordinate roles. 

3. Advocacy for Rights and Equality: Wollstonecraft’s call for women’s rights was revolutionary for her time, 

laying the groundwork for future feminist movements. De Beauvoir’s existential analysis provided a deeper 

philosophical foundation for understanding gender oppression and advocating for systemic change.  

4. Broader Social Critique: Both authors extended their critiques beyond individual experiences to examine 

how societal structures and norms perpetuated gender inequality. They called for broad societal reforms to 

achieve genuine equality. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

Mary Wollstonecraft: 

1. Philosophical Influences: 

Enlightenment Philosophy: Wollstonecraft was heavily influenced by Enlightenment thinkers such as John 

Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Locke’s ideas about natural rights and the social contract resonated with 

her advocacy for women’s rights. However, she critiqued Rousseau’s views on women, particularly his belief 

in their natural subordination. 

Rationalism: Embracing the Enlightenment emphasis on reason, Wollstonecraft argued that women, like men, 

are rational beings. Her insistence on rational education for women was grounded in the belief that reason 

was the foundation of moral and intellectual development. 

2. Literary Influences: 

Feminist Precursors: Wollstonecraft was influenced by earlier feminist writers such as Mary Astell, who 

argued for women’s education and critiqued the institution of marriage. Astell’s work provided a foundation 

for Wollstonecraft’s more radical critiques. 
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Radical and Political Writing: Wollstonecraft’s contemporaries in radical political circles, including Thomas 

Paine and William Godwin, also influenced her work. Their writings on political and social reform resonated 

with her own calls for gender equality. 

3. Sociological Influences: 

Social Contract Theory: Wollstonecraft applied social contract theory to gender relations, arguing that the 

principles of equality and justice should extend to women. She critiqued the existing social contract for 

excluding women and advocated for a new social order based on equal rights. 

Educational Reform: Observing the limited educational opportunities for women, Wollstonecraft drew on 

contemporary discussions about educational reform. She argued that improving women’s education would 

benefit society as a whole by producing more rational and virtuous citizens. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

1. Philosophical Influences: 

Existentialism: De Beauvoir’s work is deeply rooted in existentialist philosophy, particularly the ideas of Jean-

Paul Sartre. Existentialism’s emphasis on freedom, responsibility, and the construction of identity profoundly 

shaped her analysis of gender. She explored how women’s identities were socially constructed and argued for 

their liberation through individual and collective action. 

Phenomenology: Influenced by phenomenologists like Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, de 

Beauvoir examined the lived experiences of women. She used phenomenological methods to explore how 

women experience their bodies and their social roles, providing a detailed account of gendered existence.  

2. Literary Influences: 

French Literature: De Beauvoir was influenced by French literary traditions, including the works of Gustave 

Flaubert and Marcel Proust. Her literary background enriched her philosophical writing, allowing her to 

analyze the representation of women in literature and culture. 

Autobiographical Writing: De Beauvoir’s own autobiographical works, such as "Memoirs of a Dutiful 

Daughter," provided a rich source of material for her philosophical explorations. Her personal experiences 

became a lens through which she examined broader social and philosophical issues. 

3. Sociological Influences: 

Marxism: Although not a Marxist, de Beauvoir was influenced by Marxist analyses of class and social 

structures. She applied similar critiques to gender, exploring how economic and social systems perpetuate 

women’s oppression. 

Psychoanalysis: De Beauvoir engaged with Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, critiquing its implications 

for gender and sexuality. She acknowledged the insights of psychoanalysis while challenging its deterministic 

views on women’s roles. 

 

Comparison and Contrast of Wollstonecraft’s Liberal Feminism and de Beauvoir’s Existentialist 

Feminism 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s Liberal Feminism: 

1. Key Tenets: 

Rationality and Education: Wollstonecraft argued that women are rational beings who deserve the same  

educational opportunities as men. She believed that education would enable women to contribute 

meaningfully to society and achieve moral and intellectual equality. 

Natural Rights: Influenced by Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke, Wollstonecraft believed in the natural 

rights of individuals. She argued that women, like men, are entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

Individualism: Wollstonecraft emphasized individual autonomy and self-improvement. She believed that 

women should strive for personal independence and self-reliance. 

2. Goals: 

Educational Reform: Wollstonecraft’s primary goal was to reform women’s education, enabling them to 

develop their intellectual and moral capacities. 

Social and Legal Equality: She advocated for legal reforms to grant women equal rights, including property 

rights and the right to participate in public life. 

3. Methodology: 

Appeal to Reason: Wollstonecraft used rational arguments to persuade her readers, drawing on Enlightenment 

ideals of reason and progress. 

Critique of Traditional Roles: She critiqued traditional gender roles and the social institutions that perpetuated 

women’s subordination, such as marriage and the family. 
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Simone de Beauvoir’s Existentialist Feminism: 

1. Key Tenets: 

Existential Freedom: De Beauvoir’s existentialist framework emphasized individual freedom and the capacity 

to create one’s own identity. She argued that women must transcend the roles imposed on them by society to 

achieve true freedom. 

The Concept of "Otherness": De Beauvoir introduced the idea that women have been historically constructed 

as the "Other" in relation to men, who are considered the default or normative human beings.  

Social Construction of Gender: De Beauvoir argued that gender is not an inherent quality but a social 

construct. She famously stated, "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman." 

2. Goals: 

Liberation from Oppression: De Beauvoir sought to liberate women from the social, economic, and 

psychological structures that oppress them. 

Reconstruction of Society: She advocated for a fundamental rethinking of societal norms and institutions to 

eliminate the systemic oppression of women. 

3. Methodology: 

Phenomenological Analysis: De Beauvoir used phenomenological methods to explore women’s lived 

experiences and how they are shaped by societal expectations. 

Critical Theory: She critiqued existing social, economic, and cultural structures, drawing on Marxist and 

psychoanalytic theories to analyze the root causes of women’s oppression. 

 

Comparative Analysis: 

1. Philosophical Foundations: 

Wollstonecraft: Rooted in Enlightenment rationalism and liberal philosophy, focusing on individual rights and 

educational reform. 

De Beauvoir: Grounded in existentialism and phenomenology, emphasizing individual freedom, the 

construction of identity, and the concept of "Otherness." 

2. Views on Gender: 

Wollstonecraft: Believed that gender differences were largely the result of unequal educational opportunities 

and socialization. She saw men and women as fundamentally similar in their rational capacities. 

De Beauvoir: Argued that gender is a social construct imposed by patriarchal society. She emphasized the 

existentialist idea that individuals must create their own identities beyond societal constraints.  

3. Methods of Advocacy: 

Wollstonecraft: Advocated for reform within existing societal structures, particularly through education and 

legal rights. 

De Beauvoir: Called for a more radical transformation of society, critiquing its fundamental structures and 

advocating for the dismantling of patriarchal norms. 

4. Goals and Objectives: 

Wollstonecraft: Focused on achieving equality through educational and legal reforms, aiming to improve 

women’s status within the current societal framework. 

De Beauvoir: Sought a deeper, existential liberation of women from all forms of oppression, advocating for a 

complete rethinking of societal norms and institutions. 

5. Approach to Women’s Role in Society: 

Wollstonecraft: Believed that educated and rational women would naturally fulfill their roles as better wives 

and mothers, contributing positively to society. 

De Beauvoir: Critiqued the traditional roles of wife and mother as inherently oppressive, arguing that women 

must transcend these roles to achieve true freedom and self-realization. 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s liberal feminism and Simone de Beauvoir’s existentialist feminism represent two 

distinct but complementary approaches to feminist thought. Wollstonecraft’s work laid the groundwork for 

later feminist movements by advocating for women’s education and legal rights within the framework of 

Enlightenment liberalism. De Beauvoir’s existentialist feminism built on these foundations, offering a more 

radical critique of the social construction of gender and calling for a fundamental transformation of societal  

structures to achieve genuine liberation for women. Both authors have profoundly influenced feminist theory, 

each contributing unique insights that continue to shape discussions on gender equality and women’s rights. 

 

Arguments 

Towards a Feminist Poetics by Mary Wollstonecraft 
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Key Arguments: 

1. Equality of the Sexes: Wollstonecraft asserts that women are not naturally inferior to men; rather, their 

perceived inferiority is due to the lack of access to education and opportunities. 

2. Role of Education: She emphasizes that education should foster rationality, virtue, and knowledge, enabling 

women to participate fully in society. 

3. Criticism of Gender Norms: Wollstonecraft critiques the prevailing gender norms that confine women to 

domestic roles and limit their potential. 

4. Moral Independence: She argues for women’s moral and economic independence, which is essential for 

their development and the progress of society. 

 

The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir 

Key Arguments: 

1. Oppression and Liberation: De Beauvoir examines the ways in which women are oppressed through societal 

norms and institutions and argues for their liberation through existential freedom. 

2. Critique of Biological Determinism: She challenges the notion that biology determines gender roles, 

emphasizing the role of culture and socialization in shaping women’s identities. 

3. Intersection of Existentialism and Feminism: De Beauvoir integrates existentialist themes of freedom, 

responsibility, and authenticity with feminist critiques of gender oppression. 

4. Role of Women in Society: She critiques the traditional roles of women as wives and mothers, arguing that 

these roles limit women’s potential and freedom. 

 

Comparative Analysis: 

1. Definition of Gender: 

Wollstonecraft: Sees gender differences as largely social constructs resulting from unequal education and 

socialization. Emphasizes the equality of rational capacities between men and women. 

De Beauvoir: Views gender as a social construct and highlights the process of othering that defines women as 

secondary to men. Emphasizes the fluidity and constructed nature of gender identities. 

2. Definition of Oppression: 

Wollstonecraft: Focuses on the lack of education and economic dependence as primary sources of oppression. 

Critiques societal norms and institutions that perpetuate women's subordination. 

De Beauvoir: Identifies multiple sources of oppression, including cultural, economic, and psychological 

factors. Provides a comprehensive analysis of systemic oppression and the othering of women. 

3. Definition of Liberation: 

Wollstonecraft: Advocates for educational and economic reforms to achieve equality. Emphasizes the need 

for legal and social reforms to redefine gender roles and support women's independence. 

De Beauvoir: Emphasizes existential freedom and the rejection of socially imposed roles. Calls for the 

dismantling of patriarchal structures and the transformation of cultural attitudes towards gender.  

 

In conclusion, while both Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir seek to address gender inequality and oppression, 

their approaches and emphases differ significantly. Wollstonecraft’s liberal feminism focuses on rationality, 

education, and legal reforms within existing societal structures. In contrast, de Beauvoir’s existentialist 

feminism provides a deeper critique of the social construction of gender and advocates for a fundamental 

transformation of societal norms and structures to achieve true liberation. 

 

Perspectives on the Relationship Between Gender and Power 

Mary Wollstonecraft: 

1. Power Dynamics in Gender Relations: 

Educational Inequality: Wollstonecraft argues that the unequal distribution of education is a primary source 

of power imbalance between men and women. By denying women access to education, society keeps them in 

a state of dependency and subordination. 

Dependency and Subordination: She emphasizes that women’s economic and social dependence on men 

reinforces their subordinate status. This dependency is perpetuated by social institutions like marriage and 

family, which limit women’s opportunities for self-improvement and independence. 

2. Patriarchy and Social Structures: 

Patriarchal Norms: Wollstonecraft critiques the patriarchal norms that define and confine women to domestic 

roles. She believes that these norms are not natural but socially constructed to maintain male dominance. 
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Legal and Social Reforms: She advocates for legal reforms to grant women equal rights, which would help 

dismantle the patriarchal structures that enforce women’s subordination. By advocating for equal education 

and opportunities, Wollstonecraft aims to shift the power dynamics in favor of gender equality.  

3. Women's Empowerment: 

Education as Empowerment: Education is central to Wollstonecraft’s vision of women’s empowerment. She 

argues that educated women would not only be better mothers and wives but also independent and rational 

individuals capable of contributing to society. 

Economic Independence: She also stresses the importance of economic independence for women. Without 

financial self-sufficiency, women remain vulnerable to the power and control of men, perpetuating their 

subordination. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

1. Power and the Concept of “Otherness”: 

Women as the "Other": De Beauvoir’s concept of women as the "Other" in relation to men is foundational to 

her analysis of gender and power. Men are positioned as the default, normative human beings, while women 

are defined in opposition to men, as secondary and lesser. 

Existentialist Framework: From an existentialist perspective, the power imbalance stems from the fact that 

women are socially constructed as objects rather than subjects. This denies them the freedom and agency to 

define their own identities and destinies. 

2. Systemic Oppression: 

Patriarchal Structures: De Beauvoir identifies various patriarchal structures that perpetuate women’s 

oppression, including cultural norms, economic systems, and legal institutions. These structures are designed 

to maintain male dominance and control over women. 

Intersectional Analysis: She also examines how different forms of oppression intersect, such as class and 

gender, to create complex power dynamics that further entrench women’s subordination. 

3. Liberation and Power Redistribution: 

Existential Freedom: Liberation for de Beauvoir involves existential freedom, where women reject the 

socially imposed roles and identities. She believes that women must transcend these roles to achieve authentic 

existence and self-determination. 

Collective Action: De Beauvoir emphasizes the importance of collective action and solidarity among women 

to challenge and dismantle oppressive structures. True liberation requires a fundamental transformation of 

societal norms and power relations. 

Economic and Social Independence: Like Wollstonecraft, de Beauvoir also stresses the importance of 

economic independence for women. She argues that financial autonomy is crucial for women to gain power 

and agency in society. 

Both Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir provide profound insights into the relationship between gender and 

power, though their approaches and emphases differ. Wollstonecraft’s liberal feminism focuses on educational 

and legal reforms within existing societal structures to redistribute power more equitably. In contrast, de 

Beauvoir’s existentialist feminism offers a more radical critique of the social construction of gender and calls 

for a fundamental transformation of societal norms and power relations to achieve genuine liberation. By 

comparing their perspectives, we gain a comprehensive understanding of the complexities involved in 

addressing gender and power dynamics. 

 

Language and Discourse 

Investigation of Language and Rhetoric Used by Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir: 

Mary Wollstonecraft: 

1. Language and Style: 

Rational and Enlightenment Discourse: Wollstonecraft’s language is heavily influenced by the Enlightenment 

era, characterized by a rational, clear, and logical style. She employs a didactic tone to educate her readers 

about the principles of equality and rationality. 

Moral and Ethical Appeals: Her writing is infused with moral and ethical appeals, often referencing natural 

rights and the inherent dignity of human beings. She argues from a position of moral high ground, emphasizing 

the ethical imperative to treat women as rational beings. 

Direct and Assertive: Wollstonecraft’s style is direct and assertive. She does not shy away from criticizing 

societal norms and institutions, and her language is often confrontational when addressing the injustices faced 

by women. 
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2. Rhetorical Strategies: 

Appeals to Reason: Wollstonecraft frequently appeals to reason and logic, urging her readers to recognize the 

irrationality and injustice of denying women equal education and rights. She uses logical arguments to 

dismantle the prevailing notions of women’s inferiority. 

Use of Analogies and Metaphors: She employs analogies and metaphors to illustrate her points. For instance, 

she compares the plight of women to that of soldiers who are valued for their outward strength rather than 

their intellectual capabilities. 

Emotional Appeals: While primarily rational, Wollstonecraft’s rhetoric also includes emotional appeals to 

elicit sympathy and a sense of injustice from her readers. She often describes the emotional and moral 

suffering of women under patriarchal oppression. 

Critique of Gender Norms: Wollstonecraft uses a critical tone to deconstruct traditional gender norms and 

roles. She challenges the assumptions that women are naturally suited for domestic roles and argues that these 

roles are socially constructed. 

3. Key Phrases and Concepts: 

"Rational creatures": Wollstonecraft repeatedly refers to women as rational creatures who deserve the same 

respect and opportunities as men. 

"False system of education": She criticizes the contemporary education system that emphasizes superficial 

accomplishments over intellectual development for women. 

"Natural rights": Her invocation of natural rights aligns her arguments with Enlightenment ideals, asserting 

that women are entitled to the same rights as men. 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

1. Language and Style: 

Philosophical and Existential Discourse: De Beauvoir’s language is influenced by existentialist philosophy, 

characterized by a complex, dense, and reflective style. Her writing often delves into abstract concepts and 

theoretical discussions about existence and identity. 

Analytical and Critical: De Beauvoir employs a highly analytical and critical tone. She systematically 

deconstructs societal norms and institutions that perpetuate gender inequality, using a scholarly approach.  

Interdisciplinary: Her language is interdisciplinary, drawing from philosophy, sociology, psychology, and 

literature to build her arguments. This allows her to provide a comprehensive analysis of gender and 

oppression. 

2. Rhetorical Strategies: 

Phenomenological Analysis: De Beauvoir uses phenomenological methods to explore women’s lived 

experiences. She describes how societal norms shape women’s consciousness and identity, providing detailed 

case studies and personal narratives. 

Dialectical Approach: She employs a dialectical approach, presenting and then deconstructing various 

arguments and counterarguments about gender roles and identities.  

Existentialist Concepts: De Beauvoir uses existentialist concepts such as freedom, otherness, and 

transcendence to frame her arguments. These concepts help her articulate the ways in which women can 

achieve liberation by rejecting imposed roles and defining their own existence. 

Critical Tone: Her tone is often critical and uncompromising when discussing the patriarchal structures that 

oppress women. She uses this tone to challenge and provoke her readers to rethink their assumptions about 

gender. 

3. Key Phrases and Concepts: 

"One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman": This famous phrase encapsulates de Beauvoir’s argument 

that gender is a social construct rather than a biological given. 

"The Other": She introduces the concept of women as "the Other," defined in opposition to the male norm, 

which is central to her analysis of gender oppression. 

"Immanence and transcendence": De Beauvoir uses these existentialist concepts to describe the condition of 

women (immanence) and their potential for liberation and self-creation (transcendence). 

Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir use distinct language and rhetorical strategies to convey their 

ideas about gender, oppression, and liberation. Wollstonecraft’s rational and didactic style, grounded in 

Enlightenment ideals, contrasts with de Beauvoir’s complex and interdisciplinary approach, rooted in 

existentialist philosophy. Both authors effectively use their respective rhetorical strategies to critique societal 

norms and advocate for the empowerment and liberation of women, though they do so through different lenses 

and methodologies. 

Exploration of How Linguistic Choices Reflect Broader Societal Attitudes Toward Gender: 

Mary Wollstonecraft: 
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1. Rationality and Enlightenment Ideals: 

Linguistic Reflection of Rationality: Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on rationality and reason mirrors 

Enlightenment ideals that valued intellectual development and logical thinking. By using language that 

appeals to reason, she challenges the societal belief that women are less rational than men and thereby inferior.  

Shift from Sentiment to Reason: Her deliberate shift from sentimental language, often associated with 

femininity, to rational discourse, typically seen as masculine, underscores her argument that women possess 

the same intellectual capabilities as men. 

2. Critique of Sentimentalism: 

Against Sentimental Language: Wollstonecraft critiques the sentimental novels and rhetoric of her time that 

portrayed women as overly emotional and irrational. By rejecting sentimental language, she opposes the 

cultural stereotype that women are governed by emotions rather than intellect. 

Promoting Intellectual Language: Her use of clear, assertive, and logical language aims to elevate women’s 

intellectual status and promote the idea that women should be educated and engaged in rational discourse.  

3. Moral and Ethical Appeals: 

Ethical Imperatives: Wollstonecraft’s moral and ethical language reflects broader societal debates about rights 

and justice. By invoking terms like "natural rights" and "dignity," she connects women’s rights to the broader 

Enlightenment discourse on human rights. 

Moral Responsibility: She frames the struggle for women’s rights as a moral responsibility, appealing to the 

ethical principles of justice and equality that were gaining prominence in her time. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

1. Existentialist and Philosophical Language: 

Complex and Reflective Language: De Beauvoir’s use of existentialist and philosophical terminology reflects 

a society grappling with complex questions of identity, freedom, and existence. Her linguistic choices indicate 

a shift from earlier, more straightforward calls for rights to a deeper exploration of what it means to be a 

woman. 

Interdisciplinary Vocabulary: By incorporating terms from sociology, psychology, and literature, de Beauvoir 

mirrors the growing interdisciplinarity of mid-20th-century intellectual discourse. This approach highlights 

the multifaceted nature of gender oppression. 

2. Concept of "Otherness": 

Language of "Otherness": De Beauvoir’s concept of women as "the Other" uses language to reflect and 

critique societal attitudes that define women in relation to men. This linguistic choice underscores the systemic 

nature of gender oppression and the way society constructs female identity as secondary. 

Binary Oppositions: Her use of terms like "immanence" and "transcendence" reflects the binary oppositions 

in societal attitudes toward gender, where women are confined to immanence (domesticity and passivity) 

while men are associated with transcendence (freedom and action). 

3. Existential Freedom and Authenticity: 

Emphasis on Authenticity: The language of existential freedom and authenticity in de Beauvoir’s work reflects 

a societal shift toward valuing individual self-determination and questioning traditional roles. This aligns with 

broader existentialist themes of breaking free from societal constraints to achieve authentic existence.  

Rejecting Imposed Identities: By advocating for women to reject imposed identities and define themselves, 

de Beauvoir’s language mirrors contemporary movements seeking to dismantle traditional gender roles and 

promote personal autonomy. 

The linguistic choices of Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir not only convey their respective ideas 

about gender, oppression, and liberation but also reflect broader societal attitudes toward gender during their 

times. Wollstonecraft’s rational, ethical, and direct language challenges 18th-century stereotypes of women 

as irrational and emphasizes Enlightenment ideals of equality and justice. De Beauvoir’s complex, 

philosophical, and interdisciplinary language mirrors mid-20th-century existentialist concerns with identity 

and freedom, critiquing the deeper societal constructs that define and confine women. By examining their 

linguistic choices, we can better understand how their works both influenced and were influenced by the 

broader societal attitudes toward gender in their respective historical contexts. 
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Intersectionality & Inclusivity 

Mary Wollstonecraft: 

1. Class: 

Focus on Middle-Class Women: Wollstonecraft's primary audience and subjects in "A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman" are middle-class women. She advocates for their education and intellectual development, 

arguing that their rational capacities are underutilized due to societal constraints. 

Class Bias: While she does touch on the experiences of working-class women, her analysis often centres on 

the aspirations and limitations of the middle class. Her arguments for women’s education and rights are largely 

framed within the context of improving the moral and intellectual standards of society, which she associates 

with the middle class. 

2. Race: 

Limited Engagement with Race: Wollstonecraft’s work does not significantly engage with issues of race. The 

focus is predominantly on gender and, to a lesser extent, class. This reflects the historical context of 18th -

century Britain, where race was not a central issue in the feminist discourse. 

3. Sexuality: 

Marriage and Sexual Morality: Wollstonecraft addresses sexuality primarily in the context of marriage and 

moral virtue. She criticizes the way women are taught to value beauty and charm over intellect and virtue, 

which she sees as a way to keep them in a state of dependence on men. 

Virtue and Rational Love: She advocates for rational love and marriage based on mutual respect and 

intellectual companionship rather than mere physical attraction. Her views on sexuality are closely tied to her 

ideas about virtue and rationality, reflecting the moral and ethical concerns of her time. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: 

1. Class: 

Comprehensive Class Analysis: De Beauvoir provides a more nuanced analysis of class in "The Second Sex." 

She examines how class intersects with gender to produce different experiences of oppression for women. For 

instance, she discusses how bourgeois women are complicit in perpetuating patriarchal norms because they 

benefit from them, whereas working-class women face both gender and class oppression. 

Critique of Capitalism: She critiques the capitalist system for exploiting both women and men, but particularly 

highlights how capitalism reinforces gender roles and confines women to domestic spaces.  

2. Race: 

Limited but Present Engagement with Race: De Beauvoir does address race, though it is not the central focus 

of her work. She acknowledges the compounded oppression faced by women of colour, especially in colonial 

contexts, and critiques the Eurocentric perspectives that ignore these experiences. 

Colonialism and Gender: She touches on the intersection of gender and colonialism, recognizing that colonial 

oppression adds another layer of discrimination and marginalization for women of colour.  

3. Sexuality: 

Comprehensive Exploration of Sexuality: De Beauvoir’s exploration of sexuality is extensive. She discusses 

how women’s sexuality is controlled and repressed by patriarchal norms, and how this control serves to 

maintain women’s subordination. 

Sexual Liberation: She advocates for sexual liberation as a crucial aspect of women’s overall liberation. De 

Beauvoir challenges the traditional roles assigned to women in heterosexual relationships and critiques the 

societal norms that dictate female sexuality. 

Homosexuality: De Beauvoir also addresses homosexuality, recognizing it as a legitimate form of sexual 

expression and criticizing the societal condemnation of non-heteronormative relationships. 

Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir address issues of intersectionality in their works to varying 

degrees, reflecting their respective historical and social contexts. Wollstonecraft’s focus is primarily on gender 

and class within a largely middle-class framework, with limited engagement with race and a traditional 

approach to sexuality. In contrast, de Beauvoir provides a more comprehensive and intersectional analysis, 

addressing the intersections of gender with class, race, and sexuality. This difference highlights the evolution 

of feminist thought from the late 18th century to the mid-20th century, moving from foundational arguments 

for gender equality to more complex and inclusive critiques of systemic oppression. 

 

Comparative Analysis: 

1. Scope of Inclusivity: 

Wollstonecraft: Her framework is more limited, focusing primarily on gender and class within a middle-class 

context. It lacks a significant engagement with issues of race and sexual diversity. 
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De Beauvoir: Offers a broader and more inclusive framework, addressing intersections of gender with class, 

race, and sexuality. However, her Eurocentric perspective and complex language still present limitations. 

2. Evolving Feminist Thought: 

Wollstonecraft: Represents an early stage of feminist thought, where the primary goal was to establish 

women’s rationality and claim equal rights within existing societal structures. 

De Beauvoir: Reflects a more advanced stage, where feminist thought begins to incorporate broader social 

critiques and acknowledges the diversity of women’s experiences. 

3. Historical and Social Context: 

Wollstonecraft: Writing in the late 18th century, her work is shaped by Enlightenment ideals and the limited 

scope of early feminist discourse, which did not extensively address intersectionality. 

De Beauvoir: Writing in the mid-20th century, her work benefits from the broader intellectual and social 

movements of the time, including existentialism, anti-colonialism, and the early stages of second-wave 

feminism. 

While both Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir made significant contributions to feminist thought, 

their frameworks vary in inclusivity and have different limitations. Wollstonecraft’s work is foundational but 

limited by its focus on middle-class women and lack of engagement with race and sexuality. De Beauvoir’s 

work is more inclusive and intersectional, addressing a wider range of oppressions, but still limited by its 

Eurocentric perspective and dense language. Understanding these limitations is crucial for recognizing the 

evolution of feminist thought and the ongoing need to incorporate diverse experiences and identities into 

feminist frameworks. 

 
Reception, Critiques and Challenges 

Reception of "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" and "The Second Sex" Upon Publication 

"A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" by Mary Wollstonecraft: 

1. Immediate Reception: 

Positive Reception: Upon its publication in 1792, "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" received a mix of 

positive and critical responses. Some Enlightenment thinkers and progressive intellectuals praised 

Wollstonecraft’s arguments for women’s education and rationality. They appreciated her logical and moral 

appeals for gender equality. 

Controversy and Criticism: However, the work also faced significant controversy and criticism. Many 

conservative and traditionalist commentators were scandalized by Wollstonecraft’s bold assertions and her 

challenge to the established gender norms. Critics accused her of being unfeminine and overly radical, 

reflecting the resistance to changing women’s roles in society. 

2. Long-Term Impact: 

Pioneering Feminist Text: Over time, "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" has come to be regarded as a 

pioneering feminist text. It laid the groundwork for future feminist movements and inspired generations of 

activists and thinkers. 

Academic Recognition: In the 19th and 20th centuries, the work gained academic recognition and became a 

central text in feminist studies. Wollstonecraft’s arguments for women’s education and rationality have been 

foundational to feminist philosophy and educational reforms. 

"The Second Sex" by Simone de Beauvoir 

1. Immediate Reception: 

Acclaim and Influence: Published in 1949, "The Second Sex" was met with widespread acclaim in intellectual 

circles and became an instant sensation. It was praised for its comprehensive and deep analysis of women’s 

oppression and for challenging the existing paradigms of gender and identity. 

Controversy and Criticism: Despite its acclaim, the book also sparked considerable controversy. Many 

conservative critics were outraged by de Beauvoir’s frank discussions of sexuality and her critiques of 

motherhood, marriage, and traditional family structures. The Catholic Church placed "The Second Sex" on 

its list of prohibited books, reflecting the strong opposition from religious and conservative groups.  

2. Long-Term Impact: 

Foundational Feminist Text: "The Second Sex" has been recognized as one of the most important feminists 

works of the 20th century. It has significantly influenced feminist theory, existential philosophy, and social 

sciences. 

Academic and Cultural Influence: De Beauvoir’s analysis of gender as a social construct and her existentialist 

approach to freedom and oppression have had a lasting impact on feminist thought and activism. The book 

continues to be a key text in gender studies, philosophy, and sociology courses worldwide.  
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Critiques of Wollstonecraft's and de Beauvoir's Perspectives 

Mary Wollstonecraft 

Contemporary Critiques: 

1. Conservatism and Gender Norms: 

Traditionalists: Many conservative critics in Wollstonecraft's time viewed her ideas as radical and threatening 

to the established social order. They argued that her calls for women's education and rationality undermined 

traditional gender roles and family structures. 

Accusations of Unfemininity: Critics often labeled Wollstonecraft as unfeminine and accused her of 

promoting inappropriate behavior for women. This reflected broader societal anxieties about changing gender 

dynamics. 

 

Modern Critiques: 

1. Class Bias: 

Focus on Middle-Class Women: Modern critics point out that Wollstonecraft's arguments predominantly 

address the concerns of middle-class women, neglecting the experiences and struggles of working-class 

women. This class bias limits the inclusivity and applicability of her feminist framework. 

2. Limited Scope on Intersectionality: 

Neglect of Race and Ethnicity: Wollstonecraft's work is critiqued for its lack of attention to racial and ethnic 

differences. Her failure to address the intersection of gender with race and other social categories reflects the 

limited scope of early feminist thought. 

Conventional Views on Sexuality: Her traditional views on marriage and sexuality are seen as a limitation. 

Wollstonecraft did not challenge the heteronormative framework, and her focus on rationality and virtue can 

be seen as constraining women's sexual autonomy. 

3. Essentialism: 

Gendered Virtues: Some modern feminist scholars argue that Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on women’s moral 

and intellectual virtues inadvertently reinforces certain gendered stereotypes. By highlighting specific virtues 

as ideal for women, her work can be interpreted as promoting an essentialist view of gender. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir 

Contemporary Critiques: 

1. Religious and Conservative Backlash: 

Moral Outrage: Upon its publication, "The Second Sex" faced significant backlash from religious and 

conservative groups. The Catholic Church condemned the book for its candid discussions of sexuality, and 

many critics viewed de Beauvoir’s critique of marriage and motherhood as an attack on traditional family 

values. 

 

Modern Critiques: 

1. Eurocentrism: 

Western-Centric Perspective: Modern critics argue that de Beauvoir’s analysis is heavily centered on the 

experiences of Western women, particularly those in France. This Eurocentric perspective overlooks the 

diverse experiences of women in non-Western cultures and contexts. 

Limited Engagement with Race: While de Beauvoir touches on issues of race, her work is critiqued for not 

adequately addressing the complexities of racial oppression. This limits the inclusivity of her feminist 

framework, particularly in the context of global feminism. 

2. Existentialism and Accessibility: 

Complex Philosophical Language: De Beauvoir’s use of existentialist philosophy and complex language can 

be a barrier to accessibility. Critics argue that her dense, academic style makes it difficult for a broader 

audience to engage with her ideas, limiting the reach and impact of her work. 

3. Biological Determinism Critique: 

Critique of Biological Essentialism: Some feminists criticize de Beauvoir for seemingly adopting a 

deterministic view of biology in her discussions of women’s physical differences and reproductive roles. 

Critics argue that this can inadvertently reinforce biological essentialism, which contradicts her broader 

existentialist claims about the freedom and transcendence of the individual. 

4. Lack of Practical Solutions: 
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Theoretical Emphasis: Critics note that while de Beauvoir provides a thorough theoretical critique of women’s 

oppression, her work is often seen as lacking in practical solutions or actionable steps for achieving gender 

equality. This theoretical emphasis can make it challenging to apply her ideas to real-world activism. 

 

Building Upon and Challenging the Ideas of Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir 

Mary Wollstonecraft 

1. Building Upon Wollstonecraft’s Ideas: 

a. Education and Rationality: 

John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor: In "The Subjection of Women" (1869), Mill and Taylor expanded upon 

Wollstonecraft’s ideas about the education and rational capabilities of women. They argued for legal and 

social reforms to achieve gender equality, emphasizing that education and rationality should form the basis 

for women’s empowerment. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Suffrage Movement: Stanton, one of the leaders of the American suffrage 

movement, drew on Wollstonecraft’s arguments for women’s intellectual and moral equality to advocate for 

women's right to vote. The suffrage movement continued to emphasize the importance of education and 

rational participation in public life. 

b. Moral Development and Ethics: 

Carol Gilligan: In "In a Different Voice" (1982), Gilligan challenged the male-centric perspectives of moral 

development by suggesting that women’s moral reasoning is relational and contextual. While building on the 

idea of women's moral development, she highlighted the differences in ethical reasoning between genders. 

2. Challenging Wollstonecraft’s Ideas: 

a. Intersectionality: 

bell hooks: In works like "Ain’t I a Woman?" (1981), bell hooks critiqued the early feminist movement, 

including Wollstonecraft, for its focus on the experiences of middle-class white women, ignoring the 

intersections of race, class, and gender. Hooks emphasized the need for a more inclusive feminist framework 

that addresses the diverse experiences of all women. 

b. Essentialism and Gender Norms: 

Judith Butler: In "Gender Trouble" (1990), Butler challenged the essentialist views of gender that can be 

traced back to Wollstonecraft. She argued that gender is performative and socially constructed, pushing 

against the idea of inherent gendered virtues or rational capacities. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir 

1. Building Upon de Beauvoir’s Ideas: 

a. Existential Feminism: 

Betty Friedan: Friedan’s "The Feminine Mystique" (1963) built upon de Beauvoir’s critique of domesticity 

and the roles imposed on women by society. Friedan’s work sparked the second-wave feminist movement by 

addressing the dissatisfaction of suburban housewives and advocating for women’s liberation. 

Shulamith Firestone: In "The Dialectic of Sex" (1970), Firestone expanded on de Beauvoir’s existentialist 

ideas, arguing that the oppression of women is rooted in biological reproduction. Firestone called for the use 

of technology to transcend biological differences, aiming to achieve gender equality. 

b. Intersectionality and Multidimensional Analysis: 

Kimberlé Crenshaw: Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality, particularly her 1989 essay "Demarginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex," built on de Beauvoir’s analysis by highlighting the interconnectedness of 

various forms of oppression. Crenshaw emphasized the need to consider race, class, and other social 

categories in feminist analysis. 

2. Challenging de Beauvoir’s Ideas: 

a. Eurocentrism and Global Feminism: 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty: In "Under Western Eyes" (1988), Mohanty critiqued de Beauvoir and other 

Western feminists for their Eurocentric perspectives. Mohanty argued that Western feminist analyses often 

ignore the specific contexts and struggles of women in the Global South, advocating for a more global and 

inclusive approach to feminism. 

b. Biological Determinism: 

Judith Butler: Butler’s critique in "Gender Trouble" (1990) also extends to de Beauvoir, challenging the notion 

of women as the "Other" and questioning the emphasis on biological differences. Butler’s theory of gender 

performativity argues against the fixed nature of gender categories, proposing that gender identity is fluid and 

constructed through social practices. 

c. Practical Solutions and Activism: 
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Angela Davis: In "Women, Race, & Class" (1981), Davis critiqued de Beauvoir for her theoretical emphasis 

and lack of practical solutions. Davis focused on the intersections of race, class, and gender, highlighting the 

importance of addressing economic and social inequalities alongside gender oppression. 

 

Ongoing Relevance of Wollstonecraft's and de Beauvoir's Contributions to Contemporary Gender 

Discourse 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" continues to hold significant relevance in 

contemporary gender discourse, particularly in the areas of education and intellectual equality. Her pioneering 

arguments for women’s access to education and their rational capabilities resonate strongly in ongoing debates 

about gender parity in educational and professional settings. As societies worldwide strive to close the gender 

gap in STEM fields and leadership roles, Wollstonecraft’s advocacy for women’s intellectual development 

remains a powerful reminder of the importance of providing equal opportunities for all genders. Moreover, 

her ethical framework, which emphasizes justice and human dignity, continues to underpin feminist arguments 

for equality and fairness in both personal and professional spheres. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s "The Second Sex" also maintains its critical relevance, especially through its 

existentialist analysis of gender and the concept of women as the "Other." De Beauvoir’s exploration of the 

socially constructed nature of femininity and her detailed examination of women’s lived experience provides 

a foundational text for understanding gender as a fluid and performative construct. In contemporary gender 

discourse, her work is crucial for discussions on identity, intersectionality, and the deconstruction of binary 

gender norms. De Beauvoir’s insights into the ways in which societal structures perpetuate gender inequality 

are particularly pertinent in today’s ongoing struggle against systemic sexism and gender-based violence. Her 

work encourages a deeper examination of how societal norms and institutions shape individual identities and 

experiences. 

Both Wollstonecraft’s and de Beauvoir’s contributions continue to inspire and challenge modern feminist 

scholars and activists. Wollstonecraft’s call for rationality and moral development laid the groundwork for 

early feminist movements, while de Beauvoir’s existential critique expanded the theoretical framework of 

feminism, addressing the complexities of gender oppression. Contemporary feminists build upon these 

foundations, incorporating intersectional perspectives that address the diverse experiences of women across 

different races, classes, and sexualities. This evolution of feminist thought reflects a dynamic and adaptive 

discourse that seeks to be inclusive and representative of all women’s experiences. By continuing to engage 

with and critique the works of Wollstonecraft and de Beauvoir, contemporary gender discourse remains 

vibrant and relevant, constantly evolving to address new challenges and injustices. 

 

Conclusion 

The comparative analysis of Mary Wollstonecraft’s "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman" and Simone de 

Beauvoir’s "The Second Sex" highlights the foundational contributions of both works to feminist thought 

while also revealing their respective limitations and the evolution of feminist theory over time. 

Wollstonecraft’s emphasis on rationality and education provided an early framework for advocating women’s 

intellectual and moral equality, setting the stage for subsequent feminist movements that focused on 

educational reforms and legal rights. In contrast, de Beauvoir’s existentialist approach offered a 

comprehensive critique of the social and philosophical underpinnings of gender oppression, introducing the 

concept of women as the "Other" and addressing a broader spectrum of women’s experiences. 

The analysis reveals that while Wollstonecraft’s work was groundbreaking in its time, it primarily addressed 

the concerns of middle-class, white women and lacked a nuanced understanding of intersectionality. De 

Beauvoir, although more inclusive in her approach, was critiqued for her Eurocentric perspective and limited 

engagement with racial issues. Subsequent feminist scholars have built upon and challenged these 

foundational ideas, incorporating intersectional frameworks that recognize the interconnectedness of various 

forms of oppression, such as race, class, and sexuality. This expansion has led to a more inclusive and 

multifaceted understanding of gender oppression and feminist activism. 

The comparison also underscores the differences in accessibility and practical application between the two 

authors. Wollstonecraft’s more straightforward moral and educational appeals were accessible for her time 

but are seen as somewhat restrictive by modern standards. De Beauvoir’s dense existentialist language, while 

providing deep theoretical insights, poses a barrier to broader engagement. Modern feminist scholars have 

addressed these limitations by advocating for practical solutions and emphasizing the importance of grassroots 

activism and policy reforms. This ongoing dialogue between early feminist works and contemporary critiques 

has enriched feminist theory, making it more inclusive and action-oriented. 
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In conclusion, the comparative analysis demonstrates the enduring relevance of Wollstonecraft’s and de 

Beauvoir’s works while highlighting the necessity of evolving feminist theory to address diverse experiences 

and intersectional issues. Both authors laid critical groundwork for feminist thought, but their limitations have 

spurred further developments that continue to shape contemporary feminist discourse and activism. This 

evolution reflects the dynamic nature of feminist theory, which continually adapts to encompass a broader 

range of voices and perspectives in the pursuit of gender equality. 
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