
3

Reason, Sensibility, Virtue, and the Feminine Self  
in the Works of Mary Wollstonecraft

BY QUINTIN BURKS

The rise of the middle classes in 18th century Britain marked a shift away 
from the long-standing, binary social structure of gentry and lower class which 
had placed people within clearly defined and limiting modes of thinking and 
behavior. As the focus of value shifted away from the concept of heredity 
and the landed gentry, and towards a range of new professional classes such 
as merchants, civil servants, lawyers, etc., the value of the individual began to 
emerge. No longer was the circumstance of a person’s birth the determining 
factor of their station in society, but instead the value that an individual brought 
to society through their mind and actions defined one’s place within the social 
hierarchy. As the concept of the individual became progressively influential, 
questions around the definition of and means by which to acquire individualism 
began to emerge, specifically within groups that had been (or still were, at least 
in part) subjugated prior to the rise of the middle class and the disruption of the 
aristocracy. Skilled workers are perhaps the most obvious example of one of 
these groups; empowered by the growing value of the self (in the form of their 
ability to acquire wealth), this particular group spearheaded the rising middle 
class 

One group with which the idea of the individual becomes especially 
important is women. The defining of the self becomes a process through which 
women can begin to think subversively regarding their role in society, and 
seek to reassign their value in a way that the self-governing woman becomes 
something to be desired, not feared. As such, the question of what constitutes 
a fully realized self, and how one goes about achieving it, becomes paramount 
in the emergence of the autonomous female identity. The required components 
of feminine identity emerge specifically as reason and sensibility, and the 
resultant progeny of these two characteristics, virtue. Moreover, the process 
by which to achieve a fully defined self through the acquisition of reason and 
sensibility becomes a question of balance between these two qualities; an 
overabundance or lack of either creates a scenario in which the development of 
virtue is unsuccessful, and the development of the individual becomes arrested. 
As such, questions regarding the definition of and process through which one 
may develop reason, sensibility, and virtue become synonymous with questions 
regarding how the fully defined female identity may emerge. 

These questions of the construction of feminine identity are central to the 
writings of Mary Wollstonecraft in both her fiction and her non-fiction. In A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft offers a narrative focused 
especially on the concept of reason, and the process through which a particular 
style of education becomes necessary in the production of reason. Moreover, 
she offers her perspectives on the way in which reason and sensibility must 
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interact in the construction of the individual, and how sensibility, in either 
overabundance or in the act of transforming into sensuality, constructs a 
scenario in which the feminine identity cannot develop fully. Moreover, she 
places the questions of feminine identity firmly within the inability of 18th 
century society to reconcile itself to the realized feminine self; questions of how 
normative modes of 18th century femininity (such as marriage, motherhood, and 
friendship) are able to co-exist with the emerging feminine self become, as a 
result, essential components to her discourse. Wollstonecraft addresses these 
very same questions in her novel Mary, which details the emerging feminine self 
through the titular character, and explores how this emergence subverts the 
existing gender norms of the time. Wollstonecraft identifies the achievement of 
the realized feminine self as the achievement of virtue; this challenges normative 
perceptions of feminine virtue of the time, and begins to challenge the gender 
binary that still exists today. 

First and foremost, Wollstonecraft identifies reason as the most essential 
component of the realized self, and explicitly frames her narrative in Vindication 
around this concept. Though sensibility is identified as being essential in the 
construction of the individual, Wollstonecraft asserts that the main purpose of 
the “passions” of an individual are to “unfold our reason” (13), which, along with 
“virtue, and knowledge” are required to “distinguish the individual and direct 
the laws which bind society” (11). It is in this way that reason becomes the prime 
component of the self. Though the other components of the individual, such as 
sensibility and virtue, are essential; they are totally dependent upon and should 
serve as either a result of, or a means by which to affirm, the individual’s reason.

Reason is also the component of the self least available to women, according 
to Wollstonecraft, due to the fact that the education of 18th century women 
lacks the cultivation of knowledge essential to “end blind obedience” (24), which 
is also crucial in the construction of the feminine self. Wollstonecraft identifies 
that “the most perfect education . . . enable[s] the individual to attain such 
habits of virtue as will render it independent” (20). However, the education of 
women in the 18th century achieves, specifically, the “cramping of [women’s] 
understandings, and sharpening their senses” (21), which describes a state 
of imbalance between reason and sensibility which results in women being 
“enslaved.” By imparting an inflated sensibility upon women, and denying them 
the type of education which would define reason according to the acquisition of 
knowledge, the social structure of 18th century Britain engenders women who, 
regardless of social status, live exclusively for pleasing others; in most cases, the 
specific other whom a woman would seek to please (exclusively, and often at the 
cost of her virtue) is the husband. As such, the system of education provided for 
women creates a scenario in which the normative gender roles of society remain 
intact due to the fact that women are unable to achieve reason due to a lack of 
knowledge. 
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It is essential, I think, to pause upon the definition of reason, as identified 
by Wollstonecraft, and the implications of this definition on my argument that 
reason and sensibility are essential in the construction of virtue, which in turn 
marks the construction of the feminine self. According to Wollstonecraft:

Reason is, consequentially, the simple power of improvement; or, 
more properly speaking, of discerning truth. Every individual is in this 
respect a world in itself. More of less may the conspicuous in one being 
than another; but the nature of reason must be the same in all, if it be 
the emanation of divinity, the tie that connects the creature with the 
Creator; for, can the soul be stamped with the heavenly image, that is 
not perfected by the exercise of its own reason? (53) 

This definition places reason explicitly within the capacity to “discern 
truth,” and as a result, gain “the simple power of improvement”; this definition, 
then, challenges the social structure of 18th century Britain by empowering 
the individual and disempowering the system which defines social and gender 
classes. Truth, as discerned by the individual, becomes the means through which 
one can hope to improve oneself, grow, and develop. As such, the individual 
exists outside of the generalized social group as defined by the existing hierarchy 
(in this case, perceptions of gender are being challenged) and can transcends 
his/her prescribed social role through the process of improvement. However, 
this perception of reason, according to Wollstonecraft, must not be specifically 
a feminine or masculine one, but one that goes beyond gender and operates 
under the concept of divinity. By transposing the nature of reason beyond the 
social construct of gender, Wollstonecraft indicates that the development of the 
autonomous self, and the way in which one can achieve this, is more a question 
of humanism instead of feminism; in this way, the concept of reason identified 
by Wollstonecraft as essential in the construction of the individual and the 
acquisition of virtue, challenges the social structure of 18th century Britain, not 
only in regards to perception of gender, but also in regards to the idea of class 
disparity as a whole.

By defining reason in this way, and identifying it as absolutely essential in 
the construction of the self and the achievement of autonomy, social traditions 
that rely on the obedient and subservient woman become challenged especially; 
the most obvious of these is marriage. Without the acquisition of reason, 
and, by extension, the realizing of the autonomous self, Wollstonecraft says 
that “to rise in the world, and have the liberty of running from pleasure to 
pleasure, they [women] must marry advantageously, and to this object their 
time is sacrificed, and their persons often legally prostituted” (60). The mode 
of feminine identity that accompanies normative feminine roles in 18th century 
Britain, then, highlights a situation in which marriage is invalidated in regards to 
both sensibility and reason. The pursuit of marriage specifically for the purpose 
of social advantage shows how individual sensibility becomes violated due to 
the fact that emotions such as love and caring play no part in the relationship. 
The tradition of arranged marriages, symptomatic of maintaining the power 
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of the gentry, then, becomes especially challenged. Moreover, this violation of 
sensibility is accompanied by a violation of reason based on the fact that the 
entirety of a woman’s time and passion become dedicated to another (the 
husband). In this state, a woman is incapable of developing her reason through 
education, and as such is incapable of growing as an individual. 

As a result, the concept of love becomes challenged due to the fact that it 
is an act of sensibility through which acquisition of reason becomes impossible. 
Moreover, according to Wollstonecraft, love itself operates outside of the “simple 
language of truth” because it is an emotion specifically established around 
passion and sensation, and which can often invalidate rational thinking, and as 
such, stagnate the development of the individual irrevocably (26). According 
to Wollstonecraft, “love, the common passion, in which chance and sensation 
take place of choice and reason . . . draws the mind out of its accustomed state, 
and exalts the affections” (29). This transposing of the mind away from reason 
and towards the senses constructs love as a possible hindrance in the pursuit 
of the self, as one in love is inclined to focus singularly on another person at the 
cost of their own self development. The focus on the self is essential, whether 
in love or not, for the acquisition of happiness through the achievement of an 
autonomous identity: “But, whether she be loved or neglected, her first wish 
should be to make herself respectable, and not to rely for all her happiness on a 
being subject to like infirmities with herself” (27). 

Friendship, then, becomes the ideal method of companionship for the 
autonomous individual, due to the fact that it is framed around a mutual 
exchange of affections that is constructed outside of the sphere of sexuality. 
Friendship succeeds in operating as a relationship founded upon reason and 
sensibility, as opposed to sensuality (and the consequent invalidation of reason 
due to that sensibility) that is symptomatic of love. Wollstonecraft describes that 
though “marriage [allows] the fever of love to subside, a healthy temperature is 
thought insipid,” and in fact it is “only by those who have not sufficient intellect 
to substitute the calm tenderness of friendship, the confidence of this respect, 
instead of blind admiration, and the sensual emotions of fondness” for whom 
marriage cannot transform into friendship, and “inevitably succeed love”(29). 
Friendship is the superior form of interpersonal relationship due to the fact that 
it does not insist on passion, as marriage does. As such, individuals (feminine 
or otherwise) continue to operate as and for themselves, while spending their 
time with those in whom they identify similar virtues. That being said, in order 
for friendship to remain beneficial for the autonomous individual, the self must 
remain the focus of attention and the source of happiness, otherwise sensibility 
begins to override reason, and the construction of the self becomes challenged.

Sensibility is absolutely essential in the construction of the self-governing 
individual, but is often at odds with reason due to the fact that it can quickly 
slip into what Wollstonecraft identifies as “sensuality,” which is characterized 
by the individual allowing passion to affect their behavior and happiness in 
an excessive way. Those that participate in an “over exercised” sensibility are 
unable to reason effectively, and focus too completely on others, instead of the 
self. One who allows their sensibility to become dominant over reason allows 
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their passions to determine their actions, whereas the autonomous individual 
who operates according to reason specifically determines their actions in 
order to “strengthen” their passions in a reasonable and effective way. By not 
allowing one’s passions to become “inflamed,” the individual can appreciate and 
participate in the actions of sensibility (such as appreciation of others and the 
arts, philanthropy, etc.) without allowing those actions to take precedence over 
the maintaining of the happy and realized self. Wollstonecraft states that, 

miserable, indeed, must be that being whose cultivation of mind 
has only tended to inflame its passions! A distinction should be 
made between inflaming and strengthening them. The passions 
thus pampered, whilst the judgement is left unformed, what can be 
expected to ensue? Undoubtedly, a mixture of madness and folly. (61) 

Moreover, sensibility exists as an uncomfortable component of the self-
governing individual, since it is through the excuse of sensibility that women are 
kept from reason, according to 18th century practice. The perception of women 
during the 18th century (and I wonder how much this has changed) is that they 
are explicitly sensitive beings; that is to say, they are inclined to participate in 
sensibility over reason. It is through sensibility that the social role of women 
is defined; as such, Wollstonecraft claims that “to their senses, are women 
made slaves, because it is by their sensibility that they obtain present power” 
(62). Due to the fact that women are explicitly placed within the sphere of 
sensibility, feminine identity shapes itself around emotions rather than reason, 
as this is the prevalent social norm. The social distinction that identifies women 
as creatures of sense allows the framing of women’s education around the 
enhancement of the senses and not the mind; as such, ignorance becomes the 
ideal through which women are able to achieve virtue. The frail, childlike woman 
who withholds knowledge and emphasizes the senses is representative of the 
definition of virtue that is, according to Wollstonecraft, based on reason, or 
“discerning truth.” As she states, “ignorance is a frail base for virtue” (63), and 
indeed, the resulting quality of ignorance is never virtue but is instead “vanity . . 
. which overstrained sensibility naturally produces” (65). 

However problematic it may prove to the development of the feminine 
individual, sensibility is not only an essential component to that identity, it 
is fundamentally linked to the function of knowledge and reason. Though 
potentially perceived as separate ideas, they are linked in such a way that they 
operate within the framework of a potential equilibrium, the acquisition of which 
is essential to the construction of the individual. In other words, having too much 
of one is endemic of having too little of the either; an imbalance in the equilibrium 
between sensibility and reason creates a situation in which the development 
of the self-governing individual is made impossible, and the happiness of the 
individual begins to decline. In his article “Thought and Sensibility,” Martin 
Lebowitz describes the specific function of the link between sensibility and 
reason when he says that “emotion is always a function of intelligence and of 
knowledge, the indispensable link between knowledge and conduct” (221). 
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Behavior, then, becomes the result of the link between sensibility and reason, 
and describes the way in which sensibility is essential in the construction of the 
fully realized self; though reason is the definitive component of the thinking 
individual, who in turn, achieves autonomy, the expression of that reason 
through behavior is made possible by the connection of reason to sensibility. 
As Lebowitz says, “[a]ll intellectual innovations bring changes of sensibility; 
to know differently is to feel differently; and since feeling naturally translates 
itself into belief (while becoming manifest in behavior) all knowledge, even the 
most exact, is a source and subject for mythology” (221). In essence, feeling 
and knowledge are incapable of operating in a singular fashion because each 
insists upon one another; the way in which an individual in able to perceive truth 
according to reason will, as a result, impact how they feel, which is a function of 
sensibility. Moreover, the act of feeling fundamentally impacts the way in which 
one thinks, and in that way sensibility directly informs reason. 

Due to the coherent nature of reason and sensibility, both are essential in 
the construction of the self. The mode of femininity described by the norms of 
18th century Britain is shown as an imbalance of these two in favor of femininity; 
the resulting factor is the creation of women who are “inflamed by their 
passions” and who are unable (largely through the focus of their education) to 
acquire knowledge and enhance their reason. Though she frames her narrative 
especially around the acquisition of reason and the pitfalls of over-sensibility, 
Wollstonecraft displays an awareness of the necessity of both characteristics, 
where sensibility begins to shift into “sensuality” when it no longer operates 
equally with reason. Here, “sensuality” is not functioning within the specific 
realm of sexuality, but instead operates as a general function of sentimentality, 
which, as Lebowitz describes, is “defined as the expression of an emotion 
disproportionate to its object” (222). As such, the behavior of over-sensibility 
manifests in the overvaluing of a person or object; this sentimentality is 
symptomatic as a loss of reason because it directly conflicts with the perception 
of truth, and it is representative of the individual shifting the locus of value and 
happiness onto a lesser figure, i.e, away from themselves. 

As described, the result of the balance between reason and sensibility is 
the construction of the self-governing and autonomous individual; however, the 
implications of balance move beyond the individual and offer perspective on the 
larger social structure within which Wollstonecraft operates. The perception of 
the individual self that results from this balance is the achievement of sanity; 
this is to say that in order to operate fully within one’s cognitive capabilities and 
to have one’s actions informed by those capabilities (which could be described 
as sanity), one must operate as a fully realized and self-governing individual. 
The necessity for balance extends beyond the individual to the society in which 
individuals operate. According to Lebowitz, “[s]anity, personal and social, largely 
means order, balance and proportion among various departments or life, each 
of which is contiguous to the others, drawing its quality and value from the 
whole” (223). Much in the way that the individual may become flawed due to the 
imbalance of sensibility and reason, so too will society become flawed, due to a 
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lack of balance. In other words, the social and gender disparity that dominates 
the social structure of 18th century Britain, and which is perfectly representative 
of a drastic imbalance compromises its own functioning. Individuals who have 
achieved self-governance through balance become dissatisfied with the social 
structure in which they operate, and seek change as a result. The rise of the 
middle class and Wollstonecraft’s writing of Vindication of the Rights of Women 
are both symptomatic of this realization of a lack of value, and each seek to mend 
this flaw through the pursuit of social and gender equilibrium, respectively. 

While the balance between virtue and sensibility is essential in the 
construction of the self, it is not the only essential component in the development 
of the individual. Virtue, too, is essential to the development of the fully 
realized self, and while it is wholly dependent upon the balance described, the 
development of virtue is explicitly determined by the individual’s interactions 
with others. In Catriona Mackenzie’s article “Reason and Sensibility: The Idea 
of Women’s Self-Governance in the Writings of Mary Wollstonecraft,” she 
notes that “in a well-balanced, virtuous character, reason and sensibility should 
mutually strengthen and support each other rather than either dominating the 
other” (44). In addition to this, Mackenzie states that, 

virtue and vice arise as much, if not more, from the character of 
our social and affective relations with others as from our individual 
dispositions, characteristics, and capacities. In fact, the values of 
affection, reciprocity, and love for humanity are central to . . . self-
governance. (45) 

In fact, the essential nature of interpersonal relationships in the development 
of virtue, and therefore, the self, is established by Wollstonecraft herself in 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman when she states: 

The world cannot be seen by an unmoved spectator; we must mix in 
the throng and feel as men feel, before we can judge of their feelings . . 
. we must attain knowledge of others at the same time that we become 
acquainted with ourselves. Knowledge acquired any other way hardens 
the heart and perplexes the understanding. (215) 

Without interacting with others through interpersonal relationships, 
the acquisition of virtue is made impossible by both a violation of reason and 
sensibility; the inability to acquire virtue in this way, in turn, creates a scenario in 
with the individual self cannot fully develop. 

In Wollstonecraft’s novel Mary, the titular character personifies the pursuit 
of the self-governing self though reason, sensibility, and virtue, and operates 
as a living (though fictional) participant in the recipe for autonomy outlined in 
Vindication. In order to illustrate this, I will briefly describe the way(s) in which 
Mary participates in the acquisition of these three characteristics, and then offer 
an analysis of why Mary is incapable of achieving the fully realized self at the end 
of the novel. 
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Perhaps the most apparent indicator of Mary’s ability to participate in 
reason is the fact that she is fully dissatisfied with her marriage. Due to the fact 
that her marriage is a symptom of the social structure in which she is forced to 
operate based to her lineage as a member of the aristocracy, it operates outside 
of both her reason and her sensibility. To Mary, her husband is not representative 
of an individual with whom she can create a mutually beneficial friendship, and 
with whom her knowledge of the world and her self could grow. As a result of 
this, “as her mind expanded, her marriage appeared a dreadful misfortune” 
(16). Moreover, as Mary progresses on her journey towards individuality, her 
dissatisfaction with her husband also progresses unto the point where she is 
disgusted even by the thought of having to be near him. At the end of the novel, 
Wollstonecraft says that “when her husband would take her hand, or mention 
any thing like love, she would instantly feel a sickness, a faintness at her heart, 
and wish, involuntarily, that the earth would open up and swallow her” (53). 
Both, Mary’s increasing disgust with her husband due to his individual nature, 
and realization that her connection to him is explicitly a symptom of the social 
system in which she must operate, are demonstrative of the fact that Mary has 
acquired reason, and that her behavior (as much as the social structure in which 
she must exist will allow) is informed by that reason. 

Sensibility, in Mary’s case, is made apparent by her philanthropy, and her focus 
on the development of friendships versus romantic relationships. In the novel, 
the relationships that Mary places value in are those of friendship; moreover, in 
both of the relationships which dominate Mary’s story—her friendship with Ann 
and Henry—the context of those relationships is philanthropy. Both Ann and 
Henry are ill, and her friendship towards them is based upon Mary’s sensibility; 
she feels for her friends because they are less fortunate than her, and as a 
result of this she seeks to do what she can to help. In return, Mary achieves a 
sense of satisfaction and happiness. Mary describes that “sensibility is indeed 
the foundation of all our happiness,” and it is this description which begins to 
construct that idea that Mary is not operating in balance between sensibility and 
reason (43). This confession is telling because, in it, Mary identifies sensibility 
as the sole source of happiness, which is a symptom of the achievement of the 
self-governing individual. Moreover, a passing analysis of Mary’s relationship 
with Ann reveals that she is participating in the action of sentimentality over 
sensibility. Ann does not offer an equal exchange of value to Mary; Mary takes 
care of Ann, treats her with kindness and interest, and is willing to sacrifice 
almost anything for her friend. Ann, on the other hand, treats her friend with 
disinterest, and seems to be interested in Mary only as a result of necessity. As 
a result, the value that Mary places on Ann is “disproportionate” to Ann’s actual 
value, which is discernible through the revealing truth of reason. 

Mary’s friendship with Henry, though, is representative of a balanced 
interaction between reason and sensibility due to the fact that he, much like 
Mary, operates explicitly under the rationale of the thinking mind, and the two 
offer a mutual value to each other in regards to emotional fulfillment. Mary 
asserts that “Henry was a man of learning; he had also studied mankind, and 
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knew of the many intricacies of the human heart, from having felt the infirmities 
of his own” (24). It is in this way that Henry, much like Mary, exists in the pursuit 
(or in Henry’s case, perhaps the acquisition of) the self-governing self. The 
value that each places in the other is directly a result of their recognition of 
each other’s reason, sensibility, and virtue; this is made apparent when Henry 
expresses to Mary, “I would give the world for your picture, with the expression 
I have seen in your face, when you have been supporting your friend” (25). 
Mary’s actions of philanthropy, which are informed by her virtue and sensibility 
(reason as discussed, seems a little lacking) appeal to Henry’s similar virtues, 
and the exchange of value each feels for the other allows them to construct 
a friendship based solely upon their perception of the other as autonomous, 
unique individuals. 

Virtue is a result of the effective balancing of reason and sensibility, as 
one who has achieved this balance is able to interact with and identify with 
others, and to gain insight into those individuals in such a way that requires 
first having gained insight into one’s self. Mary’s interactions with others, and 
the way in which she feels deeply for those individuals, shows that she is able 
to develop virtue, and apply that virtue to her behavior. Mary affirms that the 
interaction with others is essential to the development of virtue because when 
one is “softened by tenderness; the soul is disposed to be virtuous” (43). Mary’s 
friendship with Henry is perhaps the best example of her successful acquisition 
of virtue, and the development of the individual self; this is due to the fact that by 
interacting with him, Mary is appealing to and strengthening both her sensibility 
and her reason. As a result of this, the formidable bond of friendship that she 
feels for him and the way in which the two interact becomes representative 
of virtue. Moreover, the participation in virtuous action as outlined by their 
friendship highlights a situation in which both sensibility and reason are in turn 
strengthened; Mary says that “the exercise of her various virtues gave vigor to 
her genius, and dignity to her mind” (25). Here, the individual is able to progress 
towards fully realizing their perception of the self through reason, sensibility, 
and virtue; the virtue that is constructed due to the balancing of reason and 
sensibility, when put into action, in turn strengthens reason and sensibility, 
which then further develops the individual’s sense of virtue. It is in this way 
that the self-governing individual develops, and continues to grow through the 
interaction of reason, sensibility, and virtue. 

Though Mary embarks on a journey of self-realization, she is unable to achieve 
this for several reasons. First, Mary’s sensibility borders on sentimentality due 
to her placing more worth on several characters (Ann, and the sick woman) than 
they deserve; Mary continues to help those who do not value her efforts at the 
cost of her own happiness, which is representative of subscribing to sensibility 
over reason. She participates in relationships that offer no benefit to her, and 
the ending of those relationships proves disastrous to her as the foundation 
for her happiness lies not within herself, but within others. Though virtuous, 
because Mary does not check her sensibility with reason, she is unable to achieve 
happiness, and therefore fails to succeed in the construction of herself as a fully 
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realized individual. Mary realizes this pitfall, but she is unable to escape from it, 
and the happiness that is essential in the successful creation of the individual 
remains beyond her grasp: “Sensibility produces flights of virtue; and not curbed 
by reason, is on the brink of vice talking, and even thinking of virtue” (44). 

Also, Mary’s role as a female in the aristocracy renders her incapable of 
achieving self-governance or autonomy. Though her independence manifests in 
the form of her avoiding her husband and absconding to locations away from 
his own, the very existence of her marriage and her inability to resolve the issue 
of this marriage (which is explicitly a symptom totally determined by her gender 
and social station) leaves her always subject to his will. Mary is incapable of 
choosing who she wants to marry, and her role as a wife is a facet of her identity 
always outside of her control, and which is established solely to distribute power 
and privilege in such a way as to maintain the social structure which stifles the 
development of her identity. 

It is not surprising, then, that in her Vindication, Wollstonecraft states, “I 
pay particular attention to those in the middle class, because they appear to be 
in the most natural state” (7). The middle class woman, as such, becomes the 
ideal candidate for the achieving of the self-governing, autonomous self. Due 
to the fact that the middle-class woman exists outside the social confines of a 
member of the aristocracy, she is free to operate within the spheres of reason, 
sensibility, and virtue, and in doing so aid in the construction of a realized and 
autonomous self. Moreover, the balance of sensibility and virtue that is essential 
in the production of virtue and the construction of the feminine self allows one 
to participate in, and is many ways dependent upon, a synonymous shift in the 
balance of power within the social structure that defines 18th century Britain. 
As such, though Wollstonecraft’s narratives are framed explicitly around the 
development of the self-governing feminine identity, the narrative transcends 
feminism and enters into the lens of humanism in such a way that imbalances of 
power in 18th century, whether they are framed around gender or heredity, are 
called into question specifically as a result of the development of the individual. 

Works Cited
Lebowitz, Martin. “Thought and Sensibility.” The Kenyon Review 5.2 (1943):  

219-27. Print.

Mackenzie, Catriona. “Reason and Sensibility: The Ideas of Women’s Self-
Governance in the Writings of Mary Wollstonecraft.” Hypatia 8.4 (1993): 
35-55. EBSCO. Web. 26 Oct.   2014.

Wollstonecraft, Mary, Janet Todd, and Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Mary; Maria. 
London: Penguin, 1992. Print.

Wollstonecraft, Mary. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 1792. New York: 
Dover Thrift. 1996. Print.


