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illiam Blake’s Visions of the Daughters of Albion has
long been taken to be a response to Mary
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Un-
derstanding Blake’s attitude towards Wollstonecraft is
troublesome, however, because Blake’s attitude towards
women in general has seemed so contradictory. Although
some critics have taken Blake’s apparent affirmation of
Wollstonecraft in Visions as a sign of his support for femi-
nism—Mark Schorer, for example, claims that “the poem
is a perfectly direct allegory of [Wollstonecraft's] doctrines”
(290)—Susan Fox, in an influential article, has argued that
Blake’s conception in the prophetic works of “a perfection
of humanity defined in part by the complete mutuality of
its interdependent genders” is belied by his representation
of women as either “inferior and dependent” or as “un-
naturally and disastrously dominant™ (507), a view that
Anne Mellor confirms (passim). Alicia Ostriker shows up
the problem nicely when she writes that there are in Blake's
work not one, but four different sets of attitudes towards
gender and sexuality, indeed four Blakes: “the Blake who
celebrates sexuality and attacks repression”; the Blake who
“depicts sexual life as a complex web of gender
complementarities and interdependencies”; the Blake, “ap-
parently incompatible with Blake number one, who sees
sexuality as a tender trap rather than a force of liberation”;
and the Blake “to whom it was necessary, as it was to his
patriarchal predecessor Milton, to see the female principle
as subordinate to the male” (“Desire” 156).
Commendably, Ostriker does not try to resolve or re-
duce these contradictions, and [ shall try to follow her ex-
ample in this respect. But if these contradictions are
irresolvable they are nonetheless comprehensible, Blake was
sympathetic to Wollstonecraft’s condemnation of women’s
oppression, at least at the time he wrote Visions of the
Daughters of Albion (he was considerably less sympathetic
in his later, more Miltonic works), but he was critical of
the beliefs which underlay her argument, particularly her
faith in reason and her distrust of sexuality. At the same
time, Wollstonecraft's critique of male sensualism posed a
strong challenge to his own sexual ideologies, a challenge
he could neither ignore nor fully reconcile with his own
beliefs. Conflicted as he was, Blake anticipated the crucial
problems men have had in responding to feminism, con-
structively or otherwise. In the end, I will argue, Blake
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decentered a woman-centered undertaking, appropriating
parts of it for his own political purposes and projecting
upon it his own reimaginations of female character.

Wollstonecraft’s Enlightenment Principles and Sexuality

The opening pages of Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the
Rights of Woman situate Wollstonecraft's polemic squarely
in the mainstream of Enlightenment thinking, while em-
phasizing certain terms above others. She argues that “[in]
the present state of society it appears necessary to go back
to first principles in search of the most simple truths, and
to dispute with some prevailing prejudice every inch of the
ground” (81). The return to “first principles” to counter
“prevailing prejudice” is characteristic of writings in
Wollstonecraft’s political tradition—of Rousseau, particu-
larly, who, finding that “our wisdom is slavish prejudice,
our customs consist in control, constraint, compulsion”
(Emile 10), turns back to nature, “which never lies” (Dis-
course on Inequality 10), as the foundation for his political
philosophy. Yet Wollstonecraft, in her exposition of “first
principles,” does not allude explicitly to nature. She has not
abandoned the concept of nature as a grounding for the
truth of her discourse; references to nature and “natural”
states abound in her work. But she de-emphasizes nature
as a first principle, placing the emphasis instead on reason,
virtue and knowledge. The three are carefully linked to-
gether: knowledge with reason, in that reason establishes
“man’s pre-eminence over the brute creation” while knowl-
edge is “denied to the brutes”; both are enlisted in the
struggle with passion (the passions were implanted so that
“man by struggling with them might attain a degree of
knowledge denied to the brutes”) and so are aligned with
virtue (81). In part, Wollstonecraft, knowing full well that
any challenge to conventional gender roles would ensure a
counterattack on her sexual morality—and indeed, as Ali-
cia Ostriker points out, the Anti-Jacobin Review called the
Rights of Woman “a scripture, archly fram'd, for propagat-
ing whores” (rev. of Todd 130)—is establishing the moral
high ground. But more specifically this fiercely impeccable
triumvirate of first principles sets her up to attack Rousseau,
whose notorious anti-feminism needed to be answered,
since he was a major figure in her own radical tradition. In
Book V of Emile Rousseau had claimed to be arguing from
nature when he deduced that “woman is specially made for
man’s delight” (322); rather than pursue Rousseau onto the
same ground, which would lead to an irresolvable dispute
over what was “natural,” Wollstonecraft argues that
Rousseau’s conception of the natural leads him to an in-
consistent conception of virtue.

In attacking Rousseau, Wollstonecraft aligns herself with
conventional sexual morality and against sensual pleasure.
Conceding that men have greater physical strength, she
warns that men's claims to further superiority are founded
not on rational argument but on interested sensuality: “not
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content with this natural pre-eminence, men endeavour
to sink s still lower, merely to render us alluring objects
for a moment” (74). She counts upon her audience to con-
demn such men who succumb to the “influence of the
senses” and to the women who are “intoxicated” by their
adoration (74). Aligning herself with conventional moral-
ity in this way, Wollstonecraft, far from exempting women
from her criticism, condemns them too for their own sen-
sual short-sightedness. She likens them repeatedly to court-
iers, who accept servility as the price of attendant power
and pleasure. “Men have submitted to superior strength to
enjoy with impunity the pleasure of the moment,” she says,
referring to “the courtier, who servilely resigns the birth-
right of a man”; she continues, “women have only done the
same” (106). The remark cuts two ways. On the one hand,
she is alluding to the common radical argument that the
natural reason of members of the aristocracy was corrupted
by power and luxury, and thus implies that women who
do not act like rational and morally responsible people do
so because they too are corrupted by their upbringing in
and treatment by society. On the other hand, her language
tends to support the stereotype of women as frivolous and
irrational beings. As Cora Kaplan says of a similar passage,
the language of her analysis of gender inequality is “more
innovatory, less secure, and less connotative than the meta-
phorical matrix used to point and illustrate it. As a conse-
quence, there is a constant slippage back into a more natu-
ralized and reactionary view of women, and a collapse of
the two parts of the metaphors into each other” (43).

Whereas Rousseau had treated the alleged irrationality
and frivolity of women as women’s natural condition, how-
ever, Wollstonecraft attributes these qualities to false edu-
cation:

The conduct and manners of women, in fact, evidently
prove that their minds are not in a healthy state; for,
like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil,
strength and usefulness are sacrificed to beauty. . . .
One cause of this barren blooming | attribute to a
false system of education, gathered from the books
written on this subject by men who, considering fe-
males rather as women than human creatures, have
been more anxious to make them alluring mistresses
than affectionate wives and rational mothers. . .. (73)

In twentieth-century terms, Wollstonecraft is arguing that
gender has been socially constructed;' but she does so from
a late eighteenth-century standpoint, with eighteenth-cen-
tury assumptions. She avoids the specifically sexual bio-
logical essentialism of Rousseau (although the flower meta-
phor implies that there is a “healthy” female self,

! Cora Kaplan makes this point in her discussion of Wollstonecraft
(46).
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Wollstonecraft does not imply that we can know what it
is),” but in place of sexual essence she posits a human es-
sence and a moral telos. The essence of all humanity is rea-
son; that is what establishes humanity’s “pre-eminence over
the brute creation” (81); and the end of reason, its pur-
pose, is to lead its possessor to virtue. That “the civilized
women of the present century, with a few exceptions, are
only anxious to inspire love” is only partly a political prob-
lem, a subordination of women to male desire; it is at the
same time, and perhaps for Wollstonecraft more impor-
tantly, a moral problem, resting upon the assumption that
“they ought to cherish a nobler ambition, and by their abili-
ties and virtues exact respect” (73)—which is after all per-
fectly conventional morality; Wollstonecraft’s radicalism
lies in the fact that she is willing to take that morality seri-
ously as a guideline for the behavior of both men and
women. So, in the dedication to Talleyrand-Périgord which
prefaces Rights of Woman, she writes that in “[c]ontending
for the rights of women, my main argument is built on this
simple principle, that if she be not prepared by education
to become the companion of man, she will stop the progress
of knowledge and virtue” (66).

Virtue—not liberty, or equality—is the end of
Wollstonecraft’s argument, its final cause. Building her ar-
gument around virtue allows her to sidestep, at least tem-
porarily, the highly charged and overdetermined problem
of the nature of men and women. Having accepted the con-
ventional assessment of female behavior, Wollstonecraft
must explain it; she finds an explanation right at hand, in
radical arguments about the corruption of human nature
in society. But those arguments, particularly in Rousseau,
depend upon a conception of a “natural” self, dangerous
ground, since the prevailing arguments over what were
“natural” gender differences were by no means in her fa-
vor. To argue from nature directly, as Rousseau had done,
would be to argue from diversity, the plenitude of creation,
and thus for a potential validation of double standards; to
found her argument on virtue is to argue for a single moral
essence, and thus for a repudiation of all double standards.
Thus she attacks Rousseau not for his assessment of women,
but for his relativism: “If women are by nature inferior to
men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not in
degree, or virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their con-
duct should be founded on the same principles, and have
the same aim” (94-95).

Brilliant as this strategy is, she adopts it at a terrible cost.
As Kaplan points out, in defining her position against male

* So, for instance, when she does speculate on the respective posi-
tions of the sexes in a society in which women were properly educated,
she only does so ambiguously: “when morality shall be settled on a
more solid basis, then, without being gifted with a prophetic spirit, 1
will venture to predict that woman will be either the friend or the slave
of man” (104).
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sensuality, Wollstonecraft repudiates female sexuality as well
(35ff.); in arguing for better education for women, she con-
firms contemporary prejudices against women that no
twentieth-century feminism would find tenable. In sum,
she denies sexual difference—"the first object of laudable
ambition,” she writes, “is to obtain a character as a human
being, regardless of the distinction of sex” (75)—which in
effect valorized the value systems of contemporary male-
dominated society, even as it tried to apply those value sys-
tems consistently. Her valorization of reason and virtue
aligned feminism with the successful revolutionary ideolo-
gies of the era, but it also led her to assume a male norm,
and it affirmed the conventional morality that for a cen-
tury and a half would be used to condemn her and her
work.

It also proved extremely difficult to live by during the
years surrounding Wollstonecraft’s composition of Rights
of Woman, as Blake might have seen in Wollstonecraft’s re-
lationship with Henry Fuseli.* William Godwin, in the
Memoirs of Mary Wollstonecraft, describes Wollstonecraft’s
relationship with Fuseli as one which forced Wollstonecraft
to come to terms with the potential conflict between rea-
son and sexual desire. As Godwin describes it, Woll-
stonecraft’s pleasure in the relationship conflates intellect
with sensation and emotion: “Mary was not of a temper to
live upon terms of so much intimacy with a man of merit
and genius, without loving him," he writes. “The delight
that she enjoyed in his society, she transferred by associa-
tion to his person” (60), as if the origin of her sexual feel-
ings were, naturally enough, Fuseli’s intellect. Thus far, the
relationship—at least as Godwin describes it—seems to
follow the principle that Wollstonecraft purportedly laid
down for herself, “that the imagination should awaken the
senses, and not the senses the imagination” (61). As it de-
veloped, however, sense and sensibility became harder to
reconcile. Although Godwin writes that Wollstonecraft
“scorned to suppose, that she could feel a struggle, in con-
forming to the laws she should lay down to her conduct”
(61), clearly she did feel such a struggle. At least, her codes
of sexual conduct began to change: presumably in defer-
ence to the tastes of Fuseli, who disliked women with the
appearance of a “philosophical sloven™ (Knowles 164),
Wollstonecraft began to dress more fashionably, discard-
ing her old black dress and powdering her hair (Ferguson
and Todd 12, Knowles 164-166). “She began to think,”
writes Godwin,

that she had been too rigid, in the laws of frugality
and self-denial with which she set out in her literary
career; and now added to the neatliness and cleanli-
ness which she had always scrupulously observed, a

! For discussion of Visions of the Daughters of Albion as reference to
Wollstonecraft and Fuseli, see Hilton, Ostriker (rev. of Todd), and Wasser.
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certain degree of elegance, and those temperate in-
dulgences in furniture and accommodation, from
which a sound and uncorrupted taste never fails to
derive pleasure. (62)

“Temperate indulgences” they no doubt were, but Godwin’s
haste to assure the reader of Wollstonecraft's—and
Godwin’s own—"sound and uncorrupted taste” shows the
effort required to reconcile sensual pleasure of any kind or
degree with accepted English Jacobin principles. Such a
reconciliation must have been much more difficult for
Wollstonecraft, to whom sexual morality was always a more
central concern than it was to Godwin, and who, as a
woman, was under far more pressure to conform to the
conventional sexual code.

Eventually, according to Godwin, the strain of having to
reconcile her morality with her feelings became intoler-
able to Wollstonecraft, and to avoid Fuseli’s company she
fled to France. What Godwin does not record is the se-
quence of events leading up to Wollstonecraft’s departure.
According to John Knowles, Fuseli’s biographer, Woll-
stonecraft—believing that “although Mrs. Fuseli had a right
to the person of her husband, she, Mrs. Wollstonecraft
might claim, and, for congeniality of sentiments and tal-
ents, hold a place in his heart, for ‘she hoped, she said, ‘to
unite herself to his mind’” (165)—proposed to the Fuselis
that she move in with them in a non-sexual menage 4 trois
(Knowles 167). That Wollstonecraft herself did not see this
arrangement as immoral is evident, for when Fuseli warned
her of “the impropriety of indulging in a passion that took
her out of common life,” she replied, “If I thought my pas-
sion criminal, I would conquer it, or die in the attempt.
For immodesty, in my eyes, is ugliness; my soul turns with
disgust from pleasure tricked out in charms which shun
the light of heaven” (Knowles 167).

Godwin’s reliability as a character witness may be
doubted,' and Knowles surely had his friend Fuseli more
at heart than Wollstonecraft. But the picture of
Wollstonecraft during this era in her life that emerges from
their accounts is fairly consistent with the persona of Rights
of Woman—a picture of a highly principled woman who
believed fervently in reason and distrusted sexuality, who
either found her exaltation of mind over body unsatisfy-
ing in her relationship with Fuseli, according to Godwin,
or found her society unwilling to accept her personal fu-

! Godwin frequently uses Wollstonecraft as a foil for his own self-
image. For example, he writes that“Mary and myself perhaps each car-
ried farther than to its common extent the characteristic of the sexes to
which we belonged” (131), which gives him occasion to describe, at
some length, his self-reported “love of intellectual distinction™ (131),
as opposed to Wollstonecraft’s particular strengths, which he takes to
be “feeling,” a “sensitive and generous spirit . . . left to the spontaneous
exercise of its own decisions,” and “the warmth of her heart," which
“defended her against artificial rules of judgment™ (132).
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