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Comments by Ruth Abbey

This is a fitting sequel to Eileen Hunt Botting’s first book, Family Feuds: 
Wollstonecraft, Burke, and Rousseau on the Transformation of the Family.1 
That book placed Mary Wollstonecraft in conversation with two other eigh-
teenth-century thinkers, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Edmund Burke. In this 
more recent work, Botting traces Wollstonecraft’s impact forward from her 
own time to ours, examining how her theologically based approach to 
women’s rights resonates, or fails to, in contemporary women’s rights 
thinking. Botting contrasts Wollstonecraft’s religious approach to women’s 
rights with that of her successor, John Stuart Mill, who agreed with many 
of Wollstonecraft’s substantive recommendations about women’s equality 
and freedom but justified them on a more secular, utilitarian basis.

725310 PTXXXX10.1177/0090591717725310Political TheoryReview Symposium
book-review2017

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ptx
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0090591717725310&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-08-11


2	 Political Theory 00(0)

Juxtaposing Wollstonecraft’s “rational theology” and Mill’s “liberal utili-
tarianism” in this way is very helpful. Having usually read and placed them 
in succession as pioneering theorists of women’s rights, their juxtaposition 
forced me to think harder about their similarities and their differences. This 
led me to wonder if, while Botting emphasizes the differences in the founda-
tions of their approaches to rights, they might be a bit closer than she allows. 
Rights could be seen as instrumental for both. Botting contrasts them on this 
score, saying, “Whereas for Wollstonecraft we claim rights as moral abso-
lutes, for Mill we claim rights pragmatically as tools for the realization of 
individuality.”2 But the moral absolutes for Wollstonecraft, as I read her, are 
not rights as such but the good things they deliver—individual dignity, 
equality, respect, and liberty. If these things could be secured in some other 
way, then rights could conceivably be disposed of. So is it rights that 
Wollstonecraft is vindicating or the goods she believes them to ensure? Let’s 
say, for example, that a society like that envisaged by Rousseau’s social 
contract gave its members—men and women—equality, dignity, respect, 
liberty—but did not do this via rights. Wouldn’t that society still be valued 
by Wollstonecraft? Isn’t it the goods that rights protect rather than the rights 
themselves that are moral absolutes for her? If so, this brings her into greater 
proximity with Mill who basically makes the same argument: rights are not 
right for all societies everywhere at all times, but at the current stage of 
English liberal democracy they can help to secure the liberty that makes 
personal self-development possible.

While I fully agree with Botting about the need to recognize the theologi-
cal foundation of Wollstonecraft’s argument for rights, I don’t fully follow 
her claim that Wollstonecraft’s approach is capacious enough to include peo-
ple who are not religious.3 While Wollstonecraft would accord non-believers 
rights as rational agents, they would not understand their rights to be grounded 
in the same way as religious believers would. And that seems like a signifi-
cant difference to me.

In chapter two, Botting portrays Wollstonecraft and Mill as holders of 
comprehensive doctrines and contrasts this with Rawlsian approaches to lib-
eralism that are purely political.4 But Botting does this without questioning 
whether Rawls’ project to adduce a purely political form of liberalism fully 
succeeds. If the line between political and comprehensive doctrines is not as 
clean and bright as Rawls would have us believe, then this strengthens 
Botting’s hand in defending Wollstonecraft and Mill as holders of compre-
hensive doctrines who are nonetheless relevant for contemporary rights 
thinking. So it might help Botting’s project to follow some of the other com-
mentators on Rawls and put some pressure on that Rawlsian distinction.5 
There is the additional consideration that comprehensive doctrines are so 
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labeled by Rawls not just because of their depth—they rely on metaphysical 
foundations—but also because of their breadth—they apply to areas beyond 
the purely political domain. Women’s human rights doctrines have to be 
broad enough to extend into the so-called private domain and it seems to me 
that for that you need something closer to a comprehensive doctrine—or 
maybe a partially comprehensive one.6 So from these two considerations, the 
fact that Wollstonecraft and Mill offer comprehensive doctrines could emerge 
as something admirable about their work and the problem could lie more with 
Rawls than with them.

Citing the work of Brooke Ackerly, Botting’s introduction describes Mill 
as “an outsider social scientist”7 looking in at the harm patriarchy does, 
whereas Wollstonecraft is an insider critic of patriarchy. But Mill can also be 
thought of as an insider. He is, after all, profoundly and persistently aware of 
the flip side of women’s oppression, which is the arbitrary privilege that all 
men enjoy just from being men. So he is an insider who sees his masculine 
privilege as just as unearned as Harriet Taylor’s disadvantages are. This is 
poignantly conveyed in his brief yet powerful 1851 “Statement on Marriage” 
issued at the time of his and Taylor’s marriage. He admits there the paradox 
of both parties entering an institution of which they thoroughly disapprove—
at least in its current legal constitution. He identifies the immense but unde-
served power the institution awards him, as a man, over his spouse. Unable 
to divest himself of this arbitrary power, he registers instead a formal protest 
against the laws of marriage and swears never to exercise the illegitimate 
privilege and prerogative they afford him.8 Mill also discusses the power 
that men enjoy on the basis of their gender alone in chapter one of The 
Subjection of Women. It is a power that all men can exercise over women, 
irrespective of class: “it comes home to the person and hearth of every male 
head of a family.”9

Botting’s reflections on the insider/outsider positioning of Wollstonecraft 
and Mill is also relevant to her discussion in chapter four, “The Problem of 
Cultural Bias: Wollstonecraft, Mill and Western Narratives of Women’s 
Progress” of both thinkers’ implication in the Orientalism of their time. I 
appreciate her unblinking honesty on this, but I do think that there is a salient 
difference between the way Wollstonecraft and Mill essentialize and criti-
cize non-Western cultures and the way their own wider culture does this. 
Wollstonecraft and Mill are, after all, saying that the us/them binary does not 
hold when it comes to women, because the things that they deem and con-
demn as Oriental are practiced right here, at home, on a daily basis. So the 
us/them, inside/outside distinction does not hold in the way they use 
Orientalist tropes and this is in significant contrast to the way their wider 
culture uses them.
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I was really struck by Botting’s creativity in using Mill’s Autobiography 
in chapter five, “Human Stories: Wollstonecraft, Mill and the Literature of 
Human Rights.” But in light of that use of the text, Mill’s complete failure 
to mention his mother becomes even more curious and concerning. Even 
as he spends so much time describing his early education, his relationship 
with his father, his role as tutor to his younger siblings, Mill makes no 
mention whatsoever of his own mother who, to my knowledge, was alive 
this whole time. I have always found this silence mystifying, and reading 
this text through Botting’s new framing renders the mother’s absence even 
more conspicuous. One final small observation on the function of the 
Autobiography as a human story is that Mill’s depiction of Taylor there is 
highly idealized. He is not just writing an honest account of their “messy 
and complex”10 relationship; he is also eulogizing and mourning her. Just 
how much messier and more complex their relationship was, is evident in 
Taylor’s Collected Works,11 which includes her correspondence. She spent 
a lot of time there bemoaning the domestic duties that consumed vast 
amounts of her time and held her back from her intellectual pursuits and 
ambitions. Although Taylor was clearly a remarkable woman, things were 
not always as rosy for her or between them as Mill makes them out to be 
in his account of their relationship.

Comments by Linda M. G. Zerilli

The 1980s and 1990s saw the emergence of a powerful global movement 
flying the banner of “women’s human rights.” At the International 
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Austria, in 1993, hundreds of 
women from around the world proclaimed the human rights of women and 
girls and condemned as human rights violations ethnic cleansing, forced 
pregnancies, rape as a systematic tool of subjugation during armed conflict, 
and violence against women in the home. Later, at the Fourth International 
Women’s Conference in Beijing, delegates endorsed a document that 
framed issues of poverty, education, health, violence, armed conflict, the 
economy, the media, and the environment as women’s human rights issues. 
Important successes in international juridical and peacekeeping arenas, 
such as the 1996 ruling by the International Criminal Tribunal in The Hague 
that rape was a war crime, have furthered this global movement for wom-
en’s human rights.

During these initial decades of expansion, the movement for women’s 
human rights was relatively unreflective about the potential for philosophical 
and political critiques of the very concept of human rights. Already in 1949, 
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in the immediate aftermath of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights in December 1948, Hannah Arendt asked whether or not there 
really exist such human rights, independent of all specific political status and 
deriving solely from the fact of being human, that is, from nature.12 Arendt 
famously questioned the attempt to reanimate the idea of natural human 
rights as a political foundation. Such an attempt, in her view, repeated in 
spirit and form the traditional declarations about natural rights formulated at 
the end of the eighteenth century without accounting for the very crisis that 
had befallen the idea of human rights since those rights failed in the face of 
totalitarianism. The idea of natural human rights, in her view, was less a sta-
ble basis upon which to expand the concept of political membership to disen-
franchised populations than a troubled legacy that she characterized as “the 
aporias of the rights of man.”

For many years, awareness of the potentially irresolvable internal con-
tradictions within the concept of women’s human rights was confined to a 
handful of thinkers. Recently, however, the political consensus built around 
the universalistic principle of women’s human rights has come under 
intense scrutiny. Much of this scrutiny is a reaction to the appropriation of 
the idea of women’s human rights by groups sometimes called the “new 
internationalists” and “new abolitionists,” that is, a broad (if unlikely) 
coalition of secular feminist and evangelical Christian activists, nongovern-
mental organizations, and state agents. These organizations have since the 
late 1990s combated what they consider globally rampant practices of sex-
ual servitude and slavery, which they locate mainly in the developing world, 
and see as the most pressing rights issue of the contemporary world. As 
Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn wrote in the New York Times: “In the 
19th century, the paramount moral challenge was slavery. In the 20th cen-
tury, it was totalitarianism. In this century, it is the brutality inflicted on so 
many women and girls around the globe: sex trafficking, acid attacks, bride 
burnings and mass rape.”13

If the human rights arguments of this “women’s crusade” are now being 
questioned, it is in large part because they draw much of their power from 
a now familiar and increasingly suspect opposition between the plights of 
women in developing countries such as Pakistan, on the one hand, and 
advanced industrialized countries such as the United States, on the other. 
Many critics also find cause for concern in the easy appropriation of the 
language of women’s rights by groups that are otherwise unsympathetic to 
many goals of Western rights-based feminism, such as evangelical 
Christians opposed to reproductive freedom. Other critics have argued that 
attention to the use of human rights discourse in justifying military as well 
as humanitarian interventions (e.g., in Iraq and Afghanistan) should make 
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feminists more cautious about claims and actions taken on behalf of wom-
en’s rights. Still others point out that international and juridical organiza-
tions, especially the U.N.-sponsored conferences, have relied on a Western 
liberal framework that is inattentive to crucially important cultural, social, 
and political national differences; that privileges civil and political rights 
over social and economic rights; and that tends to construe women in the 
developing world as victims of a stalled or failed modernization process. 
Consequently, as critics such as Inderpal Grewal argue, the concept of 
human rights as women’s rights needs to become an object to interrogate 
rather than a goal to endorse.14

Ellen Hunt Botting’s book is clearly addressed to political thinkers and 
activists who have become skeptical of claims about women’s international 
human rights and their entanglement in Western imperialist and nationalist 
agendas. And though her book is an account of the contributions of histori-
cally distant figures such as Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill to the 
contemporary concept of women’s human rights, the accusations of “cultural 
bias” animate her argument. I applaud Botting’s attempt to answer these crit-
ics and also “to provide an international philosophical genealogy of the con-
cept of women’s human rights” by way of a return to the unlikely figures of 
Wollstonecraft and Mill. Unlikely, because both are paradigmatically European 
thinkers who wrote in the context of and in response to world-transformative 
but nevertheless European events such as the French Revolution, the European 
revolutions of 1848, or the expansion of the British empire. Making the case 
for the relevance of these thinkers in the current debate about the cultural bias 
of women’s rights discourse is an unexpected, creative, and highly valuable 
undertaking. We need more books like this.

Since I take my role as commentator to be one of appreciative critique, 
allow me to explain how I think Botting’s project goes astray of what I take 
to be its very important political theoretical agenda: to reclaim the concept of 
women’s human rights in the face of accusations of cultural bias and to do so 
by providing a more acceptable basis or foundation on which to situate claims 
to rights. Most of my argument focuses on Wollstonecraft.

Botting sees Wollstonecraft and Mill as providing two alternative founda-
tions for women’s human rights. Whereas Wollstonecraft’s is metaphysical, 
deontological, and religious, she argues, Mill’s is empirical, consequentialist, 
and secular. Wollstonecraft’s “rational Christian metaphysics stood in stark 
contrast to Mill’s practical and secular utilitarianism,” writes Botting, and in 
ways that would lead the author of the Vindication of the Rights of Woman to be 
eclipsed by the author of The Subjection of Women when it came to influencing 
contemporary debates on women’s human rights.15 Though I agree with Botting 
that Wollstonecraft has been so eclipsed, I think the reasons are different. What 
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has led to the neglect of Wollstonecraft is not so much her indebtedness to a 
form of moral absolutism derived from Christian theology that ultimately 
deprived her arguments of traction across cultural and historical divides. 
Instead, the problem lies in her reception as a liberal feminist for whom rights 
are more or less legal entitlements guaranteed by something extra-political (be 
it God, Nature, Reason, etc.), rather than a set of radical political practices that, 
being political, are fundamentally contingent and fragile.

To be clear: I am not saying that this is what liberal feminism is, and that 
because Wollstonecraft is received as a liberal feminist, that is what she is 
taken to be. I am saying that our entire conception of what liberal feminism 
is has been deeply influenced by the idea that liberalism is first and foremost 
a concern with rights, and that rights are first and foremost things that one has 
rather than things with which one does something, a political practice of mak-
ing certain kinds of claims on certain kinds of addressees (e.g., the state or 
other citizens). This highly depoliticized and, I would add, strictly philosoph-
ical view of rights and of liberalism and its history distorts the radical char-
acter of the origins of liberal political thought in political protest and civil 
war. More important for our reading of Wollstonecraft, it also summarily 
dismisses by dint of association those like her who are many things, but not—
not in this caricatured sense—liberals.

Botting too sees that Wollstonecraft and Mill have been dismissed as “lib-
eral feminists,” where this label means “individualistic, rationalistic, and 
bourgeois.”16 She seeks to rescue both thinkers by showing us that they were 
not “primarily liberals and secondarily feminists,” for if that were the case 
then feminists would have good cause to be wary. “Wollstonecraft and Mill 
exercise a critical style of feminist inquiry into the value of liberal ideas for 
women, which ultimately put feminism first and liberalism second,” writes 
Botting.17 In this way, Botting would reclaim liberalism as a valuable tradi-
tion for feminism and Wollstonecraft and Mill as liberal feminist thinkers 
who did not sacrifice feminism to liberalism but sought to make liberalism 
worthy of its name.

I do not want to pursue a taxonomic argument about who belongs in what 
camp, so I will leave aside the question of whether either of these thinkers 
should be considered liberal. Without first agreeing on what liberalism is, the 
latter question cannot be answered. The more important matter is how the 
reception of someone like Wollstonecraft as a caricatured liberal has led not 
only to a total flattening out of her otherwise multifaceted political thought 
but to a loss of what is genuinely radical in her conception of rights: namely, 
that rights, whether or not they have moral or philosophical grounds, are first 
and foremost political. They are forms of public action; rights have to be 
claimed. Rights have their origins in practices of freedom.
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In liberal democracies such as our own, it is easy to lose track of how 
rights arose and how they are sustained, for freedom is often understood in 
highly individualistic terms, housed in constitutionally guaranteed rights, 
and experienced as something that begins where politics ends. For the 
radical republican Wollstonecraft, however, freedom is something else: it 
is a creative and world-building practice, fundamentally inaugural in char-
acter, that establishes public relations of equality among citizens, men and 
women, where formerly there was only hereditary, patriarchal, and arbi-
trary rule.

This takes me to my next point, I believe that Botting could have strength-
ened her case for a return to Wollstonecraft not by emphasizing her commit-
ment to feminism first and liberalism second, but rather by drawing out 
Wollstonecraft’s intense involvement in the Pamphlet War of the 1790s, her 
1790 argument in the Vindication of the Rights of Men against Edmund Burke 
and others who argued in favor of hereditary arbitrary monarchical and patri-
archal rule—in a word, her radical and revolutionary republicanism. As 
Angela Maione has argued in a path-breaking 2012 dissertation, Revolutionary 
Rhetoric: The Political Thought of Mary Wollstonecraft, Wollstonecraft’s 
legacy has been characterized by an unnatural splitting, whereby the author 
of the Vindication of the Rights of Men is read by thinkers interested in politi-
cal theory and perhaps in the radical republican tradition and the Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman is read by feminists.

Wollstonecraft was part of a revolutionary tradition that sought to effect political 
change by impacting public opinion and creating the conditions for the formation 
of popular judgment around the question of radical democracy, which manifested 
itself in the (French) Revolution Controversy. This tradition has been overlooked 
by Wollstonecraft interpreters undoubtedly at least in part because the practice 
of writing and spreading thought was repressed when contingent historical 
developments ultimately resulted in the loss of the tradition. Republicanism and, 
to a lesser extent, cosmopolitanism became stigmatized in the British context 
because they were associated with the French Revolution and the Reign of 
Terror which appeared to threaten British political order. Many of the 
pamphleteers became suspects and some were eventually tried for treason and 
sedition. Feminism, associated with Wollstonecraft, became stigmatized as 
well, but through the defamation of Wollstonecraft’s character as, after her 
death, she was transformed into a symbolic figure that represented the excesses 
of revolutionary politics [including an unrestrained female sexuality].18

It is not that Botting wholly ignores Wollstonecraft’s republicanism, but 
her brief account of it is mostly contained in passages claiming that the two 
Vindications reflect their author’s exposure to Christian dissent as espoused 
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by the radical preacher Richard Price and eventually the “full adoption of the 
Pricean approach to grounding human rights on a rational theological foun-
dation.”19 Now there is no question that Price and the emerging tradition of 
Christian dissent had a deep influence on Wollstonecraft. But can we trace 
what is truly transformative and continually relevant in Wollstonecraft’s 
thought to the construction of a rational theological foundation? Anyone who 
has read either of the Vindications will know that these hardly qualify as 
philosophical treatises trying to provide a metaphysical or theological foun-
dation for rights. They are political writings par excellence. Their unabash-
edly polemical character is one, though surely not the only or most important, 
reason that they have been marginalized in the canon of political thought. As 
Maione shows, Mary Wollstonecraft enacted, through her speech, writing, 
and action, the practice of claiming rights that I described earlier. In this way 
she was an exemplar of her own radical conception of rights; she gave birth 
to something new: the public (writing and speaking) woman. She also became 
by the nineteenth century the woman with whom no public woman wanted to 
be identified for fear of being dismissed as immoral, crazy, or worse.

My point is not that Wollstonecraft did not seek to provide arguments 
along the lines described by Botting; rather, it is that those are not the argu-
ments that we can retrieve to make the case for her relevance to the debate 
over human rights today, as Botting well knows. For Botting, the theological 
underpinnings of Wollstonecraft’s argument limits the contemporary reach of 
her work. But Wollstonecraft’s belief that the case for universal human rights 
needs a foundation is still relevant. If Wollstonecraft was indeed eclipsed by 
Mill “as a philosophical source for human rights arguments at the turn of  
the twentieth century,” as Botting observes, that is not—or surely not only—
because of the “metaphysical and religious orientation” of the two 
Vindications.20 It is because Wollstonecraft has been misunderstood not only 
as a liberal, in the caricatured way described earlier, but also as a thinker in 
need of some sort of philosophical/theological grounding or foundation for 
rights. And once that metaphysical or theological foundation no longer has 
political purchase, it becomes hard to see where Wollstonecraft’s continued 
relevance can possibly lie, just as it is hard for some of our students to see 
what could be relevant in an argument for women’s rights when, after all, 
such rights have already been won.

I understand and appreciate Botting’s objections to Rawlsians, who put 
forward a nonfoundationalist approach to rights. In her view, this approach

takes for granted a cultural and legal institutionalization of human rights that 
Wollstonecraft or even Mill could not presume. . . . Both of them were faced 
with the struggle of convincing people that women were human with the same 
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rights as men, and as such were deserving of popular recognition and legal 
protection of their rights like men. It made sense to them that they had to 
provide a solid moral foundation for this radical view, to give it philosophical 
validity. As masterful rhetoricians . . . Wollstonecraft and Mill also knew that 
coherence of their arguments for the foundations of universal human rights had 
implications for their persuasiveness in the public sphere. Their simple and 
elegant logic was in many ways their most powerful weapon in the rhetorical 
and political battle for the public recognition and legal institutionalization of 
women’s human rights.21

I agree with Botting’s assessment of the situation in which Wollstonecraft 
and Mill found themselves, though I do not think that the problem was one 
of providing a philosophically sound view for women’s rights; it was a 
matter of persuading people politically. And though political persuasion 
surely can make use of existing commonplaces, things taken for granted in 
any given time or place, these need not be construed as amounting to a 
foundation in the philosophical sense of requiring all knowledge and justi-
fied belief to rest on a ground of noninferential knowledge or belief. There 
is no need for something absolute, something that cannot be questioned, 
for claims to rights should be understood not in terms of truth but in terms 
of what is right or just. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal” as Arendt once remarked of the preamble to the 
Declaration of Independence. Were the truths self-evident, it would be 
irrelevant whether we hold them to be so. That they are self-evident is a 
matter of public opinion and consent.

To conclude, recovering Wollstonecraft for the contemporary debate on 
women’s human rights is a worthy and important project, and here Botting 
has made a crucial contribution. I remain skeptical, however, as to whether 
this recovery can succeed if we focus on the philosophical/theological 
foundation for her rights claims. At a certain point, it is the rights claims 
themselves, the political action itself, the woman speaking in public her-
self, which authorizes—or not—what is claimed. Wollstonecraft under-
stood this. However, she may have made appeals to God, to universal 
morality, or to duty, she recognized that at the end of the day rights come 
down to people acting politically, taking the risk of claiming rights, and 
trying to persuade others to agree. That is one reason why she wrote such 
passionate prose. It was not just stories like Maria, or the Wrongs of 
Woman that provided the human story to readers or that balanced rational 
argumentation with affective expression. I agree with Botting that stories 
like Maria did put a human face on women’s human rights, but 
Wollstonecraft’s writing itself is unabashedly polemical and political. She 
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was part of a Pamphlet War after all. She was not a liberal, as we have 
come to understand that term, but a radical republican focused on rights as 
practices of public freedom.

Comments by Alasdair MacIntyre

Thinkers as various as the authors of the American Declaration of 
Independence and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man, as Jacques 
Maritain and Eleanor Roosevelt, have agreed that there are sound and com-
pelling arguments for ascribing a set of rights to human individuals as such, 
even if they have disagreed as to what those arguments are. That individuals 
have such rights is taken to give us sufficient reason for affording every indi-
vidual certain opportunities, for protecting every individual from certain 
harms and deprivations, and for insisting that certain inequalities are unjusti-
fied. But whether we have such reason surely depends upon whether or not 
the arguments advanced in support of the thesis that there are human rights 
are indeed sound and compelling. But what if they are not?

This is a crucial question for anyone concerned to interpret the narrative 
which Eileen Hunt Botting presents in her Wollstonecraft, Mill, and Women’s 
Human Rights and the unusually impressive and path-breaking character of 
that narrative makes the question all the more urgent. Here I cannot argue 
that there are no sound and compelling arguments for ascribing rights to 
individuals as such, if only because, in order to do so, I should have to show 
that each of the arguments advanced in support of the ascription of human 
rights fails, a book-length task. What I do note is Botting’s recognition of the 
importance of what is at issue: “Wollstonecraft and Mill thus began with 
foundationalist approaches to the abstract rational justification of universal 
human rights.”22 And her account of Wollstonecraft’s deontology and of 
Mill’s utilitarianism makes it plain that if Wollstonecraft’s arguments are 
sound, Mill’s fail and vice versa. Suppose that both fail. How then are we to 
read Botting’s narrative?

It is from this point of view the story of how Wollstonecraft and Mill 
were taken to have provided rational justifications for the ascription of 
human and so of women’s rights only because they appealed to premises 
and to inferences to which the large majority of their readers assented. But 
on this view, both authors and readers were in fact victims of the same pre-
suppositions and made the same mistakes. It seems to follow that Botting’s 
narrative is no more than the story of an irrational progress in which bad 
arguments were put to effective rhetorical use. It does not follow that we 
should not welcome the resulting increased recognition of the need to 
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provide women with a wide range of opportunities and protections that had 
hitherto been denied to them. But the story of how this was achieved would 
be significantly different from the story as Botting tells it. For it is a presup-
position of her narrative that there are sound arguments for asserting that 
there are human rights.

Happily, however, even if Wollstonecraft’s, Mill’s, and everyone else’s 
arguments in favor of ascribing rights to individuals as such are indeed 
unsound, we do not need to understand the history of the achievement of 
women’s rights only as an irrational progress. For central to that history are 
the successive refutations and defeats of a set of bad arguments advanced in 
this or that particular local context against affording women the relevant 
range of opportunities and protections. The premises of those bad arguments 
always include statements that women by their nature as women lack some 
set of capacities for functioning well that men possess, and those premises are 
false and over time have been shown to be false again and again. So there is 
a rational case for according to women the same rights as men, namely, that 
all the arguments against according women such rights have turned out to be 
bad arguments.

Botting’s narrative would have taken a significantly different form, if epi-
sodes in which the bad arguments were seen to fail had found a place in it. 
Consider one easy and obvious example, that of the change in public, that is, 
in male opinion in the United Kingdom between 1914 and 1918 as to whether 
women should have the right to vote in parliamentary elections. In 1914, this 
was still highly controversial. By 1918 it had become relatively uncontrover-
sial. How so? During those four years, well over four million men between 
the ages of eighteen and forty-one had been conscripted into the armed forces 
and seven hundred thousand had died. Who took their places in the work-
force? Women. And how did women function in the work force? Quite as 
well as men. The contention that in spheres outside the home women could 
not function as well as men had been decisively refuted.

Neither Wollstonecraft nor Mill had to hand any example of this kind. 
But Mill must have been aware of at least one recent relevant striking 
example of enterprise and achievement by women and, oddly, he makes no 
reference to it in The Subjection of Women. The Subjection of Women was 
written in 1861 and published in 1869. In 1854, early in the Crimean War, 
Florence Nightingale landed at Scutari with fifty-two volunteer nurses, 
fourteen of them Catholic nuns recruited by the future Cardinal Manning. 
Under Nightingale’s leadership—and she acted under the direct authority 
of the Secretary for War—the medical care of wounded British soldiers 
was transformed and their mortality rate reduced from 42% to 2%. When 
Nightingale returned to England, she proceeded to found the first secular 
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professional nursing school in the United Kingdom at St. Thomas’ Hospital 
in London. Her combination of extraordinary political, organizational, and 
nursing skills with her singleness of will made her an exemplary figure for 
the British press and the British public. Yet when, in chapter three of The 
Subjection of Women Mill cites examples of women distinguished by their 
achievements, he names the sixteenth-century Queen Elizabeth and 
Catherine of Medici, but not the nineteenth-century Florence Nightingale. 
Why was Mill thus silent?

It may have been because he had learned that Nightingale herself had 
come to believe that women were generally inferior to men. But this silence 
may have had other sources. Mill’s mode of self-presentation, both in the 
Autobiography and elsewhere, always raises questions about what he does 
not tell us as well as about what he tells us. We learn a good deal about 
Harriet Taylor but, for example, almost nothing about his five sisters, a good 
deal about his education, but almost nothing about his siblings’ education. I 
shall not pursue the questions that these silences raise, since to do so would 
be to distract attention from the importance of Botting’s narrative.

What she has provided is the definitive history of a discourse or rather 
of a sequence of discourses, of appeals to and defenses of abstract and 
general considerations that bear upon women’s rights as human rights, 
and in that genre an unqualifiedly excellent history. But every history of 
a discourse or sequence of discourses is embedded in some larger history 
and can only be adequately understood when the nature and effects of that 
embedding are identified and acknowledged. So, some of the questions 
raised by Botting’s narrative will only be answered when that larger his-
tory is written. Part of that larger history has as its subject matter those 
conflicts and struggles that issued in the enactment of legislation in par-
ticular countries that gave women equal rights with men in parliamentary 
elections or in marriage or in the workplace. Part of it is concerned with 
those changes in social structure and in culture that determine how hospi-
table a particular society is to egalitarian reforms. And we need to under-
stand both, if we are to be able to say what the social and political effects 
the kind of discourse initiated by Wollstonecraft and Mill have been and 
how far that discourse was and is shaped by those other factors. (Remember 
Gertrude Himmelfarb’s claim that the invention of the bicycle did more to 
liberate women than did feminism.23)

Botting’s book is not only a history of a sequence of discourses, but by its 
invitation to its readers to understand that history in a particular way it is a 
further contribution to that same ongoing conversation as well as a necessary 
prologue to posing the further questions that I have identified. We will be 
discussing it for a long time.
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Response by Eileen Hunt Botting

Ruth Abbey asked the provocative question: Could Wollstonecraft have 
endorsed a society without rights for women or other people? Put differently, 
are rights merely instrumental to more important goods, such as dignity or 
liberty, in Wollstonecraft’s moral and political theory? My answer to this 
challenging question is a decisive no—due to the resoundingly clear and sys-
tematic arguments that Wollstonecraft made across her two great Vindications 
of the “rights of humanity” published in 1790 and 1792.24 Wollstonecraft 
could not endorse any society as a good society if it merely provided impor-
tant goods for people without protecting their equal rights and encouraging 
the practice of their corresponding duties. Because of the theological basis 
for her groundbreaking theory of universal human rights, she thinks of rights 
as a “sacred” and indispensable part of the deep metaphysical foundation for 
her broader ethics and politics.25

Rights are non-negotiable for Wollstonecraft—as they were for her 
theological mentor the Reverend Richard Price, the Rational Dissenter—
because they are moral correlates of duties. Duties are prescribed by 
God’s universally applicable rational moral law. Duty—especially the 
duty to carry out God’s moral law in all areas of life—is thus the ultimate 
moral foundation for her ethics and politics.26 As in her contemporary 
Kant’s moral philosophy, all rights derive from duties, but not all duties 
beget rights. A truly just society must realize in society, culture, and law 
the duties that obtain for each and every rational being made in the image 
of God.27 In realizing these duties, such a just society must also realize the 
corresponding rights. One could not fulfill one’s duties without concern 
for the provision and enjoyment of any rights (of oneself and others) that 
derive from those duties. As Wollstonecraft reminds her readers, “Rights 
and duties are inseparable.”28

The moral and political practice of duties and corresponding rights is integral 
to the realization of a Wollstonecraftian justice. The practice of “rights and 
duties” is also integral to the realization of a eudaimonic, Christian-Aristotelian 
conception of happiness as defined by virtue, or moral excellence.29 Although 
the realization of happiness (of any sort) independent of justice (including 
rights) would not suffice to make a society truly good for Wollstonecraft, happi-
ness is certainly a welcome by-product of justice for her. This is why she often 
made consequentialist arguments for the good outcomes of granting women 
rights. Such consequentialist arguments for the benefits of rights are supplemen-
tal and morally secondary to her primary, fundamental justification of rights in 
deontological (duty-based, theologically grounded) terms. Wollstonecraft’s pro-
gressive and optimistic view of God’s benevolent providence—which was most 
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strongly expressed at the time she wrote her twin Vindications—gives her a 
theological basis for seeing good outcomes such as happiness as consistent with 
her deeper deontological justification of rights.30

Zerilli wondered if rights, in Wollstonecraft’s political theory, function 
more as political tools than as moral absolutes, despite Wollstonecraft’s regu-
lar (and I would add, systematic) appeal to a rational theology as the ground-
ing for her theory of universal human rights. Certainly, Wollstonecraft 
understood the political power of the moral concept of rights, especially for 
envisioning the radical (indeed, utopian) civil and political equality that 
women merited alongside men but had not yet been granted in society, law, 
and government. But her awareness of the political usefulness of rights talk 
did not “trump”—so to speak—her prior deontological justification for them. 
The persuasiveness or rhetorical power of rights was not their fundamental 
(i.e., moral) justification, which could only be stated in reference to God’s 
rational, universal moral law. Zerilli’s reading of Wollstonecraft on rights as 
political tools better fits Mill, whose youthful classical utilitarianism and 
mature, liberal rule-utilitarianism required him to conceptualize rights as 
instruments toward the happiness of the “whole sentient creation.”31

I nonetheless share Zerilli’s view that twenty-first century feminists should 
follow Wollstonecraft in appreciating the immense and enduring political 
power of the concept of women’s human rights. Without the idea of women’s 
human rights, women would have lacked a valuable tool for instigation of 
political change on behalf of their gender. The idea of women’s human rights 
is a useful tool for politics on behalf of women because it allows feminists (of 
all schools) to articulate what women unjustly lacked in the past, why they 
deserve better in the present, and how a brighter future for each and every 
human being—regardless of sex, gender, sexuality, class, race, age, or dis-
ability—might be achieved through, not despite, politics itself.

Zerilli proposed the intriguing counter-thesis that it was not the Christian 
theology of the Rational Dissenters that made Wollstonecraft outdated in the 
eyes of later feminists, but rather, later feminists’ own imposition of a narrow 
“liberal” label onto their philosophical foremother. While I would love to think 
that feminist readings of Wollstonecraft (liberal or not) can have this kind of 
power to shape opinion, I think broader social forces—especially changing 
practices of religion, gender, and sexuality during the nineteenth century—
actually caused Wollstonecraft’s eclipse by Mill and other feminist schools of 
thought. In chapter five, “Human Stories,” I trace how Wollstonecraft’s femi-
nist take on the Rational Dissenters held great appeal for the Quakers, who led 
the nineteenth-century women’s rights movement in the United States.

Although Wollstonecraft and her radical brand of post-revolutionary femi-
nism was indeed “stigmatized,” as Maione perceptively puts it, especially in 
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anti-Jacobin literature of the Napoleonic era, many women and men—par-
ticularly those in unorthodox sects born of the Protestant Reformation—con-
tinued to relate to her works, publicly and privately, throughout the nineteenth 
century. Wollstonecraft was popular and influential in the Americas, through-
out Europe, and even in her cooler homeland of Britain, where her reception 
was dampened the most, due to the prim (yet secretly salacious) Victorian 
view of the Godwin-Shelley circle as a “league of incest.”32 A persistent 
British Victorian bias against Wollstonecraft as a “fallen woman” has dis-
torted modern scholarship on her legacies. Although she died very young, at 
age thirty-eight, Wollstonecraft’s “posthumous death” as a philosophical and 
literary figure has been widely exaggerated. Even through her death as a 
result of a childbirth infection, she ensured her literary immortality by her 
subterranean, psychological, and symbolic maternal presence in the work of 
her daughter, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, and many other subversively 
transformative feminist writers since.

Zerilli called for a reclamation of Wollstonecraft as a radical republican. 
While I applaud the recent explosion of interest in exploring Wollstonecraft’s 
republicanism from various theoretical and historical perspectives, I also 
feel some deja vu.33 Decades of scholarship on Wollstonecraft had firmly 
established her as a kind of radical eighteenth-century republican who 
responded swiftly and insightfully to the events of the French Revolution 
and the debates on it in Britain.34 My first book explored her development of 
a new and influential egalitarian model of the family in response to Rousseau 
and Burke, disputes on the French Revolution, and trends in late eighteenth-
century theology.

My goal in Wollstonecraft, Mill, and Women’s Human Rights was to 
refresh the framing of Wollstonecraft for political theory in the present. No 
one had looked systematically at her relevance for contemporary theories and 
practices of women’s human rights. There had been no book-length compara-
tive study of her and Mill, either. This book reboots the debate on the rela-
tionship between feminism and liberalism by giving one of the only truly 
global and cross-cultural political concepts of our time—women’s human 
rights—an intellectual history which is long overdue.

Though I continue to read Wollstonecraft as a revolutionary republican in 
her 1790s context, I also interpret her legacies for the evolution of what Amy 
P. Baeher and others have called “feminist liberalism.”35 In the end, debates 
over whether Wollstonecraft should be called a feminist republican or a femi-
nist liberal, a religious feminist or a radical feminist, miss the real point: she 
was in fact all of these things and more, so her political theory (and the politics 
it yields) allows for a variety of creative transgressions in how we conceptual-
ize and implement complex, evolving ideas like women’s human rights.
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Abbey also posed a challenging question about Mill’s theory of rights. 
Isn’t Mill’s conception of who is capable of exercising human rights relative 
to, and therefore relevant only to, particular epochs and places, peoples and 
cultures? Most infamously, didn’t On Liberty strongly suggest that civilized 
Englishmen were the only people ready, circa 1859, to freely and fully self-
develop their individuality through the exercise of individual rights—espe-
cially the right to liberty? While Mill acknowledges that different peoples in 
different epochs and cultures may have different levels of capability for the 
exercise of rights (such as to self-governance), he never generalizes that 
some peoples or cultures are essentially, naturally, or absolutely excluded 
from such capability for the exercise of rights. In the case of British India, he 
argued that the colonists had an obligation to assist the indigenous peoples 
toward their realization of self-governance as soon as it was politically fea-
sible. I join a growing consensus of Mill scholars who reject the view that 
Mill thought some peoples and cultures were actually by nature “barbaric” 
and therefore essentially or absolutely incapable of holding rights.36 I would 
add that Mill could not have held with any philosophical consistency such an 
essentialist view of the natural inferiority of the “Other” alongside his long-
held feminist view of sexual inequality as an artifact of arbitrary patriarchal 
power.

Despite her attempt to frame Mill as an essentialist with regard to racial 
and cultural Others, Abbey went on to suggest that I overstated the moral 
issues with his and Wollstonecraft’s use of Orientalist and Eurocentric stereo-
types in their arguments for women’s human rights. Didn’t they simply 
exploit the popular rhetorical salience of these Western stereotypes of the 
Oriental “Other” as a way of calling out the “barbarism” of persistent patriar-
chal practices in so-called civilized nations? On this view, Wollstonecraft and 
Mill primarily used Orientalism to condemn Europe for its lack of commit-
ment to women’s human rights.

Chapter four—the longest chapter in the book—argues that regardless of 
Mill’s motives or intentions in using Orientalism to frame some of his argu-
ments for women’s human rights, such culturally biased rhetoric undermined 
in practice the universalism of his principled case for universal human rights. 
Toward this end, I charted the international history of the pernicious, prejudi-
cial impact of the “feminist Orientalism” of Wollstonecraft and Mill on both 
Western European and non-Western European women’s rights advocacy (in 
the United States, Russia, India, and South Africa) in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.37

With this comparative historical background in place, I developed a gen-
eral moral theory on why the use of culturally biased rhetoric is ethically 
problematic for human rights argumentation in any cultural context. First, 
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culturally biased rhetoric—in any form—compromises the universality of 
philosophical arguments for human rights, even if the philosophers them-
selves—in the abstract—had given sound reasons for why human rights 
apply to each and all regardless of social status. Secondly, culturally biased 
rhetoric—in any form—has pernicious, forward-looking political effects, 
regardless of the intentions of the users. A likely unintended effect of 
Wollstonecraft and Mill’s “feminist Orientalism” was the creation of an 
insidious yet influential rhetorical model for human rights argumentation that 
in practice contradicted the universality of abstract arguments for women’s 
human rights. Third, I provide an extended case study that shows how the 
cross-cultural engagement of Wollstonecraft and Mill by three nineteenth-
century feminist liberals—Martina Barros Borgoño of Chile, Maria 
Tsebrikova of Russia, and Elvira López of Argentina—led them to shed the 
culturally biased rhetoric that marred their forebears’ otherwise noble efforts 
to defend human rights. None of these feminist liberals achieved a perfectly 
unbiased perspective, but each of them modeled the possibility of achieving 
a partial yet sufficiently ethical transcendence of cultural bias in their argu-
mentation for women’s human rights.

Alasdair MacIntyre underscored my guiding assumption that there are 
sound (as in, coherent and internally consistent) arguments for understanding 
women’s rights as human rights. Indeed, I find some of the—if not the—most 
path-breaking of these arguments to be made by Wollstonecraft and Mill. 
Despite their different approaches to the justification of women’s human 
rights, both Wollstonecraft’s rational theology and Mill’s liberal utilitarian-
ism each achieve a clarity and coherence of argument in their simple yet 
profound insistence that women’s inclusion is necessary for making the 
abstract concept of human rights truly universal in scope (i.e., applicable to 
each and every human being).

As MacIntyre indicates, I do not take a stand as to whether Wollstonecraft 
or Mill made the absolute “best” or “winning” argument for women’s human 
rights in terms of logic alone. As a political theorist, not an analytical philoso-
pher, I am more interested in how Wollstonecraftian and Millian arguments 
worked in rhetorical and political practice. This is what I take Wollstonecraft 
and Mill to have wanted when they published these arguments. They wished 
their simple and elegant logic to gain traction in discourse and activism con-
cerning women’s rights and human rights, which had been escalating since 
the French Revolution. On this score, I judge both schools of thought to have 
serious political advantages and disadvantages, as well as real moral virtues 
and vices. In chapter two, I underscore how Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s 
respective approaches to defending women’s human rights have been and are 
still rhetorically powerful and politically salient for reform-oriented politics. 
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In different yet complementary ways, Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s arguments 
for universal human rights are well suited for addressing contentious wom-
en’s issues in conditions of cultural and religious pluralism. On the other 
hand, chapters three and four systematically treat what’s wrong—ethically 
and politically—with their joint reliance on instrumentalist and culturally 
biased rhetoric to make claims for women’s human rights.

Perhaps with some irony, MacIntyre noted that I did not structure the 
book around a story about how patriarchal arguments have failed, over 
time, to stand up to the test of feminist arguments. Indeed, my work in the 
archives of feminism prevents such an optimistic presumption in favor of 
the inevitable, linear victory of the movement. Rather, I structured the 
book’s narrative around the historic, yet underappreciated, success of 
Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s schools of thought. By “success” I mean these 
schools’ tremendous international impact upon philosophical and activist 
discourse on women’s rights as human rights, from the nineteenth century 
to the present. In turn, their success in shaping these feminist discourses 
contributed to concrete improvements in the lives of women and other his-
torically oppressed people.

MacIntyre offered the alternative hypothesis that the success of the idea of 
women’s human rights might be best understood as a by-product of broader 
social forces. His example was the economic impact of World War I on wom-
en’s work outside the home, which altered public opinion about women’s 
desert of other rights, such as suffrage. This example vividly illustrates how 
broader social forces can shape dramatic changes in public opinion about 
women’s capabilities and rights. MacIntyre’s point about social forces sup-
plements rather than upsets the core thesis of my book, however. The idea of 
women’s human rights—born of the schools of Wollstonecraft and Mill—
became a political force precisely because of its reception, criticism, revision, 
and translation by readers and activists in their distinctive cultural contexts 
and amid broader social forces worldwide.

MacIntyre raised the interesting question of why Mill’s Subjection of 
Women (1869) does not mention the achievements of many notable women 
of his time, including Florence Nightingale and her fleet of British nurses 
who courageously served in the Crimean War. Indeed, Mill had an extensive 
correspondence with Nightingale dating to the 1860s, which reveals his sup-
port of her ground-breaking work for the advancement of women in the nurs-
ing profession. 38 However, the omission of Nightingale from his short list of 
exemplary women is not surprising given how short the list is. Wollstonecraft 
is also excluded, despite the fact that Mill knew of her work at least since 
1842, when Auguste Comte disclosed, in their correspondence on “the 
woman question,” his early fascination with her feminist ideas.39



20	 Political Theory 00(0)

Mill’s relative lack of recitation of exemplary women (past or present) is 
a product of his method of argument in The Subjection of Women. Like 
Wollstonecraft before him, he sought to make an abstract rational justifica-
tion for women’s human rights, albeit on different, secular and utilitarian, 
grounds than his predecessor. Unlike feminist thinkers from Christine de 
Pisan to Hannah Mather Crocker, Wollstonecraft and Mill did not rely on the 
exceptional examples of great women to nudge readers toward the lazy infer-
ence that women in general deserved greater opportunities for development 
of their human capabilities. Instead, they appealed to historical examples of 
great women solely as a starting point for a more forward-looking and abstract 
approach to the rational justification of women’s human rights. The failure to 
advance women’s education across cultures and epochs, and women’s resul-
tant deprivation of opportunities for the development of their capabilities 
relative to men, served as the factual impetus for a provocative counterfactual 
posed by both Wollstonecraft and Mill. If women had been given the same 
rights as men, then it would be known whether the genders had the same 
capabilities or not. Until that great social experiment was run, it could not be 
known for certain whether men were superior to women in any area of human 
achievement, no matter what history would seem to teach.

Both MacIntyre and Abbey drew attention to the silence of Mill’s 
Autobiography on some of the women closest to him—his mother and his 
sisters. This silence is troubling in light of his arguments for women’s human 
rights: How can Mill’s feminism be consistent with the exclusion of his near-
est female relatives from his archetypal story of individual self-development 
toward freedom and happiness? To answer this question in the spirit of the 
Autobiography, we must consider that it treats Mill’s life as a template for 
thinking through the general conditions for individual human flourishing. 
The Autobiography is not a work of history or a family genealogy, but rather 
a complex literary and philosophical narrative that bridges the genres of biog-
raphy, autobiography, and hagiography. It unfolds a powerful, intersubjective 
story about how one person’s transformative experiences with love—of 
poetry, people, and political causes—made a life worth living to the very end, 
despite its grave and terrible losses. Its aim is not to record facts about a life, 
but rather to spur meditation on the meaning of a life in relation to the lives 
of other individuals, and, in turn, on the value of individual human lives in 
general.

While Mill excludes his mother and sisters from the Autobiography, he 
prominently includes the woman whom he claimed was “my strongest incite-
ment” for all of his best philosophical work, particularly On Liberty. 40 That 
Harriet Taylor, his (extra-) marital partner of nearly thirty years, shared the 
first name of his mother must have resonated deeply with him each time he 
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wrote or spoke it. The power of a name to recall multiple personages makes 
Mill’s mother a symbolic presence in the Autobiography to anyone who knew 
(or knows) him or his family well.

Abbey commented that Taylor functions as a symbol—and a highly roman-
ticized one at that—in the Autobiography. This is one of the major themes of 
chapter five, which traces how the “human stories” of Wollstonecraft’s and 
Mill’s (auto)biographical works have sparked women’s human rights activism 
(including the spread of feminist literature) around the globe. Like Zerilli, I 
share the view that Wollstonecraft’s Vindications as well as her novels were at 
once personal and political works, drawing from a well of emotion and experi-
ence to make what Amartya Sen has called “wrathful yet rational” arguments 
for the rights of women and other humans.41 Her skillful blending of reason 
and emotion in her writing is what made her works resonate deeply with wom-
en’s rights advocates around the globe, across differences of gender and cul-
ture, motivating them to fight for a common political cause. From Prague to 
Maharashtra, and from Tokyo to Seoul, the iconic story of Mill’s epic love for 
Taylor also moved intellectuals to translate the arguments of The Subjection of 
Women into their own cultural contexts, with the hope that they might instigate 
positive change for the women of their peoples and nations.

Abbey and MacIntyre were astute in noticing that Mill served as the pri-
mary tutor to his younger sisters throughout his adolescence, yet said almost 
nothing about his siblings’ education in the Autobiography. I would add that 
the educational asymmetry between him and his sisters may have driven his 
omission of them. These women’s literal absence from the book makes them 
(and their mother) all the more present to Mill (and his careful readers) as 
symbols of women’s oppression to the point of social negation. Like most 
women in history, Mill’s mother and sisters had been denied basic rights that 
he had been preferentially awarded on the arbitrary basis of sex. They had 
been marginalized and their needs overlooked without rational justification. 
By upholding “the Life” he shared with Harriet Taylor as a kind of allegorical 
antidote to this historic injustice against women, the elderly Mill placed his 
hope for feminism in the power of human stories of love and loss to win 
hearts and minds across time and place.42

In contrast to its silence regarding the women of the Mill family, the 
Autobiography painstakingly assesses the moral and educational limitations 
of his father’s (and Bentham’s) classical utilitarianism. His father’s control-
ling, cold approach to education imparted a heartless utilitarian worldview 
that nearly drove the young Mill to suicide. Mill may have strongly sympa-
thized with the women in his family as fellow victims of the educational 
tyranny of patriarchs. Just as these and other women were reduced to mere 
drudges and social cyphers by patriarchal culture and laws, the young Mill 
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was almost killed by the severity of his father-patriarch’s overly demanding 
classical utilitarian worldview.43 In this light, the Autobiography is as femi-
nist a text as The Subjection of Women, which was completed and published 
around the same time.

Mill, with this deeply personal sense of the moral arbitrariness of his male 
privilege, often thought and acted as an “insider” to the problem of gender 
injustice, according to Abbey. Although I find it illuminating to read Mill 
more as a “social scientist” who studies the problem of gender injustice from 
an “outsider’s” perspective, in contrast to Wollstonecraft’s “insider’s” per-
spective on sexual discrimination, I never categorically describe either as an 
insider or an outsider. Rather, I present them as each advancing reasons for 
why we should try to bridge these insider and outsider perspectives as much 
as is practicable in human rights advocacy. I follow Ackerly, and before her, 
Patricia Hill Collins, on this crucial point—and likewise recognize the real 
difficulty of achieving such an insider-outsider perspective on issues where 
women’s human rights come in conflict with other values and practices, such 
as religious and other cultural identities. In this vein, chapter two examines 
the issue of religious polygamy’s compatibility with women’s human rights—
in nineteenth-century Mormon Utah and in twenty-first century Islamic 
Iran—through multiple lenses of insider, outsider, and insider-outsider per-
spectives. It is the dynamic interplay of different points of view on a conten-
tious issue like religious polygamy that yields creative insight into how 
women’s human rights might be seen as compatible with or even integral to 
practices and values with which they previously came into conflict.44

In response to what Rawls called “the fact of pluralism,” Abbey quite rea-
sonably wondered if Wollstonecraft’s rational theological justification for 
human rights could truly serve as a “big tent” under which all people could 
find coverage for their rights.45 The distinction between justification and per-
suasion is relevant here. In chapter two, I argue that a weakness of 
Wollstonecraft’s theological approach to defending women’s human rights is 
its greater persuasiveness to those who share those same or similar theologi-
cal beliefs. At the same time, a strength of her theological approach is that its 
style of argument has resonated with a broad range of religious feminists 
from a variety of faiths, including Quakers, Congregationalists, Unitarians, 
Mormons, Muslims, Jews, and Roman Catholics, through the present day.

Regardless of its persuasiveness, however, Wollstonecraft’s rational theol-
ogy justifies all people’s inclusion under the “big tent” of universal human 
rights. If nonbelievers or people of other faiths do not wish to recognize the 
“big tent” of human rights in the same metaphysical or theological terms as 
Wollstonecraft does, the tent still covers them. People need not be persuaded 
to hold her same theory of rights in order for their rights to be rationally 
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justified under her rubric. As conceived by Wollstonecraft, human rights 
apply to each and every person regardless of social status (including religion 
or lack thereof) or personal beliefs (including religious belief or nonbelief). 
Wollstonecraft’s universalistic “big tent” of human rights is staked wide 
enough such that it covers everyone, while accommodating people’s different 
understandings of the basis for those rights. Under Wollstonecraft’s “big tent” 
of human rights, some people may share her (or another) religious perspec-
tive on the deep and absolutely firm moral foundations for equal rights. 
Others protected by the tent may prefer to locate the stakes supporting their 
rights in the shallower ground of law and political institutions, rather than in 
any deeper (and more contentious) metaphysical or theological foundation. 46

Chapter two explains that Wollstonecraft’s free-thinking, Rational 
Dissenter theology (and its attendant justification of human rights) is quite 
capacious in the sense that it allows for a variety of religious beliefs—at least 
within monotheistic traditions—to be compatible with it. This leaves open 
the possibility that people with a variety of religious beliefs could see their 
most basic moral and theological principles as consonant with her abstract 
rational justification for universal human rights. One could also imagine 
polytheists (as some hold Mormons to be) finding Wollstonecraft’s abstract 
rational approach to justifying women’s human rights quite convincing, even 
if they did not agree entirely on the theological grounding for it. This was in 
fact the case for the Mormon feminists of nineteenth-century Utah, who 
appealed to Wollstonecraft’s “logical” critique of the “false sentimentality” 
of Rousseau as an inspiration for their own reformist work toward reconcil-
ing the contentious issues of religious polygamy and women’s suffrage.47 
Regardless of their reaction or exposure to Wollstonecraft’s ideas, however, 
all people (believers and nonbelievers, monotheists and polytheists) enjoy 
complete coverage for their rights under the “big tent” of her theory of uni-
versal human rights. Here lies the conceptual power of her metaphysical 
approach to human rights—it allows for a bird’s eye (or God’s eye) justifica-
tion of rights for all people, despite people’s ongoing failure to adopt such a 
cosmopolitan perspective on justice for each and all.

Given that Mill’s secular liberal utilitarianism eclipsed Wollstonecraft’s 
rational theology as the dominant approach to defending women’s human 
rights at the turn of the twentieth century, Zerilli questioned whether 
Wollstonecraft’s rational theology could still be relevant today for feminist 
political advocacy. In chapter two, I argue that Wollstonecraft is especially 
relevant today for resolving supposedly intractable conflicts between wom-
en’s human rights and religious traditions. I point to Shirin Ebadi—the Nobel 
peace prize winner and Iranian Muslim feminist—as a living (and daring) 
embodiment of a Wollstonecraftian approach to reconciling religious tradition 



24	 Political Theory 00(0)

and women’s human rights. Speaking up from within her Muslim faith, the 
persecuted and exiled Ebadi makes clear and compelling arguments about the 
equality of all people made in the image of God and the need for Muslim 
women to study the Koran in order to combat patriarchal misunderstandings 
of its profoundly egalitarian message. With Ebadi and other religious femi-
nists in mind, it is more precise to speak of a partial, not a total, eclipse of the 
religious Wollstonecraft by the secular Mill. Overall, religious feminists con-
tinue to have an edge over secular feminists in convincing religious people 
that women’s human rights are resonant with—or even expressive of—their 
theological and metaphysical world views. While not every religious feminist 
argument will persuade a religious person to see the value of women’s human 
rights, some of these arguments will have a special and versatile appeal within 
religious contexts that secular arguments, relatively speaking, will lack.

Abbey also queried whether it made sense for me to read Mill—as she and 
Jeff Spinner-Halev have done—as a metaphysical thinker with a (wholly or par-
tially) comprehensive doctrine concerning the value of individuality. While I 
agree that Mill has an abstract and richly normative comprehensive doctrine con-
cerning the value of individuality, and that it backs up his theory of human rights, 
I find no evidence that it is, strictly speaking, a metaphysical doctrine. I take Mill 
at his word, often-repeated, that he’s not a metaphysical (supernatural or a priori) 
thinker, but rather a consistently empirically grounded (secular and a posteriori) 
thinker. This is one reason why I tend to read him as a social scientist.

Furthermore, I do not follow Abbey and Spinner-Halev in reading Mill as a 
holder of a “partially” comprehensive doctrine of any sort. The notion of a “par-
tially comprehensive doctrine” is a contradiction in terms. A doctrine is either 
comprehensive (abstract, richly normative, and holistically prescriptive of a way 
of life) or it is not comprehensive—there is nothing, by definition, in between. 
The comprehensiveness of the doctrine does not depend on the presence or 
absence of any metaphysical feature, but rather its abstract and demanding 
moral content regarding the best way to live one’s whole life. To be a Millian 
liberal utilitarian is to hold a comprehensive doctrine about the ultimate moral 
value of individual self-development—an abstract, demanding, and potentially 
divisive moral doctrine grounded on an empirical conception of utility, not any 
metaphysical ideas. In this way, my definition of a comprehensive doctrine 
diverges from Rawls, who often used the terms “comprehensive” and “meta-
physical” interchangeably. While some comprehensive doctrines are metaphysi-
cal (such as Wollstonecraft’s view that the soul and the moral rules for its 
salvation have no sex), others (like Mill’s “principle” of individuality) are not.48

MacIntyre pushed me to think about how my philosophical narrative of 
the rise of the idea of women’s human rights since the French Revolution is 
incomplete. I could not agree more. My work has been inspired in part by 
MacIntyre’s view of narrative as a necessary framework for coherent moral 
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and political arguments punctuated by a beginning, a middle, and an end. 49 
Like MacIntyre, I understand such moral and political narratives as unfolding 
in history. Written by authors in particular times and places, then revised and 
edited by readers and critics in other contexts, such stories gain new authors, 
editors, and narrative structures over time.50

Hence, Wollstonecraft, Mill, and Women’s Human Rights provides an inter-
national philosophical genealogy of the concept of women’s human rights, not 
a synoptic study of the development of feminist ideas and politics. As my long 
and winding road of research and writing taught me, it takes a village to narrate 
the vast and complex history of feminism. I stuck with this project for over a 
decade in order to inspire others—such as the rising stars Angela Maione, 
Madeline Ahmed Cronin, and Karie Cross—to take up the vital task of study-
ing feminism within political theory and the history of political thought, espe-
cially from new comparative, international, postcolonial, intersectional, and 
other critical perspectives.51 This book is thus the latest, though hopefully not 
the last, iteration of the arguments inspired by Wollstonecraft, Mill, and their 
philosophical and political respondents around the world.
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