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Adventures in Womanhood



At the end of the summer of ’97, the death of a famous Englishwoman shocked the world. Still young, the mother of two children, she died despite all the efforts of emergency medicine at exactly the moment when she seemed most poignantly close to achieving in her life the combination of autonomy, meaningful work, and intimacy she had long been seeking. To many women, she was a feminist role model, whose struggle to confront her contradictions was as illuminating as her effort to be independent. To others, she was dangerous and unstable, a hysteric given to unpopular causes, unhappy love affairs, nervous illnesses, even attempts at suicide. But however they viewed her life, women found it meaningful as a model of their own identities and potentialities. To confront her legacy was also a way of confronting and reinventing ourselves.


The woman was Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, who died September 10, 1797, at the age of thirty-eight, after giving birth to the daughter who would become Mary Shelley. Wollstonecraft’s tempestuous life and tragic death is intensely modern and iconic because it represents a seemingly timeless division in the feminist psyche, the split between the need for independence and the need for love. Moreover, from Mary Wollstonecraft on, the great feminist icons were anything but saints. They too stumbled, loved the wrong men, took terrible risks, made bad decisions, behaved foolishly, made people angry, alienated their friends, felt despair. In September 1997, as I watched the television reports on the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, I realized that Diana Spencer, like Mary Wollstonecraft, had become a role model for her time. She too had evolved an ideal of the fullest, most meaningful life she might dare to live as a woman in her historical circumstances, and then courageously tried to live it. Those who mourned her, particularly the women who cried at her funeral, brought bouquets to her grave, and bought books about her life, were confronting their own lives through her legacy.


From Mary Wollstonecraft to Diana Spencer, a small group of women have become feminist icons, symbols of aspiration who have exercised both spiritual and psychological power over women for the last two centuries. Absent from the standard compendia, conferences, coffee-table books, and CD-ROMs of notables and legends, these women have nonetheless constituted a subterranean, subconscious tradition as they have been rediscovered and reinvented by successive generations of rebellious, intellectual, and adventurous daughters.


I intend the term icon in its classical sense of “revered symbol.” But the term has been debased in popular culture to mean a commercialized visual image or nonverbal sound endlessly repeated, packaged, parodied, marketed, and plugged. Nowadays, icon is a word usually linked with “celebrity” or superstardom. At worst, writes fashion journalist Holly Brubach, the icon is a “human sound bite, an individual reduced to a name, a face, and an idea.”1


At best, the icon is someone worshiped from afar, as Wayne Koestenbaum explains in regard to Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis: “We called Jackie an icon because she glowed, because she seemed ceaseless, because she resided in a worshiped, aurafilled niche. We called Jackie an icon because her image was frequently and influentially reproduced, and because, even when she was alive, she seemed more mythic than real. We called Jackie an icon because her story provided a foundation for our own stories, and because her face and the sometimes glamorous, sometimes tragic turns her life took were lodged in our systems of thought and reference, as if she were a concept, a numeral, a virtue, or a universal tendency, like rainfall or drought.”2


But the feminist icon is different. Before Princess Diana, they have not been primarily famous for their images; we don’t really know how Wollstonecraft or Margaret Fuller looked. Unlike the contemporary icons of the mass media, their faces and stories have not been used to sell products or lifestyles. Their styles have not been fetishized as accessories or collector’s items. Although they may have been beautiful and dashing, they are not imitated by drag queens or turned into paper dolls.


Instead, they are known for the daring and range of their demand for a full life. While women in every era have been instructed or advised to follow rules of conduct, seduction, and success, those who have become feminist icons and heroines were rule-breakers who followed their own paths, who were determined to experience love, achievement, and fame, and who wanted their lives to matter. We do not ask them for perfection. Rather, their fallibility and humanity make them real to us, and even their tragedies are instructive and inspiring for women today who are still trying to combine independence, adventure, and love.


Over the centuries, we find that women have turned to mythology and religion for clues to the feminist epic life, reaching back to the Amazons, Diana of Ephesus, Cassandra, Penelope, Minerva, or Isis. They have sometimes sought in history a Feminist Messiah, a saint or savior who can redeem the lives of other women by sacrificing her own. George Eliot wrote about the yearning for the epic life in her greatest novel, Middlemarch (1871), in which she traced the development of an ardent young Englishwoman, Dorothea Brooke, a “later-born” Saint Theresa, whose “spiritual grandeur” meets “no coherent social faith and order.” For Dorothea, noble aims conflict with “the common yearning of womanhood” for love and maternity.


But while some women were thwarted by these desires, others made them part of the experiment. In 1917, the American anthropologist Ruth Benedict wrote of how she “longed to speak out about the intense inspiration that comes to me from the lives of strong women. They have made of their lives a great adventure.”3 Benedict planned to write a book called “Adventures in Womanhood,” which would pay thoughtful tribute to the feminist icons who had inspired her. She wrote, but never published, the chapter on Mary Wollstonecraft, calling her the mother of us all. “The story of Mary Wollstonecraft,” Benedict writes, “is that most precious of human documents: the story of a life that achieved an idea…. For her, life had no axioms; its geometry was all experimental. She was forever testing, probing; forever dominated by an utter unwillingness to accept the pretense, the convention, in place of the reality … a passionately intellectual attitude toward living was her essential tool.”


Like the feminist icons who lived after her, Wollstonecraft was ahead of her time, as incomprehensible to the eighteenth century as “the fourth dimension to a class in fractions.” She shocked her contemporaries with her ideas about women’s rights to full humanity, and she brought all her powers of reason and persuasion to the elaboration of those ideas. Yet of all these contributions, Benedict writes, “her own life is the commentary incomparably the most arresting and the most significant.” Indeed, “the knowledge she won, the price she paid, her books may hint to us, but it is her life through which we understand. It is there that we can measure that passionate attitude toward living out of which all the restlessness of modern womanhood has grown. It is her life story that makes her our contemporary.”4


Life stories retain their power when theories fade. In many twilight conversations during the past few years, over coffee or over white wine, I have mentioned to men that I am writing a book about women with a passionate attitude toward living, and they have nodded and smiled and said, “Oh, yes, Madame Curie.” But this is not a book about Madame Curie. Nor will you find Eleanor Roosevelt in these pages, or Jane Addams, Harriet Tubman, Susan B. Anthony, Amelia Earhart, Helen Keller, Rachel Carson, Mother Teresa, Margaret Thatcher, or many other highly intelligent, pathbreaking, or gifted women who are frequently prescribed to us as role models. To be sure, there are great women, notable women, admirable women in history who have preached the doctrine of female self-realization and practiced self-denial. But as the very unsaintly Victoria Woodhull said during her daring campaign for the presidency of the United States in 1872, “To preach the doctrine you must live the life.”


My choices among those who both preached and lived their freedom reflect my own situation as a literary critic and sixties feminist activist who has lived in England, France, and the United States. These choices, ranging from Wollstonecraft in the 1790s to Eleanor Marx, Olive Schreiner, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman in the 1890s, and Hillary Clinton, Princess Diana, and Oprah Winfrey in the 1990s, may not suit everyone, but they cover a spectrum from the intellectual to the celebrity that I believe reflects both cultural change and the span of identification that goes far beyond the academic and political. Obviously my definition of feminism is broad and inclusive and refers to those who would not accept limits to a woman’s life on the basis of sex. Many intellectual women who lived adventurously had no interest whatsoever in the organized women’s movement of their day, while many women whose lives exemplified feminist goals never thought of themselves as intellectual pioneers. I am most interested in the risk-takers and adventurers.


Moreover, I have put some of my own history into this book, in places where it intersects with the history of feminism in our time. And as I’ve studied the lives of my heroines, of course I’ve also asked whether these patterns describe and help explain phases in my own life. I never met a feminist when I was growing up. I never even met a “career girl,” as she would have been called in the forties and fifties. None of the women in my huge extended family—aunts, cousins, cousins once or twice removed—had a job outside her home. But the Boston suburbs were an ideal place for a bookish girl; when I had read everything in the house, I took the nickel streetcar ride, first to the Brookline Public Library at Coolidge Corner, and later to the secondhand bookstores of Cambridge and Scollay Square. I met my women of adventure first in books, and I have tried to write about my heroines of the past as if they were my friends and contemporaries, and to write about my friends and contemporaries as if they were historical figures whose milieu I am trying to reconstruct.


I have not discovered any tidy patterns or plots in the lives of feminist rule-breakers, but I have noticed some common and recurring themes. Above all, these were women who defined themselves, however painfully, as autonomous. In her 1892 address “The Solitude of Self,” the American suffrage leader Elizabeth Cady Stanton insisted that “in discussing the rights of woman, we are to consider, first, what belongs to her as an individual, in a world of her own, the arbiter of her own destiny, an imaginary Robinson Crusoe with her woman, Friday, on a solitary island. Her rights under such circumstances are to use all her faculties for her own safety and happiness.” Like men, women ultimately “must make the voyage of life alone.”


Women who became feminist icons and leaders tended to define themselves in opposition to their mothers. “If you look for the provenance of the feminist writer,” notes Lorna Sage, “mother is the key. The women who really nailed patriarchy weren’t on the whole the ones with authoritarian fathers, but the ones with troubled, contradictory mothers: you aim your feminism less at men than at the picture of the woman you don’t want to be, the enemy within.”5 Yet they also formed strong and sometimes romantic friendships with other girls and sustained these intimate friendships with women throughout their lives. In their relationships with men, they consciously sought male doubles, or twins, with whom they could form an intellectual, political, or professional partnership. Sometimes these partnerships were unequal. Toril Moi sees in Simone de Beauvoir’s career the classic dilemma “of the intellectual woman’s relationship to love.” Because “thinking women have worried about their capacity to inspire love,” Moi writes, they are vulnerable to forming intense “erotico-theoretical transference relations” with their male mentors, who they hope will appreciate both their minds and their bodies.6 The strongest of the women moved beyond this dependence.


In Writing a Woman’s Life (1988), Carolyn G. Heilbrun sees the crucial element in the adventure of women as coming to terms with power. “What has been forbidden to women,” she declares, “is … the open admission of the desire for power and control over one’s life (which inevitably means accepting some degree of power and control over other lives).” Many women, even feminists, abjure and deny the necessity of power. They “would prefer (or think they would prefer) a world without evident power or control.” Heilbrun hypothesizes that some gifted women unconsciously and indirectly take power over their lives by committing an “outrageous act,” a social or sexual sin that frees them from the constraints of conventional society and its expectations—defying parents, rejecting religion, leaving a marriage.


She also points to the significance of the age of fifty for women’s lives. “It is perhaps only in old age, certainly past fifty, that women can stop being female impersonators, can grasp the opportunity to reverse their most cherished principles of ‘femininity.’”7 For Simone de Beauvoir, the age of fifty was the moment to write her memoirs: “I took that child and that adolescent girl, both so long given up for lost in the depths of the unrecalled past, and endowed them with my adult awareness. I gave them a new existence—in black and white, on sheets of paper.”8


Reclaiming our feminist icons is a necessary step in our collective memoir. As we come to the end of a century in which women have made enormous gains, we still lack a sense of the feminist past. Other groups have celebrated their heroic figures, but women have no national holidays, no days of celebration for the births or deaths of our great heroines. Whether they lived in the eighteenth, nineteenth, or twentieth centuries, all of these women lived before their time, trying to work, think, love, mother, even die, in ways that were in advance of what their societies approved and allowed. On the brink of a new millennium, we need to know about the patterns in our own intellectual tradition, to engage and to debate with the choices made by women whose restless, adventurous, and iconic lives make them our heroines, our sisters, our contemporaries.








TWO [image: image]
Amazonian Beginnings



Mary Wollstonecraft


Anyone writing about the epic feminist intellectual has to begin with Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-97). Before Wollstonecraft, to be sure, there were learned women, bluestockings, and maybe even feminists, but none as honest, courageous, or determined to live according to her theories of freedom. No other woman of her time crowded such a range of experience into thirty-eight years or came so thrillingly, poignantly close to succeeding in all her dreams. After a series of unhappy love affairs, and the birth of an illegitimate child, Wollstonecraft had almost miraculously found a partner, the philosopher William Godwin, who loved and supported her for being the emancipated woman she was. Having survived two suicide attempts, she died just as she had begun to realize in her own life the happiness and satisfaction she imagined in her fiction, giving birth to the daughter who would become Mary Shelley, the author of Frankenstein. Wollstonecraft’s great manifesto, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), anticipates virtually every idea of modern feminism. But Wollstonecraft is important not just because of the Vindication, but also because of her Promethean reaching for the largest dimensions of womanhood. As her contemporary Mary Anne Radcliffe wrote in her book The Female Advocate, “All women possess not the Amazonian spirit of a Wollstonecraft.”1


What is “the Amazonian spirit”? To Radcliffe, it meant unwomanly self-assertion, only excused by “unremitted oppression.” To Wollstonecraft, it also consisted of the determination to survive alone, to be financially independent, to succeed as a single parent, to live as an individual. At one point, in the depths of depression, Wollstonecraft called herself “a particle broken off from the grand mass of mankind.” But for Wollstonecraft, the Amazonian spirit never meant living alone or without love, rejecting marriage, or avoiding motherhood. Even at her lowest moments, “some involuntary sympathetic emotion, like the attraction of adhesion, made me feel that I was still a part of a mighty whole, from which I could not sever myself.”2 However tough and even harsh her writing sounded to her contemporaries—and she horrified conservatives, who called her a “hyena in petticoats”—Wollstonecraft desired emotional and sexual liberation for women as well as political rights. That liberation could not be achieved by isolation, but connectedness also brought her rejection and pain.


Indeed, “Wollstonecraft is important,” writes Margaret Walters, “because of her passionate and lifelong struggle in confronting her own inconsistencies. Her inevitable confusions and failures—and her efforts to articulate them—are as illuminating as her achievements.” She “spent much of her life trying to reconcile love and motherhood—the difficult life of the emotions—with being an intellectual…. She is an extraordinarily open and suggestive writer who speaks directly to us today.”3 From the beginning of her life to its tragic end, Wollstonecraft was paradigmatic, a woman who uncannily anticipated and pioneered virtually all of the contradictions between theory and practice that would challenge the women who came after her, down to our own time.


“A VERY GOOD HATER”


Nothing in the Wollstonecrafts’ family background gives a hint of the extraordinary person she would become. Mary was born on April 27, 1759, in Spitalfields, in London, one of six children of a choleric father and a submissive mother. Neither parent favored her among their children, and her mother insisted on imposing various restraints and disciplines on her as a child; but even as a little girl she began to demonstrate the strength of character and independence that would characterize her life. She did not like dolls and preferred to play outdoors with her brothers. She was the one who intervened when her father beat his dogs, or his wife. According to Godwin’s memoir of her, Mary was “a very good hater.”4


She was also a good manager and a forceful organizer, the sort of person who takes control of other people’s lives while they offer feeble, passive resistance. Her family needed such a person; her father’s various business plans failed, they moved frequently, and after her mother’s death in 1780, Mary took charge of her father’s support through a variety of jobs as companion, governess, and teacher. She also educated her younger brothers and sisters and even helped one sister run away from an unhappy marriage. In short, as Godwin wrote in his memoir, Mary’s intelligence “surmounted every obstacle; and by degrees, from a person little considered in the family, she became in sort its director and umpire.”5


She also played this role with her women friends and, in doing so, tried out and developed an emotional style of romantic fantasy, jealousy, and possessiveness that would persist and plague her in her relationships with men. In letters written to another fifteen-year-old, Jane Arden, she says: “If I did not love you, I would not write so;—I have a heart that scorns disguises, and a countenance which will not dissemble: I have formed romantic notions of friendship…. I must have the first place or none.” Walters says sagely that this melodramatic self-definition “is the way most of us grow up, although we may lack Wollstonecraft’s naive but impressive openness about the process…. She is even on the verge of a real insight about the way we all slip into patterns that may trap us for life.”6


In Mary’s relationships with her sisters, in her passionate friendship with another young woman, Fanny Blood, who also died in childbirth, and in her early love affairs with men, her demands and decisions in their behalf seem also like an acting out of her own psychological scripts, rebellion, and ego. In 1782, when she was the driving force in her sister Eliza’s separation from an abusive husband, Walters notes that “she thoroughly enjoys her role as … savior and protector, and seems proud that the world will condemn her as a ‘shameful incendiary.’”7 Of course, Eliza would never forgive Mary for her interference; and Mary would never understand why Fanny Blood was often so resistant to her urgent advice about where to live and what to do.


Mary’s dominant personality invariably created a resistance she could not understand. During the years from 1782 to 1792, Godwin writes, Wollstonecraft “may be said to have been, in a great degree, the victim of a desire to promote the benefit of others. She did not foresee the severe disappointment with which such an exclusive purpose of this sort is pregnant; she was inexperienced enough to lay a stress upon the consequent gratitude of those she benefited; and she did not sufficiently consider that, in proportion as we involve ourselves in the interests and society of others, we acquire a more exquisite sense of their defects, and are tormented with their untractableness and folly.”8 So the recipients of her benefaction were never sufficiently appreciative, or adaptable, and in calling her management urges “kindness,” Mary disguised from herself how much power she needed to have.


In her twenties, she tried out many roles in an effort to find a use for her restless intelligence, and an outlet for her stifled sexuality and passion. Moreover, she did not realize how sharp and intimidating she could be with her friends: “She was occasionally severe and imperious in her resentments and, when she strongly disapproved, was apt to express her censure in terms that gave a very humiliating sensation to the person against whom it was directed.”9 She started up a school in Newington Green with her sisters, but ended it because she could not endure living with them; “cohabitation,” explains Godwin, “is a point of delicate experiment, and is, in the majority of instances, pregnant with ill-humor and unhappiness.”10 She poured much of this discontent and her energy into writing about teaching, and into a romantic novel, Mary, a Fiction (1788).


Margaret Walters is both critical about this period in Wollstonecraft’s life and insightful about how unavoidable it must have been: “The letters Wollstonecraft wrote all through her difficult twenties show her trying out a remarkable variety of roles. Without stint, without fear of absurdity, she throws herself into a bewildering succession of parts—romantic heroine, protective parent, poor invalid, teacher, businesswoman, and finally, writer…. She is contradictory and absurd, self-pitying, self-dramatizing. But I think her preoccupation with herself makes her so compelling, so curiously modern. In a society where a woman was not really expected to have a self, except insofar as she was daughter, wife, mother, what choice did Wollstonecraft have but to playact, experiment, try to invent herself?”11


A PHILOSOPHESS IN THE CITY


And then, in 1787, at the invitation of Joseph Johnson, a radical London bookseller with whom she had been corresponding, and who had agreed to publish her novel, she moved to London, to write for his journal, The Analytical Review, and to become part of an intellectual and artistic circle that included the painter Henry Fuseli, the chemist Joseph Priestley, the writer Tom Paine, and the poet William Blake. The move marked a major change in her career, for Johnson was not only “without a doubt the best friend” Wollstonecraft ever had, but also her ideal publisher, flexible with deadlines, encouraging, patient, and loyal.12 As a young woman professional living alone in the city, Wollstonecraft saw herself as “the first of a new genus.”13


She moved to rooms on Store Street, where, writes Claire Tomalin, “the first faint whiff of the North London bohemian intelligentsia seems to rise in the air at about this time, to thicken, and remain hanging over the place ever after.”14 Adjacent to the British Museum and the University of London, Store Street today is lined with small shops and cafés where young women academics and researchers meet over cappuccino. Like them, now, Wollstonecraft wore long black stockings and cultivated carelessness about her appearance. She despised fashion, Tomalin writes, “with the confidence of the deliberately dowdy intellectual woman.”15 How such a woman should look and dress, as well as how she should think and feel, was as much an enigma then as it is today. In the earliest surviving portrait of Wollstonecraft, painted around 1791, she is dressing for success, “sober and serious, the professional woman, with conventionally powdered and curled hair.”16


She was a self-described “spinster on the wing,” affectionate and maternal, but cut off by her uniqueness from the love she sought and trapped in the emotional impasse of the exceptional woman who believes she can love only an even more exceptional man. According to one recent biographer, “the greater her achievements as an emancipated woman, the more exacting were her standards and the fewer the men who came up to them; and fewer still, those who were willing to try. By creating an unfamiliar image of what a woman should be, she had effectively isolated herself from the opportunity to put her theories into practice.”17


Moreover, for all her romantic fire, she was sexually inexperienced, ignorant of even the folk remedies for birth control, and hampered by conventional ideas about female chastity and the sinfulness of sexuality. All in all, between repressed sexuality and loneliness, she was an easy target for a Don Juan, and she became infatuated with the painter Henry Fuseli. He was fifty (writing when she herself was in her thirties, Claire Tomalin sternly calls this “an age when fires are not always entirely extinct”18), a dandy who knew eight languages, drew pornographic pictures as well as scenes from Shakespeare and Milton, and had just married for the first time. Mary was smitten; Fuseli was the male mentor, the genius, of her fantasies. But, although Tomalin speculates that he must have told Mary a lot about sex and enjoyed shocking her, they were never lovers. In the summer of 1792, she actually went to visit Fuseli’s wife, Sophia, with a proposal that she join their household permanently as a “spiritual partner.”19 That ended the matter quickly; Sophia threw her out of the house, and Fuseli kept his distance and his silence.


But out of this embarrassing and unsuitable infatuation came two major results for her: the rapid composition and publication of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), and her decision to go to Paris at the end of that year.


VINDICATING WOMEN


The Vindication was grounded in the political and philosophical turmoil surrounding the American and the French Revolutions and applied the idea of human rights and democratic reform to the situation of women. It is the “feminist declaration of independence.”20 Following up on her earlier Vindication of the Rights of Man (1790), Wollstonecraft argued that women were first of all human beings, God’s creations, entitled to the same education and the same political freedom as men; and that society as a whole would be improved when women became the equals of their brothers, husbands, and sons—when they were self-sufficient in every way. She insisted that love and passion were fleeting emotions, in contrast to the fundamentals of reason and independence.


But Wollstonecraft was a passionate writer, who composed the Vindication in six weeks, and the haste shows in its disorganization. Godwin was the first to admit that it was “eminently deficient in method and arrangement.” The book begins with three chapters on the fundamental principles of women’s rights; then criticizes the representation of women in the works of leading eighteenth-century writers, especially Jean-Jacques Rousseau; explains women’s limitations in terms of their social constraints; and presents arguments about education, family life, sexual mores, and the care of children. But it is much more personal, idiosyncratic, and digressive than this outline makes it sound. Wollstonecraft qualifies, backtracks, fulminates, exclaims, narrates, and philosophizes. She relates every detail of oppression or error to an overall indignation with the diminished lives that middle-class women—her main subjects—are allowed to lead. The effect is not that of a treatise but of a dramatic monologue. One leading scholar, Miriam Brody, writes that Wollstonecraft’s argument has “a freshness and immediacy of attitude as if the author herself had only now entered the contemporary debate on women’s rights,” which “speaks as much to the problems of women at the turn of the twenty-first century” as it did to the women at the turn of the nineteenth century.21


The Vindication seemed peculiar and incoherent to its contemporary readers in part because it was the first effort at a new hybrid genre of feminist manifesto, an attempt to combine patriarchal and matriarchal rhetoric. Two centuries later, feminist literary critics analyzed these feminist polemics, or womanifestos, as texts that embody a struggle between reason and emotion. In Wollstonecraft’s case, the feelings and desires she was working so hard to repress surfaced in her writing, “accounting,” one critic comments, “for its apparent disorganization, digressiveness, sporadic examples, apostrophes, and outbursts…. The resulting earthquake is the prose tempest of the Vindication.”22


Wollstonecraft opposes “flowery diction” but takes many of her images of women from gardening and flowers. Women in the eighteenth century, she writes, are like “flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength and usefulness are sacrificed to beauty.” This “barren blooming” is the product of a “false system of education” that encourages girls to “inspire love when they ought to cherish a nobler ambition, and by their abilities and virtues exact respect.” In order to appear like “the sweet flowers that smile in the walk of man,” women waste their intellectual energy on the art of pleasing, concern for their clothes, romantic daydreams, artifice, and manipulation. A first-time reader of the Vindication will be surprised at how critical it is of women’s timidity, laziness, lack of discipline, “infantine airs,” petty vanity. And Wollstonecraft does not mince words or try not to offend her readers. Her basic argument is that “if woman be allowed to have an immortal soul, she must have, as the employment of life, an understanding to improve. And when … she is incited by present gratification to forget her grand destination, nature is counteracted, or she was born only to procreate and rot.”23


In the Enlightenment spirit, Wollstonecraft recommends education as the cure, but takes the extra step of advocating coeducation for boys and girls. Serious intellectual training, she insists, would benefit both sexes and be good for marriage and maternity. But it would also protect women from dependency, invisibility, and insignificance. “How many women thus waste life away the prey of discontent,” she exclaims, “who might have practiced as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a shop, and stood erect, supported by their own industry, instead of hanging their heads surcharged with the dew of sensibility?”24


The legend has it that Wollstonecraft’s fiery feminism made her an outcast, but the truth is that the Vindication was well-received, translated into a number of languages, and generally acclaimed for its common sense. Its success owed a great deal to its sexual conservatism, denunciations of sex and free love, and endorsement of marriage and motherhood. But the author was discovering how hard it was to follow her own precepts about rationality and self-respect. At a time when she should have been consolidating her success by writing a second book, she was unable to write much at all. Instead, she brooded about Fuseli and languished, “surcharged with the dew of sensibility.”


THE REVOLUTION WITHIN


Like many women born after her, Wollstonecraft decided that travel would be a good remedy for unrequited love. On November 12, 1792, she set out to see the French Revolution, with a breezy farewell to her friend William Roscoe: “I have determined to set out for Paris in the course of a fortnight or three weeks and I shall not now halt at Dover, I promise you; for I shall go alone—neck or nothing is the word.” She was undeterred by rumors of the Terror and the guillotine: “Meantime let me beg you not to mix with the shallow herd who throw an odium on immutable principles, because some of the mere instruments of the Revolution were too sharp.—Children of any growth will do mischief when they meddle with edged tools.”


Richard Holmes, the great English biographer and historian, has studied the experience of the English Romantics during the French Revolution, and he says that Wollstonecraft’s voice “was like that moment in a Shakespearean play when, after the muffled scene-setting of the minor characters, the hero abruptly enters from an unexpected angle in the wings, speaking with the sudden clarity and assurance that a major actor brings to his part.”25 But Mary Wollstonecraft’s entrance was even more dramatic and paradigmatic in terms of her own life; the Revolution transformed her as a woman. Holmes writes: “I found her to be exemplary in a more profound, indeed spiritual way than I had supposed when I first set out looking for a simple witness to events. The Revolution was, in a sense, internalized in her own biography: from the clever rational feminist to the suffering and loving woman writer with a deep understanding of her fellow-beings, she had passed through a revolution of sensibility.”26


She had planned to stay in Paris for six weeks, but instead she stayed for two years. During those years, her naive political views were checked and sobered by an encounter with the bloody horror of real revolutionary violence. Moreover, she transformed intellectual theory into existential practice when she fell in love, had her first sexual experience and awakening, gave birth to an illegitimate daughter, and suffered the agony of being betrayed and abandoned. The revolution became psychological for her, and Holmes says that her metamorphosis “transformed my conception of the inner nature of the revolutionary experience.”27


Wollstonecraft’s ideological defense of violence was soon undermined by emotions of horror, compassion, anger, and fear. She saw the king on his way to trial and that night was haunted. “I wish I had even the cat with me!” she writes to Johnson. “I want to see something alive; death in so many frightful shapes has taken hold of my fancy.”28 Her feminist friends among the Girondists—Olympe de Gouges, Madame Roland—were executed, and the women’s movement within the Revolution was crushed.


Nonetheless, in spring 1793, when most of the English were fleeing Paris, Mary stayed. She had fallen in love with Gilbert Imlay, an American radical, patriot, and businessman who was trying to make a deal with the French government about land speculation in Kentucky. They quickly became lovers—Godwin writes that with him “she entered into that species of connection for which her heart panted, and which had the effect of diffusing an immediate tranquillity over her manners.” Indeed, he goes on, she was visibly transformed by sexual gratification and the sense of being loved: “She was like a serpent upon a rock, that casts its slough, and appears again with the brilliancy, the sleekness, and the elastic activity of its happiest age. She was playful, full of confidence, kindness, and sympathy. Her eyes assumed new luster, and her cheeks new color and smoothness.”29


They set up a household together at Neuilly, and the months there were the happiest of her life. In October, when the Revolutionary Committee ordered the arrest of all British citizens and began to round them up, Imlay took her to the American embassy, registered her as his wife, and obtained papers of American citizenship for her. By this time, she knew that she was pregnant.


But the idyll did not last long. Imlay had started to make frequent business trips, and she followed him to Le Havre. He was often away. In April she writes, “I could not sleep—I turned to your side of the bed, and tried to make the most of the comfort of the pillow.”30 Her discursive language of the mind had become an urgent language of the body.


But they were together when their daughter, Fanny Imlay, was born May 14, 1794. It was an easy birth, and Mary felt that in some way it vindicated her philosophical beliefs about liberated women. She boasted to a friend, “Nothing could be more natural nor easy than my labor—still it is not smooth work—I dwell on these circumstances not only as I hope it will give you pleasure; but to prove that this struggle of nature is rendered much more cruel by the ignorance and affectation of women. My mid-wife has been twenty years in this employment, and she tells me, she never knew a woman so well…. I feel great pleasure at being a mother.”31 Mary breast-fed Fanny without difficulty: “My little Girl begins to suck so MANFULLY that her father reckons saucily on her writing the second part of the R…. s of Woman.”32


But her relationship with Imlay began to deteriorate; she and Fanny moved to London, while he stayed in Paris, promised to join her, broke his promises, and slowly but inexorably distanced himself. Godwin describes the period as one of deep despair, humiliation, and shock for her. “The agonies of such a separation, or rather desertion … were vastly increased by the lingering method in which it was effected, and the ambiguity that, for a long time, hung upon it.” Throughout 1795, she sent him beseeching, desperate letters and tried to persuade herself that he would come back. “But,” Godwin records, “the hopes she nourished were speedily blasted.”


All of her brave, ignorant words in the Vindication about the stoic indifference of an intelligent and educated woman must have returned to mock her. Then she had written that romantic love is “a dying flame, which nature doomed to expire when the object became familiar, when friendship and forbearance take place of a more ardent affection. This is the natural death of love.”33 Then she had imagined the mother who has lost her husband as calm, virtuous, resigned, easily sublimating sexual desire into maternal devotion. Then she had disdained women’s “sexual privileges” and defended the high ideals of chastity. Then she had belittled women who try desperate measures to win back straying lovers. Now, when she discovered in April 1795 that Imlay was unfaithful, she took an overdose of laudanum.


THE COMMERCIAL TRAVELER


The suicide attempt may have been a last-ditch call for Imlay’s help and affection. He was alarmed and concerned enough to step in with another plan, a sort of half-promise of reconciliation if she would help him with some business affairs. The plan was this: Imlay’s shipping business had run into problems, and he asked her to go as his agent to settle matters with his partner, Elias Backman, who was in Gothenburg. He made her his legal representative with power of attorney in Scandinavia and entrusted her with the mission of tracing a stolen treasure ship that had been pirated away by its Norwegian captain from Imlay’s fleet. She was to go, accompanied by her baby and maid, on a lengthy undercover mission to Scandinavia to “discover the fate of the treasure ship, the attitude of all parties concerned, and to reach if possible some financial agreement, probably on an ‘out of court’ basis.”34 Imlay held out hints that he would join her in Norway; they would once more be together.


It was risky, even bizarre; but Mary jumped at the chance. Testing herself against the most extreme conditions of solitude, hardship, loneliness, and depression, she also wrote a series of letters to Imlay describing the trip that show how much she projected her own turbulent emotions onto the landscape, and how, despite herself, she responded to the challenge, novelty, and adventure of the trip. We are now accustomed to travel books by women in strange countries, under difficult circumstances; but Wollstonecraft’s remains one of the most amazing. Renting boats, finding huts to spend the night, eating strange foods, making her way in wild and unknown country, “beyond the pale of Western culture,” with her baby and her maid, Marguerite, she was almost fearless.35 And against all the odds, she succeeded in her mission.


In many respects, the three-and-a-half-month journey through Sweden, Denmark, and Norway restored her self-confidence and self-esteem. On one of her first stops, she reported proudly, her host “told me bluntly that I … asked him men’s questions.”36 Reading her letters, with their flood of judgments and brisk opinions on everything from the cooking, the coffee, the gardens, and the heating to personal hygiene, sexual customs, and government is like hearing from a bossy but entertaining friend. In Sweden she was shocked by the poor treatment of servants, especially women, who had to do the laundry by hand in icy water; in Norway she deplored the absence of a university. She remarked on the tastelessness of a mansion in Gothenburg, with a stone staircase in a wooden house, and statues outside of Venuses and Apollos “condemned to lie buried in snow three parts of the year.”37 She found Swedish women sluggish and fat; Norwegian women lazy, playful, but extremely blond; Danish women weak, indulgent mothers who spoiled their children. She got sick of eating herring. She hoped but failed to see a bear.


At the same time, the letters show how much time she had for introspection, and how she began to understand herself much better than ever before. In particular, she began to understand and accept her need for companionship, a city, the modern conveniences of the 1790s. She also became comfortable with herself as a mother and could trust her impulses with Fanny. She even began to plan a book on infant care. And in thinking about her daughter’s future, and the situation of other women, she came more fully to terms with the intractability of emotions and allowed herself to acknowledge their legitimacy and power. Instead of recanting any of her views on sexual honesty and women’s rights, she explored them at a deeper and more genuine level.


Imlay’s letters to her do not survive. But he did not show up at any of the places he had vaguely appointed for their rendezvous, and she returned to London in October to discover that he was living with a new mistress, an actress from a strolling theater company. This time she was determined to die. In an episode that became famous and paradigmatic for women novelists, such as George Eliot in the nineteenth century and Virginia Woolf in the twentieth, Mary rowed out by herself on the Thames in a rain-storm in the middle of the night, waited until her clothes were drenched, and jumped off Putney Bridge. Miraculously, she was rescued and revived. And even then the relationship with Imlay dragged on for months, while she deceived herself that somehow they would be reunited. She was unable to deliver an ultimatum and make the final break until March 1796. She set up house with Fanny in Somers Town in London, near what is now St. Pancras Station and the British Library. Still calling herself Mrs. Imlay, she renewed her acquaintance with London friends.


During the winter, however, she had revised her letters from Scandinavia, editing out any reference to Imlay, and Johnson had published them. The book was a triumph, popular with readers and critics, translated into German, Dutch, Swedish, and Portuguese, and much admired in Romantic and artistic circles in England. William Godwin read it and decided that “if ever there was a book calculated to make a man in love with its author, this appears to me to be the book. She speaks of her sorrows, in a way that fills us with melancholy, and dissolves us in tenderness, at the same time that she displays a genius which commands all our admiration.”38 When Mary, characteristically, took matters into her own hands by making an unchaperoned call on Godwin, as a neighbor, in April, they developed a friendship that, he said, melted into love.


AN EXEMPLARY UNION


Mary Wollstonecraft’s love affair and marriage to William Godwin was not only an astonishing happy ending for her, but an exemplary union of the Philosopher and the Feminist that set a psychological and political style for radical generations for centuries to come. Godwin, the respected philosopher of reason, the anarchist author of Political Justice and novelist of ideas, was a bachelor of nearly forty, awkward with both women and children, still emotionally dependent on his old mother. He had ideological beliefs against marriage. He was not the romantic demon lover of her dreams. Wollstonecraft was not beautiful; she had a child already; when he had met her at a dinner party some years earlier, he had found her overbearing and opinionated.


Now they became lovers. They continued to live apart, and to meet in the evenings, but when she became pregnant in March 1797, they married at Old St. Pancras Church like any other conventional couple. When the news of the wedding became public, some of their circle made malicious jokes, but overall, Richard Holmes explains, “Godwin and Wollstonecraft were seen to bring together, through their books, their complementary views, their experiment in living, two most powerful strands in the tradition of progressive reform. They were seen as transitional figures, pointing towards a freer life, and a more just society, and the new ‘empire of feeling.’”39


But Claire Tomalin thinks that “it was only in Godwin’s violently emotional retrospect that their wooing and marriage took on the coloring of high romance,” and that the marriage was a compromise and an admission of defeat for her: “It is tempting to say that Mary’s love for Godwin was more mature and in some way worthier than her love for Imlay; the theory satisfies a natural wish to see her life arrive at a happy climax after so much frustration. But there is really not much evidence for this in letters, and at least one of her friends considered that her ‘real’ love had gone to Imlay and that Godwin was no more than a consolation prize of a most superior kind.”40


They continued to live separate lives, with separate dwellings, and both seemed to flourish in this odd arrangement, writing to each other and meeting in the evenings. Toward the end of her pregnancy, they began to call each other Mama and Papa. Commenting on her portrait at this time, Miranda Seymour describes her as “warm-faced and seductive.”41 She was preparing Fanny for the birth of a baby brother and expecting another easy delivery.


On August 30, Mrs. Blenkinsop, the midwife, told Wollstonecraft that everything was going well. “Mrs. Blenkinsop tells me that I am in the most natural state, and can promise me a safe delivery,” she wrote to Godwin, who had gone to his own apartment to work as usual. “But that I must have a little patience.”


Why a midwife? Godwin says that Mary did not want a male physician; she was “influenced by ideas of decorum.” But mid-wives were also experienced professionals. In London, they were required to have two years’ training under a physician, and Mrs. Blenkinsop had trained at the Westminster Lying-In Hospital. The baby, Mary, was born at 11:20 P.M., apparently without complications. But at 2 A.M. the midwife told Godwin that the placenta had not been removed, and that she wanted to call in a “male practitioner.” Godwin immediately went for Dr. Louis Poignard, chief surgeon and man-midwife of Westminster Hospital, who came to the house and extracted the placenta in pieces, with his hand and without anesthetic. Wollstonecraft’s condition immediately became serious; she fainted and hemorrhaged. But over the next few days she seemed to rally, and Godwin was not too alarmed. On Sunday, September 3, he went out to pay a visit, and when he returned, she was having chills and shivering fits. From that point on, there was little hope that she would recover, although her doctors—several more had been called in—tried various remedies, including bringing in puppies to draw off her milk.


On the morning of September 10, at twenty minutes to eight, as Godwin recorded in his journal, she died, of what was called puerperal fever and was actually septicemia caused by the effort to extract the placenta. Only two years before, there had been a breakthrough in obstetrics and antisepsis. A Scottish physician, Alexander Gordon, “had published his findings that the women who died of puerperal fever had been attended by a practitioner or nurse who had been in previous contact with a woman suffering from the disease. His discovery went unheeded. In the mid-nineteenth century a Viennese physician, Ignaz Philip Semmelweiss, insisted that all medical practitioners and students in the Vienna Lying-In Hospital should wash their hands in chlorinated lime before entering a labor ward. His advice, too, went largely unheeded elsewhere. It was not until well into the twentieth century that puerperal fever was successfully controlled.”42


That Wollstonecraft should have died in giving birth to this daughter seems the cruelest, most compelling part of her life for many women readers. Childbirth, despite medical advances, is a confrontation with mortality for women as war is for men. Even now when technology makes warfare a matter of computerized targets and modern medicine makes childbirth painless and safe, that fundamental sense of existential risk remains. For Mary Wollstonecraft, death came as a cruel reversal of fortune at a moment when she seemed to have resolved the conflict between her principles and her heart.


Four months after Mary’s death, Godwin published his memoir, a remarkable and candid account of their lives and beliefs that created a scandal about her sex life and his tactlessness. Robert Southey accused Godwin of “a want of all feeling in stripping his dead wife naked.”43 His revelations of her love affairs, her suicide attempts, and her passions alienated other women and frightened feminists of her time and after, who kept their distance from Wollstonecraft as a precursor.


Moreover, having discovered the satisfactions of marriage, and unable to care for two children on his own, Godwin remarried four years after her death. Fanny and Mary did not get on with their stepmother, and Godwin was prone to favoring his own child. In 1816, Fanny Imlay killed herself with laudanum. Mary Godwin ran off with Shelley and wrote Frankenstein.


THE AFTERLIFE


The historian Joan Scott says that “the history of Wollstonecraft as a feminist … is the history of the uses made of her by subsequent generations.”44 There were many different Mary Wollstonecrafts conjured up by the women of the nineteenth century. George Eliot described Wollstonecraft as a ponderous intellectual and viewed the Vindication as “eminently serious, severely moral, and withal rather heavy.”45 In the United States, the women’s suffrage leader Elizabeth Cady Stanton summoned up Wollstonecraft’s messianic spirit in defense of the free-love radical Victoria Woodhull: “We have enough women sacrificed to this sentimental hypocritical prating about purity…. We have crucified the Mary Wollstonecrafts…. If Victoria Woodhull must be crucified, let men drive the spikes and plait the crown of thorns.”46


But in many respects, Wollstonecraft was overlooked by the decorous Victorians. As Margaret Tims argues, “She seems almost to leap straight from the eighteenth century into the twentieth, where she would perhaps have felt more at home.”47 By the beginning of this century, as I will be showing in the pages to follow, Wollstonecraft returned as an enigmatic but inspiring figure. Indeed, historian Alice Wexler writes, “By the early twentieth century a number of rebellious women were finding that life a major statement of female potentiality. Despite, or perhaps because of, her complex and ambivalent legacy, the attempt to assess that legacy was for some women, at least, a way of clarifying their own identities and options.”48 Her Amazonian spirit could not be stilled.








THREE [image: image]
Radiant Sovereign Self



Margaret Fuller


In January 1820, New England lawyer Timothy Fuller wrote to his wife: “I have been reading a part of Mary Wollstonecraft’s ‘Rights of Women’ & am so well pleased with it that if I find nothing more exceptional than what I have yet seen, I will purchase it for you. It will tend to give us some very sensible & just views of education.”1 Ironically, he was worried that they had neglected his ten-year-old daughter’s household and domestic training. That daughter, Margaret Fuller, born May 23, 1810, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, would become the American Wollstonecraft, “the best-known American feminist intellectual of her day,” and “antebellum America’s foremost female activist of the mind.”2


In her own great feminist manifesto, Woman in the NineteenthCentury (1845), Fuller looked back at Wollstonecraft’s legacy with compassion and indignation: “Mary Wolstonecraft [sic] … was a woman whose existence better proved the need of some new interpretation of woman’s rights, than any thing she wrote. Such beings as these, rich in genius, of most tender sympathies, capable of high virtue and a chastened harmony, ought not to find themselves, by birth, in a place so narrow, that, in breaking bonds, they become outlaws.”3 Fuller was deeply moved by the loyalty and perception of Godwin’s memoir. “This man had courage to love and honor this woman in the face of the world’s sentence, and of all that was repulsive in her own past history. He believed he saw of what soul she was, and that the impulses she had struggled to act out were noble, though the opinions to which they had led might not be thoroughly weighed. He loved her, and he defended her for the meaning and tendency of her inner life…. He acted as he wrote, as a brother.”4


Margaret Fuller hoped for the same good fortune in love, as she also hoped to equal Wollstonecraft’s genius. In many respects, the conflicts she faced as an American woman living in the midst of New England Transcendentalism were similar to those of Wollstonecraft among the Romantic poets and philosophic Dissenters. But Fuller struggled even more with her culture’s hostility to intellectual women, with its fetishism of feminine beauty, with its sexual puritanism and horror of female sexuality, and with its insistence that intellectual work had to come packaged in traditional rigid forms.


From childhood, Fuller’s experiences “made her feel torn between terms that her society considered mutually exclusive: female and intellectual.”5 As a woman, she was mocked for not conforming to standards of feminine beauty; as a thinker, she was patronized for deviating from the solemnity of the sermon or the essay.


The self-division that Mary Wollstonecraft represented as the conflict between principle and the heart, Fuller imagined as a split between her masculine and feminine sides. She perceived her New England family as sharply divided between the sexes. As the critic Jeffrey Steele writes, “Inhabiting the worlds of both mother and father, but totally at home in neither, she was in the perfect position to understand the strengths and limitations of both masculinity and femininity in the nineteenth century.”6 She wrote about her own psyche in an exalted imagery of gender duality we never encounter in Wollstonecraft: “My history presents much superficial, temporary tragedy. The Woman in me kneels and weeps in tender rapture; the Man in me rushes forth but only to be baffled. Yet the time will come when, from the union of this tragic king and queen, shall be born a radiant sovereign self.”7


Fuller’s ideal of the “radiant sovereign self” was not an Amazon warrior-woman, but a mystical union of the heroic, active masculine principle—the King—and the emotional, spiritual feminine principle—the Queen—which would create fulfillment and power. The great temptation for the intellectual woman of Fuller’s era, whose environment was more religious than political, was to become the Feminist Messiah, the exceptional female savior who would change women’s lives, but who would also be superior to them. Fuller indeed wrote that she felt “chosen among women” and sometimes saw herself as immune from the ordinary sexual needs and emotional yearnings of her sisters. Fuller’s Transcendentalist contemporaries also shared the vision of this savior; Hawthorne, for example, wrote in The Scarlet Letter of the “destined prophetess” whose coming would reveal “a new truth” between men and women, an “angel and apostle” who would be “lofty, pure, and beautiful” as well as wise. Fuller gradually came to understand that she could not live up to this ideal of chaste self-sacrifice, and to seek out her happiness on her own terms.


Fuller was educated by her father, who came from a family in which the men too were limited by strict gender codes. As she recalled in a memoir, “As a boy, my father was taught to think only of preparing himself for Harvard University, and when there of preparing himself for the profession of Law.”8 He taught his daughter in the same way, although she could never hope to follow her brothers to Harvard. But “he hoped to make me the heir of all he knew, and of as much more as the income of his profession enabled him to give me means of acquiring.” Thus he crammed her with learning and had her studying Latin at the age of six. In addition, she did her lessons with her father late at night when he had finished work and often went to bed late, worried that she had done badly.


Later, Fuller believed that the stress of this precocious intellectual training, and her immersion in Virgil and Dante, had overstrained her nerves and caused her to have nightmares and episodes of sleepwalking: “In childhood I was a somnambulist—I was very subject to attacks of delirium—I perceive I had what are now called spectral illusions—For a long time I dreaded excessively going to bed for as soon as I was left alone—huge shapes—usually faces—advanced from the corners of the room and pressed upon me growing larger and larger until they seemed about to crush me—Then I would scream and sit up in bed to get out of the way.”9 She dreamed that she was “wading in a sea of blood—I caught at twigs and rocks to save myself: they all streamed blood on me.”10 When she cried out in her sleep, her father scolded her, and “sharply bid her ‘leave off thinking of such nonsense, or she would be crazy.’”11


Mary Wollstonecraft, throughout all of her crises, never mentions anxieties about the way she looks. But for Fuller, appearance, beauty, fashion were all problems. Although she had been a pretty blond child, when she turned twelve, Fuller’s complexion was affected by what she calls “a determination of the blood to the head.” Blotches? Acne? Whatever the cause, her father attributed it “to my overheating myself, my mother to an unfortunate cold—both were much mortified to see the fineness of my complexion destroyed—My own vanity was for a time severely wounded, but I made up my mind to be bright and ugly. My father could not be so easily reconciled but was always scolding me for getting my forehead so red when excited.”12 Like the red mark on the cheek of Hawthorne’s heroine in “The Birthmark,” the redness on Fuller’s forehead seemed to be an eruption of her intelligence and her femaleness, a blemish her father blamed her for as if she could control it. Perceptions and accounts of Fuller’s looks vary wildly throughout her life. No man ever called her beautiful, but many found her attractive, vivacious, and graceful, especially in social contexts when she felt confident, while women recalled her at parties as plain and dowdy, “eyes half shut, hair curled all over head … dressed in badly cut, low-necked pink silk … and danced quadrilles very badly.”13


Fuller found an escape from her father’s world of books behind the gate of her mother’s garden, where she discovered another kind of world that was sensual, emotional, aesthetic. “I loved to gaze on the roses, the violets, the lilies, the pinks; … I looked at them on every side, I kissed them, I pressed them to my bosom with passionate emotions, such as I have never dared express to any human being.”14 As a child and young woman, Fuller also directed her most passionate emotions toward other women and was demonstrative with them in a way that Wollstonecraft, who reserved a section of the Vindication to complain about the indecency of schoolgirl intimacies, would have deplored. Fuller developed a crush on Ellen Kilshaw, a pretty young Englishwoman visiting in the neighborhood, who played the harp, sympathized with the child, and otherwise embodied all that was attractive and angelic. When Kilshaw returned to England, Fuller fell into such a visible depression that her parents decided to send her away to school.


In her adolescent friendship with Anna Barker, Fuller was even more romantic and possessive. Later she wrote in her journal, “It is so true that a woman may be in love with a woman, and a man with a man…. It is regulated by the same law as that of love between persons of different sexes, only it is purely intellectual and spiritual, unprofaned by any mixture of lower instincts.”15 Fuller’s comments, writes her biographer Charles Capper, “definitely have a bisexual flavor that seems rather different from what one usually finds in either the sentimental female friendship literature or Anglo-American Romantic writings.” He believes that although she was basically heterosexual, her “latent bisexual feelings … were not a mere literary affectation, but a deeply ingrained part of her emotional makeup … [that] often led to tense relations and sometimes serious social crises.”16


In 1835, Timothy Fuller died, and his family discovered that this meticulous man had not left a will. Margaret’s uncles became the executors, and for years she fretted against their financial control. Moreover, her brothers seemed unable to sort out their own lives and careers, and Margaret had to give up her own wishes for travel to become the family’s managing force and chief financial support. She considered becoming a novelist when she read George Sand, but rejected the idea as too feminine: “I have always thought … that I would keep all that behind the curtain, that I would not write, like a woman, of love and hope and disappointment, but like a man, of the world of intellect and action.” She was annoyed by Sand’s autobiographical Lettres d’un Voyageur: “What do I see? An unfortunate, wailing her loneliness, wailing her mistakes, writing for money! She has genius and a manly grasp of mind & woman’s heart, but not a manly heart. Will there never be a being to combine a man’s mind and woman’s heart, & who yet finds life too rich to weep over? Never!”17 Instead of writing fiction, she supported herself as a teacher and journalist, working for the eccentric Bronson Alcott (Louisa May’s father) at his progressive Boston school, teaching languages, and translating Goethe’s essays.


During these years, she was sociable and made many new friends, including the Emersons and the Hawthornes; but as she approached the age of thirty and remained single while her friends paired off, Fuller was forced to think about whether she would ever marry and have children. She pondered Goethe’s comments—“How can a woman of genius love & marry? A man of genius will not love her—he wants repose. She may find some object sufficient to excite her ideal for the time, but love perishes as soon as it finds it has grasped the shadow for the substance…. Such a woman cannot long remain wed, again she is single, again must seek & strive.”18 Typically, she attributed her single state to her hybrid nature—“a man’s ambition with a woman’s heart—’tis an accursed lot.”19


But unlike the usual stereotype of the desperate unmarried woman, Fuller hid her feelings and saw her situation as evidence of and the price for her special messianic destiny. “From a very early age I have felt that I was not born to the common womanly lot,” she wrote to a friend. “I knew I should never find a being who could keep the key of my character; that there would be none on whom I could always lean, from whom I could always learn; that I should be a pilgrim and sojourner on earth.” Intuitively, she explained, she had sensed “this destiny of the thinker, and (shall I dare say it?) of the poetic priestess…. Accordingly, I did not look on any of the persons, brought into relation with me, with common womanly eyes.”20


Her claim was partly rationalization and bravado, a sublimation of frustrated sexuality and longing into myth. But Fuller’s mythic persona, as the priestess, thinker, and uncommon woman, also gave her justification to be different and to make her own rules. Following the philosophical counsel of her friend Emerson, she was prepared to be self-reliant, to develop her own gifts. Accordingly, she took up two new projects: editing a new Transcendental literary journal, The Dial, and experimenting with a form of teaching ahead of its time in both content and form.


THE CONVERSATIONS


In November 1839, Fuller began a series of seminars or adult education classes for women that satisfied both her need to make money and her calling to inspire and lead. Twenty-five women came to the first morning meeting in Boston, some from as far away as Providence. Emerson thought that Fuller made “a disagreeable first impression on most persons … the effect of her manners, which expressed an overweening sense of power and slight esteem of others.”21 But Fuller made a most agreeable impression on these women, the effect of her beautiful clothes, her wonderful laugh, and her eloquent, resourceful speech. At the beginning, when she talked, the rest fell silent. But like a serious professional teacher, Fuller was mainly concerned with helping her students to think and speak for themselves. As one participant, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, recalled, “Miss Fuller guarded against the notion that she was to teach any thing. She merely meant to be the nucleus of conversation.”22


Sometimes Fuller started a discussion by asking for definitions; sometimes they began by analyzing assigned readings. She set a tone of informality and humor. “She is so funny—she makes me laugh half the time,” wrote one of the women in the class. Although she could be formidable and withering, in the Conversations, as her classes were called, she was tactful and encouraging. At the same time, she demanded the highest standards of rational argument from her students, insisting that young women must learn to “systematize thought and give a precision and clearness in which our sex are so deficient, chiefly, I think, because they have so few inducements to test and classify what they receive.” She asked tough, interesting questions. She had members of the group bring in short essays on the reading to share with everyone. In her letters to Emerson, she often sounds like an impatient young college professor—“I could not make these ladies talk about Beauty. They would not ascend to principles but kept clinging to details”—but she persevered.


The first series of Conversations was about Greek mythology, and it gave Fuller a chance to offer to her students role models of strong women. She “sought out material that would provide examples of strong women and women’s friendships, in both pagan and Christian history; in allegory and in folktale, she found for her purpose virgin goddesses and nuns and laywomen who had dedicated themselves to holy or ascetic lives; they had enjoyed power and high respect and represented qualities no longer accorded to women.”23 A second series focused on the fine arts. For a while, Fuller experimented with an evening session of Conversations including men, but predictably the men dominated the discussion, the women were unhappy, and the experiment was not repeated.


In the following years, subjects for the seminars included education, ethics, culture, and woman—subjects related to the participants’ lives in a way that made them a kind of women’s studies program before their time. Early on, Fuller also encountered the kind of demands for political inclusiveness on issues of race that would become familiar to pioneers of women’s studies in the next century. Maria Weston Chapman, the head of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Association, asked Fuller in 1840 to include a discussion of abolition. But Fuller answered that her own interests led her in a different path, and that despite her support for abolition, she had different priorities in the seminar.


Reading the notes of the Conversations kept by Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, we can get a sense of Fuller’s humor and values. Rather than preaching to her students about women’s rights, she joked about the way most writers on gender “seemed to regard men as animals & women as plants … that men were made to get a living—to eat & drink—and women to be ornaments of society.” Repeatedly she asked the women to think about the distinctions in society between the masculine and the feminine, but suggested that “the man & the woman had each every faculty & element of mind—but that they were combined in different proportions.” Most important, Fuller maintained, whatever the social norms about masculinity and femininity, it was a mistake to stifle one’s own abilities in order to conform. “Whatever faculty we felt to be moving within us, that we should consider it a principle of our perfection, & cultivate it accordingly.”


She also touched from time to time on issues that were more personal. Asked whether women of genius suffered more than others, she replied staunchly that “thought & feeling brought exquisite pleasures—pleasures worth infinite sacrifices—but they inevitably brought sufferings,” and while “she did not love pain … those who had not suffered had not lived as yet.” And on the topic of marriage and single life, Fuller insisted that although it was true that one might find love late in life, women should not put off living with the hope of being married someday. “There came a time however when every one must give up.”24


Was Fuller giving up hopes of marriage herself? The early 1840s were certainly a period of emotional crisis. Her two closest friends, Samuel Ward and Anna Barker, declared their love for each other and married. Fuller was half in love with both of them, and their wedding precipitated a depression in which she resigned herself to being unlovable. She had erotic dreams of being visited and comforted by Anna, which she rationalized away as loneliness. Fuller’s self-awareness did not extend to sexuality.
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