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Abstract  
 
This essay attempts to define Mary Wollstonecraft’s Mary: A Fiction and Maria or The 

Wrongs of Woman as early feminist propaganda from its historical perspective. Initially, 

feministic values as well as propaganda are connected to the eighteenth century with the help 

of contemporary scholars.  These theories are then applied on Wollstonecraft’s Mary: A 

Fiction and Maria or the Wrongs of Woman, in order to establish these as propaganda. The 

conclusion reached is that Wollstonecraft had a political and feminist aim when writing her 

novels as there are many similarities between Mary: A Fiction and Maria or The Wrongs of 

Woman and her political text A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Thus, it is possible to 

regard Mary: A Fiction and Maria or The Wrongs of Woman as early feminist propaganda. 
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Introduction 
 
All art forms including literature have purposely been used to provoke, influence and 

persuade the reader, with both good and bad intentions. Rosemarie Putman Tong, the author 

of Feminist Thought, describes how it is believed that creative forms of writing can give an 

insight on human experiences and improve the awareness on social reality (7). She continues 

by claiming that the “emotional impact of imaginative writing” can, for example, raise 

awareness concerning gender discrimination and help to end it (7). Since literature has the 

possibility of being persuasive and influential, it has been one of the key mediums for 

propaganda.  

 The word propaganda has become a word often used in relation to something negative, 

dishonest and corrupt. Randal Marlin, author of Propaganda and the Ethics of Persuasion, 

writes that the word propaganda has come to be strongly associated with words like lying and 

deception (15). However, Marlin also explains that there are some practitioners of propaganda 

who see the potential of propaganda being good (21). In today’s society, the idea of arguing 

for women’s rights and equality between men and women would probably, by most, be 

regarded as a respectable or even a good deed. However, for the most part of history men 

have seen themselves biologically superior to women. Therefore, the idea of women being 

equal to men could be assumed to have been regarded as illogical or even ridiculous. 

Nevertheless, it seems likely that there have been women during the course of history, who 

have questioned their inferior status. Valerie Bryson, author of Early Feminist Propaganda, 

writes that it is likely “wherever women have been subordinated some have resisted” (5).    

 Mary Wollstonecraft was one of those women that resisted the idea of women being 

inferior to men. She has not only been recognised as a feminist1 but also as a propagandist2 

                                                
1 See Karen M. Ford “Britain”, Ruth Abbey “Back to the Future”, Lorraine Code ed.  Encyclopedia of Feminist 
Theories 
2 See, for example, Nicholas J. Cull, David Culbert and David Welch eds.  Propaganda and Mass Persuasion, 
Amanda Vickery Women, Privilege and Power, Dena Goodman “Women and the Enlightenment” 
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especially for her political text A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). Wollstonecraft 

wrote many political and educational texts but also two fictional novels, Mary: A Fiction 

(further referenced as Mary) and Maria or The Wrongs of Women (further referenced as 

Maria). Claudia L. Johnson, editor of The Cambridge Companion to Mary Wollstonecraft, 

argues that it is important to separate Wollstonecraft’s work as a novelist from her political 

work, based on the fact that Wollstonecraft openly criticised novels, especially novels written 

by women, in her political texts (190).   

  This essay will oppose Johnson’s claim, and argue that Wollstonecraft’s Mary and 

Maria should be included in her political work as she expresses many of her political opinions 

in both novels. In addition, it will suggest that Mary Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria can be 

regarded as early feminist propaganda. The primary sources will be Wollstonecraft’s Mary 

and Maria in connection to Wollstonecraft’s political text A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman (henceforward referred to as Rights of Woman). Since Rights of Woman has already 

been established as eighteenth century propaganda, as well as feminist propaganda, this will 

be used to establish political and feministic values expressed in Mary and Maria. 

 As these three texts were written and published during the eighteenth century, the 

definition of propaganda will be limited to its historical meaning at this time. According to 

Karen Ford, author of Britain (Eighteenth Century), it was during the eighteenth century that 

propaganda became a widespread device, which was used to spread ideas, opinions and 

ideologies, primarily in printed mediums such as pamphlets, newsletters and periodicals (52). 

Ruth Abbey, the author of Back to the Future: Marriage as Friendship in the Thought of 

Mary Wollstonecraft, describes how Wollstonecraft argued that if women were a part of the 

public sphere and educated, they would take better care of their domestic duties, i.e. they 

would be better wives and mothers (81). Since marriage and motherhood are two fundamental 
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aspects in both Mary and Maria as well as in Rights of Woman, the scope of this essay will be 

limited to the political and feministic values concerning marriage and motherhood.  

 Therefore, the aim of this essay will be to define Mary and Maria as early feminist 

propaganda, with special focus on marriage and motherhood. This does not mean that 

Wollstonecraft’s primary objective for Mary and Maria was solely to promote her ideas on 

marriage and motherhood.  Instead, the holistic purpose of her novels was probably the same 

as her other political and argumentative texts, to advocate women’s rights. 

  Firstly, this essay will address feminist aspects of marriage and motherhood, expressed 

by Wollstonecraft herself, as well as the general ideas on women during the eighteenth 

century, which are reflected through modern-day theorists and feminist scholars. Secondly, 

the meaning and use of propaganda will be connected to the eighteenth century. Thirdly, 

Mary and Maria will be analysed, partly based on Victoria O’Donnell’s 10-step plan on “How 

to Analyse Propaganda” (269-287). However, only five of the ten steps will be discussed as 

not all are relevant to the eighteenth century definition of propaganda. Lastly, readings from 

Rights of Woman will be linked to readings in Mary and Maria as well as connected to 

Wollstonecraft’s own opinions and the general eighteenth century ideas regarding marriage 

and motherhood.  
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Eighteenth Century Women 
 
As Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria portray the situation of eighteenth century women, it is 

essential to understand the general ideas on women during that time. From the mid-

seventeenth century through the eighteenth century there were a lot of revolutions, and the 

medieval world view was replaced by a modern western ideology. Dena Goodman, author of 

Women and the Enlightenment, explains how this period has suitably been defined as the 

Enlightenment, a definition representing the enlightened men and women’s own idea of the 

transition from the dark and barbaric Middle Ages to a new world of light and reason (239). 

According to Miriam Brody, editor of Mary Wollstonecraft: A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, there was a mixture of attitudes against women during the eighteenth century, 

including those of “puritan reformers, good religious fundamentalists”, who encouraged 

women to be submissive, passive and dependent on men (xxxi). 

  Furthermore, the ideas on women during the eighteenth century were also very much 

influenced by the French author and philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. According to Sue 

Thornham, author of Feminist Theory and Cultural Studies, Rousseau considered women to 

have an inferior status by nature (17), and that the “emotional woman” was the perfect 

complement to the “rational man” (Tong 13).  Wollstonecraft opposed Rousseau and argued 

that if men were denied to develop their rationality and become moral persons with 

“commitments beyond personal pleasure” they would also become emotional beings (Tong 

13). As stated by Pam Morris, author of Literature and Feminism: An Introduction, and many 

others, women have suffered a long time because of “biological essentialism”, which is the 

belief that a woman’s “nature” is a consequence of her reproductive role. This has been one of 

the arguments that essentialists have used to subordinate women (2). Wollstonecraft argued 

against the idea that women were inferior to men and was convinced that men and women 

were equals. Furthermore, Lorraine Code, editor of Encyclopedia of Feminist Theories, writes 
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that Wollstonecraft opposed Rousseau’s idea of women being biologically inferior to men 

(xxi). In addition, Wollstonecraft argued that it was only men’s access to education and a 

wider range of opportunities which made them superior (Code xxi).  As women were 

encouraged to be submissive and dependent on men as well as regarded as emotional beings 

incapable of being rational, women’s natural place was considered to be in the domestic 

sphere. Therefore, women were to a large extent excluded from public society.  

 During the Enlightenment being a citizen meant “to be a man, to be a human”; thus the 

rights expressed during the Enlightenment, which applied to men, were not extended to the 

female subjects (Goodman 235). However, there were women during the eighteenth century 

who argued that the principles of the Enlightenment and political rights applied to them as 

well (Bryson 15). According to Bryson, Rousseau thought that women were “biologically 

unsuited for the public sphere” (13). Consequently, Rousseau believed women were only 

suited for the household where they attained respect and dignity as wives and mothers 

(Goodman 252). Wollstonecraft, on the other hand, was convinced that if women engaged 

themselves in the wider world, its politics and morality, it would make them more attentive to 

their domestic duties (Abbey 81). Wollstonecraft writes in Rights of Woman:  

Would men but generously snap our chains, and be content with rational 

fellowship instead of slavish obedience, they would find us more observant 

daughters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more reasonable 

mothers -- in a word, better citizens. (186)  

 According to Abbey, Wollstonecraft accepted the traditional notion of marriage and 

motherhood as being women’s duties, notwithstanding her more “forward-looking” liberalism 

(81).3 However, since Wollstonecraft believed that marriage should be based on a friendship 

that was characterised by equality, free choice, reason and mutual respect, this created a 
                                                
3 Traditional liberalism tends to separate the public and private sphere, Wollstonecraft, on the other hand, 
extended liberal values into the household. In addition,  she also suggested that there can be different liberal 
relationships,  depending on whether these occur among strangers or among intimates (Abbey 80-81) 
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“suitable model for her liberal approach” (Abbey 79). Goodman describes how the word 

“mariage” meant both marriage and intercourse, however, only when referring to women. 

Men, on the other hand, could satisfy their sexual desires outside of the marriage, where the 

“unquestioned social norms” dictated that women could not (251). In addition, married 

women could neither legally hold any property in their own name nor “enter into any legal 

contract” (Brody xxxv). Furthermore, Nancy Locklin describes, in Women’s Work and 

Identity in Eighteenth-Century Brittany, how women often were referred to, in connection 

with their husbands as “sa femme” meaning “his wife” (15).  Even if Wollstonecraft approved 

the institution of marriage, she disapproved that it stood for a structural inequality (Abbey 

79). However, Wollstonecraft was not alone in her criticism against marriage as it was one of 

the social institutions that was a central object of criticism in the context of the new ideas and 

values expressed during the eighteenth century (Goodman 246).   

 According to Susan Staves, author of British Seduced Maidens, most of the marriages 

among the upper classes, during the eighteenth century, were arranged and the affections of 

young girls were seldom consulted (119). Possibly, women agreed to marry men that they did 

not have any feelings for as they wanted the social status of their future husbands. Fran 

Tonkiss writes, in Class Analysis, UK, how class has played a significant role when analysing 

feminism in Britain. Subsequently, British women wanted the social status that was linked to 

a certain class, which in return were determined by their relation to men within the family 

(92). Consequently, creating an inconsistency, as women wanted to be independent but at the 

same time valued their social status, which were entirely defined through their male relations. 

This could indicate that there were women who disregarded their feelings in order to climb 

the social ladder. According to Andrew Elfenbein, author of Mary Wollstonecraft and the 

Sexuality of Genius, Wollstonecraft did not feel that she or any other woman was “obligated” 

to endure a loveless marriage (237). However, Wollstonecraft was aware that many women 
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lived in marriages without mutual affection. In Rights of Woman, she implies that women who 

do not find love in their husbands may find it in their children. In addition, Wollstonecraft 

was convinced that parental affection was crucial for a child and that it was necessary for 

women to be good mothers. She writes in Rights of Woman:  

I will go still further, and advance, without dreaming of a paradox, that an 

unhappy marriage is often very advantageous to a family, and that the neglected 

wife is, in general, the best mother. (42) 

 Kathryn Gleadle, author of British Women and Radical Politics in the Nonconformist 

Enlightenment, explains that Wollstonecraft strongly believed that women by performing their 

maternal duties also fulfilled their duties as citizens (135). In Thoughts on the Education of 

Daughters, Wollstonecraft writes: “I conceive it to be the duty of every rational creature to 

attend its offspring” (1). Furthermore, Wollstonecraft expressed the importance of being a 

good mother and an affectionate parent, in Rights of Woman, especially in chapter XI, “Duty 

to Parents”. Stated by Sherry B. Ortner, in Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?, 

women as mothers must consider the limitations and strengths of their children, especially 

when the children are young and dependent. Thus, the home is regarded to be the most natural 

place for women (32). This could be one of the reasons why childbearing has been considered 

to be one of the primary sources which have exacerbated women’s inferior status. Erica 

Burman, author of Motherhood, writes that childbearing has often been seen as a “key source 

to women’s oppression” (350). Although becoming a mother was regarded as one of women’s 

primary duties, eighteenth century women could not claim any legal rights over their children 

(Brody xxxv). Even in the domestic sphere, which was considered to be a woman’s “natural” 

place, women had limited legal rights.  

 To summarise, women during the eighteenth century were seen as emotional beings 

with no ability to enter the public sphere, leading to them having limited education and legal 
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rights. The primary duties of women were those of becoming wives and mothers. However, 

even in the domestic sphere women had little authority, as they, for instance, were referred to 

as “sa femme”, and did not have any legal rights over their children. Moreover, Rousseau was 

very influential, and his ideas on women were accepted by the general public. Even so, 

Wollstonecraft was not afraid to criticise Rousseau’s ideas as she openly argued against them. 

As previously mentioned, Wollstonecraft was not afraid to enter politics or the male 

dominated public sphere as she published political, educational and instructional texts, which 

strongly criticised women’s inferior social status.   

Eighteenth Century Propaganda 
 
To define propaganda has been regarded as a difficult task as there are many sides to 

propaganda, which can be perceived as both negative and positive. Victoria O’Donnell, author 

of Propaganda and Persuasion, describes that the word propaganda is often used as a 

synonym for lies, deceit, manipulation, mind control etc. (“What is Propaganda” 2). However, 

both Marlin and O’Donnell state that the word propaganda in itself does not express 

something negative.4 According to O’Donnell propaganda in its most neutral form means “to 

disseminate or promote particular ideas” (“What is Propaganda” 2). Consequently, this 

indicates that even if the word propaganda has received strong negative associations, it is not 

in itself a negative word.  

 Since propaganda is hard to define, it is often used interchangeably with the word 

persuasion. Marlin in his effort to define propaganda echoes the term “persuasive definition”, 

which Charles Stevenson states in his work Ethics and Language (1944). In addition, 

Nicholas Pronay, author of Britain, uses the words propaganda and persuasion 

interchangeably in his article regarding propaganda in Britain. These are just a few examples 

where persuasion is used when discussing propaganda. Nonetheless, O’Donnell wants to 
                                                
4 See Marlin, especially pages 15-23 and Jowett and O’Donnell, pages 2-6 
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separate the term persuasion from propaganda, and claims that propaganda only fulfils the 

desired intent of the propagandist, whereas persuasion satisfies the need of both persuader and 

persuadee (“What is Propaganda” 1). Marlin agrees with O’Donnell that separating 

persuasion from propaganda is necessary and claims that the concept of persuasion is not 

relevant when defining propaganda (17-18). Even so, it is likely that propaganda has 

persuasive strategies, but that the notion of propaganda should not be confused with 

persuasion. Suggestively, Wollstonecraft used persuasive strategies as she tried to convince 

men that if women were allowed education and political rights, they would become better 

wives. Furthermore, Wollstonecraft did argue for education, equal rights and independence 

for her own desired intent as well as to the benefit of other women. Thus, making it is difficult 

to separate persuasion from propaganda completely. Since the contemporary meaning of 

propaganda to some extent diverges from its historical meaning, which is central to 

Wollstonecraft’s potential usage of propaganda in Mary and Maria, it is important to examine 

propaganda from its historical perspective.   

 The word propaganda was first used in the sixteenth century by the Roman Catholic 

Church. It was Pope Gregory XIII that established a commission of three cardinals, called de 

propaganda fide (Commission for Propagation of the Faith), which main purpose was to 

spread the faith to the “new lands”. According to Karsten Fledelius, author of Reformation 

and Counter-Reformation, it was this commission that “effectively gave the world the word 

propaganda” (340). Both O’Donnell and Marlin associate this commission to the beginning of 

the word’s negative meaning (15; 2). Probably, as the organisation projected their faith onto 

others in order to gain more power. Although it is possible that the word propaganda kept 

some of its negative implications, it did receive a wider meaning during the eighteenth 

century. 
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 It was in connection to the Enlightenment and French revolution that propaganda 

became more widespread. The word Enlightenment is according to Marlin, in itself a suitable 

word for propaganda (55). Probably based on the fact that propaganda during this time was 

used to spread ideas and opinions, presumably with the purpose of “enlighten” people. Oxford 

English Dictionary defines eighteenth century propaganda as “An organization, scheme, or 

movement for the propagation of a particular doctrine, practice, etc.” David Welch, author of 

Introduction: Propaganda in Historical Perspective, describes how the word propaganda 

came to be applied onto any organisation with the purpose of spreading a doctrine (xvi). The 

first use of this “new” meaning of propaganda was according to Oxford English Dictionary 

made by James MacPherson in 1790, in his correspondence with George IV, Prince of Wales. 

MacPherson writes that there are “disciples of the propaganda at Paris”5 (probably referring to 

the French revolutionaries). He also writes: “All Kings have . . .  new race of Pretenders to 

contend with”,6 suggestively, implying that the revolutionary ideas and thoughts probably 

would spread to Britain.   

 The implications made by MacPherson were right as the revolutionary ideas expressed 

in France did spread to Britain. In Britain verbal and printed forms of propaganda were 

preferred such as political poems, manifestos, newspapers, periodicals and pamphlets (Pronay 

49; Ford 52). That British propagandists used primarily printed mediums in order for them to 

spread their doctrine, opinions and thoughts, is quite apparent. In Britain, the written media 

developed into “what was probably the world’s largest body of pamphleteering” (Pronay 49). 

According to Ford, this war of pamphlets was initiated by Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (54).  

 Tom Furniss, author of Mary Wollstonecraft’s French Revolution, explains that 

Edmund Burke attacked Richard Price, who had suggested that the French revolution would 

                                                
5 Quotation taken from Oxford English Dictionary   
6 See previous footnote 
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be imitated in Britain (60). According to Furniss, Burke attempted to repress the revolutionary 

enthusiasm that was made known in Britain (60). Ford describes how hundreds of replies 

were made to Burke, and that these circulated among radical societies free of charge or sold 

cheaply. Moreover, Wollstonecraft was one of the first to reply to Edmund Burke, with her 

reply: Vindication of the Rights of Men, in a Letter to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke; 

Occasioned by his Reflections on the Revolution in France, which was published 

anonymously in November 1790. The text was then republished in December with 

Wollstonecraft’s name on the title page, which made her instantly famous (Furniss 60). In 

addition, Wollstonecraft’s most famous work A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) 

also was included in the pamphleteering (Ford 54). As there was a rapid escalation of reading 

materials, it enabled women to become more serious readers and consumers of literature 

(Goodman 242).  

 According to Gleadle, there was a “flood of feminist works” that followed 

Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, proving that it was a widespread 

audience involved in the discussion concerning women’s rights (130). However, Bryson states 

that there was a retreat from feminism in the eighteenth century since arguing for the 

rationality of women was less fashionable (11). Furthermore, Gleadle explains it to be 

possible that political women contemporary with Wollstonecraft shared her “feminist 

critique”, but that it was not their primary agenda (130). Still, there were women who 

continued to write, publish and discuss women’s abilities and social roles (Bryson 11). 

Wollstonecraft, for instance, did not only continue to write and publish instructional, 

educational and political texts but also wrote fiction concerning women’s rights.  

 It has been established that fictional texts have been used as a tool to project political 

opinions. According to Nicholas Cull, author of Novel, fictional narrative has played “its part” 

in the story of propaganda (272). In addition, novels became one of the most printed mediums 
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during the eighteenth century. It was during the eighteenth century that, for instance, Jonathan 

Swift publishes his famous work Gulliver’s travels (1726), which was very satirical and 

criticised the European government. It was also during this time that Rousseau published his 

famous work Émile (1762).   

 Elfenbein states how Émile has been seen as the fictional prototype for Wollstonecraft’s 

Mary (191).  He continues by describing how Wollstonecraft experimented with sexual roles 

when writing Mary as she tried to establish a female genius (236). Gary Kelly, editor of 

Wollstonecraft: Mary and The Wrongs of Women, describes how genius (in this context) 

means having an “unique individuality valued by the culture of Sensibility“(xvi). 

Furthermore, he explains how this only considered men and there were only men that were 

capable of such genius (xvi).7 According to Kelly, Mary was a “sophisticated literary 

experiment” that made a "little impact because it probably was to innovative and 

unconventional for its time (xx). In the advertisement to Mary, Wollstonecraft writes: “In 

delineating the Heroine of this Fiction, the Author attempts to develop a character different 

from those generally portrayed” (4).   

 Through this statement, it becomes fairly obvious that Wollstonecraft had a planned 

intent when writing Mary.  Rousseau, on the other hand, concealed his true intentions 

concerning his novels as he deliberately expressed  that these were not for women to read, in 

order to make them more compelled to read them (Goodman 242). As described by Welch, 

propaganda is often believed to camouflage its origin and manipulate its audience, but that it 

also has the possibility to be the opposite i.e. open and genuine (425). Marlin states that there 

are some propagandists that explicitly state that propaganda has the potential for good (2). It 

is likely that the idea of Wollstonecraft arguing for the rights of women, today, would have 

been recognised as a good cause. However, this “good cause” was probably not regarded as 

                                                
7 The Oxford English Dictionary describes how genius is based on the” classical pagan belief: that every person 
at his birth, to govern his fortunes and determines his character, and finally to conduct him out of the world”. 



13 
 

 
 

such in the eighteenth century since most were convinced that women were biologically 

inferior to men. That Wollstonecraft was seen as controversial can only be assumed as she, 

according to Judith S. Lewis, author of 1748 and All That: Aristocratic Women and Electoral 

Politics, was devoted a full week of discussion at the Westminster Forum in 1797 (115). In 

addition, Donna T. Andrews, in her compilation London debating societies 1776-1799, shows 

that the topic at London Forum on the 15 April 1797 was “WOMAN- what is she?”, and that 

the discussion considered:  

Which is more repugnant to truth and experience, the doctrine of Mahomet, that 

Women have no Souls - or the Opinion of Mrs. Woolstonecraft, That they 

possess mental endowments equal, if not superior, to men? (British History 

Online)   

 To sum up, propaganda during the eighteenth century had a fairly neutral meaning and 

referred to an organisation or movement that spread a special doctrine.  The primary medium 

for propaganda was printed mediums, especially pamphlets, which Wollstonecraft actively 

used to advocate her ideas and opinions. Written and verbal forms of propaganda were 

preferred in Britain and also came to represent the propaganda that was used there during the 

eighteenth century. Moreover, propagandists used fictional narratives such as novels to spread 

their doctrine, opinions and thoughts. Suggestively, Wollstonecraft used Mary and Maria to 

spread her political opinions and feminist ideals, which will be further discussed in the 

following analysis.  

Mary and Maria as Propaganda  
 
As previously mentioned, novels were one of the most printed mediums during the eighteenth 

century. Furthermore, Cull describes how novels have had played a significant part in the 

history of propaganda (272). In addition, propagandist in Britain used primarily written forms 

of propaganda. Thus, the possibility for Mary and Maria to be considered as political texts is 
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fairly reasonable. Moreover, it has been suggested that imaginative forms of writing can 

create such strong emotional impact that it results in people taking action against, for instance, 

gender discrimination (Tong 7).  Therefore, it is possible for novels to create such a great 

emotional impact that the audience respond and take action. Suggestively, Wollstonecraft’s 

Mary and Maria are examples of this.  

 To describe Wollstonecraft’s political aim and work, Brody writes:  

Wollstonecraft dared to take the liberal doctrine of inalienable human rights, a 

doctrine which was inflaming patriots on both sides of the Atlantic, and assume 

these rights for her own sex. (ix) 

This statement indicates that Wollstonecraft advocated feminist values and that she was not 

afraid to openly express these. That she can be regarded as a propagandist has already been 

established, especially through her political texts A Vindication of the Rights of Man and A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Thus, it is likely that Wollstonecraft used some of her 

political strategies when writing Mary and Maria.  

 The analysis will be divided into two parts, where the first part will analyse Mary and 

Maria partly based on Victoria O’Donnell’s 10 step-plan on how to analyse propaganda. 

However, since the notion of propaganda will be analysed from its eighteenth century 

definition, five of the ten steps have been excluded.8 The five steps that will be included are: 

1. The ideology and purpose of the propaganda campaign 
 

2. The context in which the propaganda occurs 

3. Identification of the propagandist 
 

                                                
8 4. The structure of the propaganda organization, excluded based on the fact that Wollstonecraft did not 
represent an organization, 6. Media utilization techniques, this is related to how propaganda uses the media (in a 
modern sense) meaning that this is not relatable to the eighteenth century, 7. Special techniques to maximize 
effect, concerning modern propaganda techniques, not relevant to the eighteenth century, 8. Audience reaction to 
varies techniques, where the behavior of the audience should be examined, as there are no extensive records of 
readers response to the novels, this has been excluded, 9. Counter propaganda, even if Edmund Burke could be 
regarded as somewhat an opponent to Wollstonecraft political texts, the novels are not included in the exchange 
between Burke and Wollstonecraft and therefore also excluded.  
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5. The target audience 

10. Effects and evaluation  (O’Donnell, “How to Analyze Propaganda” 270) 

 These will be discussed in their numeral order as O’Donnell surely arranged these steps 

in a logical order. However, this essay wants to take a closer look at the ideology expressed in 

Mary and Maria, with the help of actual readings from the novels as well as comparing these 

to Wollstonecraft’s Rights of Woman. Thus, the first step, “the ideology and purpose of the 

propaganda campaign”, will be further discussed in the second part of this analysis. 

Nevertheless, some words on the purpose of Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria will be 

mentioned hereafter. 

 When assuming that Wollstonecraft wrote Mary and Maria with a political aim, it is 

most likely that the purpose of Mary and Maria was the same as her political texts; that of 

arguing for the rights of women and question women’s inferiority to men. This essay has 

chosen to address marriage and motherhood since these aspects were significant for 

eighteenth century women, Wollstonecraft as well as to the context of Mary and Maria. 

However, to discuss marriage and motherhood is not regarded as the sole purpose of 

Wollstonecraft’s novels. It is more likely that these are two aspects in the holistic purpose of 

arguing for equality between men and women.   

 It has been established that Wollstonecraft incorporated personal experiences in her 

novels, 9 which becomes quite evident as she named them Mary and Maria. However, it is 

possible that she named her novels Mary and Maria as Mary was a fairly common name in 

the eighteenth century. According to Douglas A. Galbi, author of Sense in Communication, 

Maria has today been recognised as the Latin form of Mary (105). He also states that it was 

not until after the Reformation that Mary became a popular name in England, and that about 

                                                
9 For instance, Wollstonecraft had a close relationship with a female friend, Fanny Blood, who died (In Mary, 
Mary has a close relationship with Ann).  In Mary, Mary’s parents are Edward and Eliza (probably referring to 
her own parents, Edward and Elizabeth). The name Henry is present in both novels, which can be connected to 
Henry Fuseli, whom Wollstonecraft had a love affair with. 
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24% was named Mary at the end of the eighteenth century (98). Since there were many 

women named Mary in England during the eighteenth century, Wollstonecraft may have 

chosen to name her novels Mary and Maria as they were aimed towards the “common” 

woman. In addition, Wollstonecraft may have named her novels Mary and Maria as they were 

written to reflect, question and improve women’s lives in eighteenth century England.  

 According to Elfenbein, Wollstonecraft experimented with gender roles when writing 

Mary as she tried to create a female genius. It was believed that only men were capable of 

such genius (236). Thus, it is possible that Mary embodied both masculine and feminine traits.  

This is an aspect that separates the two novels as Maria is, comparatively, a feminine woman. 

Furthermore, it is likely that the marriage between Maria and her husband George was written 

to reflect the current male and female roles in the eighteenth century society as Maria’s 

husband demonstrates the power men had over women. Regardless of the novels’ differences 

both Mary and Maria could be assumed to have been written with the intention of projecting 

feminist values. Wollstonecraft’s writes in the preface to Maria: 

In many instances I could have made the incidents more dramatic, would I have 

sacrificed my main object, the desire of exhibiting the misery and oppression, 

peculiar to women that arise out of the particular laws and customs of society. 

(67) 

 As previously mentioned, the suggested feminist ideology that Wollstonecraft displayed 

in Maria and Maria will be further discussed in the next part of this analysis. Thus, the next 

step in analysing propaganda will be examined i.e. “the context in which the propaganda 

occurs”. The context of the propaganda (Mary and Maria) has in many ways already been 

described in the theoretical background as the situation of eighteenth century women has been 

established with the help of contemporary theorists. That Mary and Maria mirror the current 

situation of eighteenth century women becomes apparent as, for instance, Jean-Jacques 
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Rousseau is mentioned as a current novelist. In addition, Wollstonecraft described arranged 

marriages, which were highly common in the eighteenth century. Already on the first page in 

Mary, Wollstonecraft mentions an arranged marriage; that between Mary’s parents (Eliza and 

Edward): “[Eliza] danced with an officer, whom she faintly wished to be united to; but her 

father soon after recommending another in a distinguished rank of life” (Mary 5). This implies 

that women were married off without regard to their feelings. It also shows that there were 

different ranks among men, meaning they had different political status, which was not only 

important for women but also their fathers.   

 When analysing the context in which Mary and Maria were written and published, it is 

important to look at the purpose of the propaganda linked the current situation. Thus, a small 

review of women’s situation will henceforward be presented.  According to Brody, women in 

the eighteenth century were encouraged to be submissive and passive as well as dependent on 

men (xxxi).  In addition, women were seen as biologically inferior to men (Code xxi). 

Moreover, women were given limited education as well as few political rights. The general 

assumption was that women were emotional creatures and that they were only suited for the 

domestic sphere (Brody xxxv; Thornham 17). Wollstonecraft opposed all these ideas and 

claimed that women were not inferior by nature, and if they were given the same 

opportunities as men, they surely would become equal men. In Mary, Wollstonecraft writes: 

“she considered every thing that came under her inspection, and learned how to think” (8). 

Presumably, Wollstonecraft referred to the idea of women being regarded as emotional and 

men rational and that women were not able to neither be rational nor “think”.  This is only one 

of many examples that show how Wollstonecraft criticised and challenged the current 

assumptions to which she and other women were exposed.    

 The third step that O’Donnell presents is the “identification of propagandist”. Since 

Wollstonecraft is the obvious propagandist as it is her novels which are suggested to be 
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propaganda, the need for this essay to identify the propagandist can be regarded as fairly 

unnecessary. Nevertheless, a few words will be said on Wollstonecraft as a propagandist. 

O’Donnell claims that the source of propaganda is most likely to be an organisation or 

institution (“How to Analyze Propaganda” 273). The eighteenth century definition of 

propaganda was stated by Oxford English Dictionary, as an organisation, scheme or 

movement that spreads a special practice or doctrine. Suggestively, Wollstonecraft could be 

regarded to have been part of an “unorganised” movement of feminists, which all argued for 

women’s rights. However, it is not necessary to connect Wollstonecraft to her fellow 

feminists as the eighteenth century definition of propaganda, made by the Oxford English 

Dictionary, does not necessarily rule out the prospect of individual propagandists. Since 

Wollstonecraft is not only mentioned in literature on feminism but also in literature on 

propaganda, it has already been established that she was a feminist as well as propagandist. 

Thus, it is most likely that she transferred some of her feminist values and political opinions 

to her fictional texts.  

 O’Donnell’s fifth step concerns the “target audience”, and refers to the idea that the 

propagandist selects the audience that has the most potential for effectiveness (“How to 

Analyze Propaganda” 275).  Wollstonecraft’s targeted audience were presumably both men 

and women as she explicitly addressed Edmund Burke in her Vindication of the Rights of 

Men, in a Letter to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke; Occasioned by his Reflections on 

the Revolution in France, and in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which expresses 

informative guidance to women. However, it is arguable that Wollstonecraft’s novels were 

mainly written towards women, especially when she writes: “I would make it so interesting, 

that the fair pursuer should beg the hair-dresser to settle the curls himself, and not interrupt 

her” (Mary 6), and already in the preface to Maria “the history ought rather to be considered, 

as of woman, than of an individual” (Maria 67). Therefore, one could argue that 
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Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria probably made a greater impact on women than on men. In 

addition, that the feminist opinions displayed in the novels were more easily accepted by 

women than by men. Furthermore, it is also likely that the novels appealed more to women as 

the protagonists are women, and both novels concern women’s social and political situation.   

 The last and tenth step described by O’Donnell is the “effects and evaluation” of 

propaganda. O’Donnell writes that the most important effect of propaganda is if the purpose 

has been fulfilled (286). Wollstonecraft’s main purpose was to argue for women’s rights; that 

women should be given the same political rights, range of opportunities and education as 

men. Looking at the society we have today, one could speculate that her main arguments have 

to a highly large extent been fulfilled. This can seem a little farfetched.  However, when 

regarding Wollstonecraft as an influential feminist, and that she has been part of raising the 

question of equality between men and women (which many today still are fighting for), it is 

possible to state that Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria have fulfilled their purpose i.e. taking 

women to the point of being able to vote, work, educate themselves, the right to decide over 

themselves etc. Furthermore, one could also assume that Wollstonecraft had a great influence 

as well as encouraged and inspired people during her own time as she was, for instance, 

discussed by the Westminster forum for an entire week (Lewis 115).   

 In summarisation, the purpose of Wollstonecraft’s Mary and Maria was probably the 

same as in her other literary texts, that of advocating women’s rights. The context, in which 

the propaganda occurred, was the eighteenth century, where women were seen as emotional 

and dependent on men, with limited abilities to be rational. The home was seen as the natural 

place for women as their primary duties were to be wives and mothers.  That Wollstonecraft is 

regarded to be the propagandist seems very obvious as she was the author of Mary and Maria. 

Furthermore, it is likely that Wollstonecraft aimed all of her literary texts towards both men 

and women but that her novels especially targeted women. Presumably, Wollstonecraft had a 
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strong influence on the general public as she was discussed in various forums during the 

eighteenth century.  

The Vindication of Women in Mary and Maria  

As previously mentioned, Claudia L. Johnson claims it to be necessary to separate 

Wollstonecraft’s political and fictional work since Wollstonecraft expressed strong opinions, 

in her political texts, against women writing novels (190). One could argue that 

Wollstonecraft opposed herself when she became a female novelist. However, since she 

incorporated many of her political opinions in Mary and Maria, it is possible that she 

regarded them more as politically aimed texts. Regardless, there are too many similarities 

between her political text Rights of Woman and her novels Mary and Maria, in order for them 

to be entirely separated, for instance: “How women are to exist in that state where there is 

neither to be marrying nor giving in marriage, we are not told” (Rights of Woman 45); “She 

thought that she was hastening to that world where there is neither marrying or giving in 

marriage” (Mary 62). Not only does Wollstonecraft integrate exact quotations but also a 

similar phrasing and vocabulary. 

 That Wollstonecraft was a feminist has not only been established by the context of her 

own written works, but also through the reflections of contemporary feminist scholars.  

Wollstonecraft strongly believed that women were capable of taking care of themselves and if 

they were given the same range of opportunities as men, they would be able to become strong 

and independent women. In Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft writes: “I do not wish them 

[women] to have power over men; but over themselves” (81).   

 Wollstonecraft statement indicates that eighteenth century women were not able to 

decide over themselves or had the possibility to become very independent. Furthermore, 

women had very little legal rights and they were seen as a complement to their husbands.  

This becomes particularly apparent as women were referred to as “sa femme” (Locklin 15). 
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Moreover, the general supposition was mainly based on the ideas expressed by Rousseau, 

who stated that women attained respect and dignity when fulfilling their duties as wives and 

mothers (Goodman 252). That marriage was an important aspect for eighteenth century 

women’s becomes evident as it was regarded to be one of women’s primary duties. In 

addition, women were encouraged to be submissive and dependent on men.  

 Marriage was one of the few obligations that women had, and that women were married 

off without regard to their feelings were common in the eighteenth century. In both Mary and 

Maria, the protagonist enters an arranged marriage.  Mary feels somewhat indifferent at first, 

but soon becomes very unsettled with the idea of getting married to Charles. Maria, on the 

other hand, looks forward to marry George but her happiness is soon replaced with regret. 

However, both Mary and Maria develop negative feelings towards their husband and their 

marriages: “an extreme horror at taking – at being forced to take such a hasty step” (Mary 16); 

“discovering when too late, that I was united to a heartless, unprincipled wretch” (Maria 123). 

Why Wollstonecraft in her novels exposes her protagonists to arranged marriages can be 

discussed as it is clearly not something that Wollstonecraft encouraged. In Rights of Woman, 

Wollstonecraft writes:  

Still, highly as I respect marriage, as the foundation of almost every social 

virtue, I cannot avoid feeling the most lively compassion for those unfortunate 

females who are broken off from society, and by one error torn from all those 

affections and relationships that improve the heart and mind. (91) 

This statement could be assumed to be connected to Wollstonecraft’s idea that marriage 

should be based on friendship, mutual respect and free choice (Abbey79).  Furthermore, 

Elfenbein states that Wollstonecraft did not see her or any woman neither being obliged to 

marry someone without feeling love nor have to endure a loveless marriage (237). 

Nevertheless, she exposes her protagonists to this kind of marriage. Suggestively, 
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Wollstonecraft deliberately describes loveless, unhappy and horrible marriages, to hit a nerve 

within her female readers, with the purpose of making women refuse to live in arranged 

marriages without love, affection and mutual respect. Presumably, Wollstonecraft did not 

intend to make women disregard the institution of marriage altogether, but instead make them 

value the idea of marriage based on love and mutual affection, which becomes apparent in 

Maria; 

 Maria is married to George, who treats her very badly, and it leads up to a point where 

he intends to prostitute her. Maria then decides to leave her husband and runs away with her 

daughter. She is then hunted like an animal and treated as a criminal. She is finally about to 

leave the country with her daughter, when she is drugged and her child is taken from her arms 

(presumably it is Maria’s husband who is responsible). Maria is then locked into a private 

madhouse. This is where Maria meets and falls in love with Henry (who also is admitted to 

the madhouse).  After all the cruelty that Maria has been exposed to, her love for Henry is 

strong, and she still believes in marriage: “She wished to avow her affection to Darnford 

[Henry], by becoming his wife” (Maria 169).  Although Maria has been through a lot of 

misery, she still believes in love and marriage.  That Maria wants to enter another marriage, 

but this time out of love, shows to some extent that Wollstonecraft believed in marriage. 

However, Wollstonecraft also to some extent disapproved of the institution of marriage as she 

felt that most marriages at the time represented a structural inequality. Married women could 

not, for instance, make decisions on their own as everything needed to be approved by their 

husbands. This is something that Wollstonecraft explicitly addresses in Mary; 

 Charles and Mary are married very hastily and are separated right after their wedding.  

Since Charles leaves for the continent to finish his studies, they barely see each other. Mary 

has a strong friendship with Ann, a widow that lived near Mary’s father.  Ann becomes very 

ill, and Mary wants to take her to Lisbon and writes to her husband for his consent.  When she 
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is writing she knows that she probably should: “have added, ‘you would very much oblige me 

by consenting;’ but her heart revolted” (Mary 21). Wollstonecraft’s voice could be assumed to 

come through here as she strongly believed that women were capable of taking own decisions. 

She writes that Mary knows that she should have added a request, but her heart revolted, 

assumable the heart of Wollstonecraft revolted as well since she was convinced that women 

were capable of deciding for themselves. Thus, Wollstonecraft instead writes: “irresolutely 

she wrote something about wishing him well” (Mary 21). Consequently, Wollstonecraft 

makes both Mary and Maria two strong and independent women, who are not afraid to speak 

their mind. Maria, for instance, decides to leave George and in that moment also decides that 

they are no longer married:  

That I solemnly as I took his name, I now abjure it, “I pulled off my ring and put 

it on the table; “and that I mean immediately to quit his house, never to enter it 

more. I will provide for myself and my child. I leave him as free as I am 

determined to be myself – he shall be answerable for no debts of mine”. (Maria 

143) 

That a woman could take the decision to leave her husband was probably regarded as highly 

controversial. It was difficult for a woman to decide to seek divorce as women had limited 

legal rights and because marriage was regarded as a sacred institution. Lawrence Stone, 

author of Road to Divorce: England 1530-1987, explains that England was the only Protestant 

country in the late sixteenth century that did not have any laws concerning divorce (301). 

Furthermore, he states that the divorce laws in England were a mess until the nineteenth 

century (121). Thus, divorce can be assumed to have been virtually non-existent during the 

eighteenth century as marriage was regarded as a sacred institution and since there were few 

laws concerning divorce. Seemingly, the possibility for a woman to decide to divorce her 

husband would have been nearly impossible. In Maria, Wollstonecraft writes: “the situation 
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of a woman separated from her husband, is undoubtedly very different from that of a man 

who has left his wife” (139). When leaving George, Maria very confident expresses that she 

will provide for her child, which also seem to be difficult as there were little work for women. 

In Maria, Wollstonecraft uses the voice of Jemima to express her thought on women’s current 

limited options: 

That every person willing to work may find employment . . . I believe, of 

insensible indolence, when it relates to men; but with respect to women. I am 

sure of its fallacy, unless they will submit to the most menial bodily labour. 

(Maria 102) 

 This suggests that “every person” really means “every man”, and that women willing to 

work do not find work that easily. Wollstonecraft strongly believed that men and women were 

equals and that opportunities given to men should also be given to women. Furthermore, in 

Maria, Wollstonecraft makes Jemima imply that women should have equal pay: “A man with 

half my industry and, I may say, abilities, could have a decent livelihood, and discharged 

some of the duties which knit mankind together” (Maria 103). Wollstonecraft believed that 

women had the same capabilities as men to make a living and engage in the public sphere. In 

Rights of Woman, she writes: “They [women] might also study politics . . . Business of 

various kinds, they might likewise pursue” (184). This can only be assumed to have created 

strong reactions since women were considered to be inferior to men as well as incapable of 

being rational. Wollstonecraft was convinced that it was the male-controlled environment that 

made women inferior and that women were not inferior by nature. It is possible that 

Wollstonecraft felt that women had no chance in the male-dominated world, and even makes 

the comparison that to be born a female was to be born a slave. In Maria, Wollstonecraft uses 

the voice of Maria when she writes: “Was not the world a prison, and women born slaves?” 
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(73). In Rights of Woman, the word “slaves” is interchangeably mentioned in comparison to 

women:  

Liberty is the mother of virtue, and if women be, by their very constitution, 

slaves, and not allowed to breathe the sharp invigorating air of freedom” (49) 

. . . . . 

Why do men halt between two opinions, and expect impossibilities? Why do 

they expect virtue from a slave, from a being whom the constitution of civil 

society has rendered weak, if not vicious? (61)  

 In Maria, women’s oppressive situation is discussed in Maria’s memoirs to her 

daughter. These memoirs create a free forum to discuss the injustices and miseries to which 

women were exposed. The fact that Maria’s daughter has not been given a name in the novel 

could be deliberate, and that Maria’s daughter therefore may be seen to represent all women. 

In that case the conversation between Mary and her daughter is, in fact, a conversation 

between Wollstonecraft and all her female readers. Wollstonecraft makes Maria, in her 

memoirs, discuss, inform, educate and instruct her daughter on aspects connected to women’s 

life and situation. Maria writes to her daughter:  

The tenderness of a father who knew the world, might be great; but could it 

equal that of a mother . . . to break all restraint to provide you happiness . . . dear 

girl, you may gather the instruction, the counsel, which is meant to exercise than 

influence your mind. (111) 

It becomes evident that whatever Maria writes in her memoirs, it will only concern women. 

Maria tries to inform her daughter on everything concerning a woman’s life, in an attempt to 

prepare her daughter for the miseries and injustices women experience. In addition, Maria 

wants to secure her daughter’s happiness and intends to exercise her mind and not influence 

it. Seemingly, Wollstonecraft argues that women are not allowed to think for themselves and 
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that men are always trying to influence them. Moreover, Wollstonecraft may imply that a 

woman’s happiness lies in her ability to think for herself and that she should not rely on men 

deciding for her.  

 Furthermore, a dialogue between a mother and daughter creates an opportunity for 

Wollstonecraft to have an intimate conversation with her female readers.  As the conversation 

has the advantage of being masked by fiction, it has the ability to express strong opinions 

concerning women injustices. In her memoirs, Maria expresses, for instance, the inequality of 

marriage: “a victim to the prejudices of mankind, who have made women the property of their 

husbands?” (Maria 130). Suggestively, Wollstonecraft felt that eighteenth century marriages 

did not represent a partnership since within the marriage men were legally superior to women. 

In addition, men often had the advantage of having the right to choose whom to marry, 

something that women seldom had. Wollstonecraft writes in Maria:  

What virtuous woman thought of her feelings?- It was her duty to love and obey 

the man chosen by her parents and relations, who were qualified by their 

experience to judge better for her, than she could for herself (174) 

It is likely that this was not an opinion of Wollstonecraft but instead a reflection on women’s 

current marital situation. Possibly, Wollstonecraft considered that too many women entered 

marriage with feelings towards another person, making women choose duty over their own 

emotions. Wollstonecraft writes in Rights of Woman:   

Personal attachment is a very happy foundation for friendship; yet, when even 

two virtuous young people marry, it would perhaps be happy if some 

circumstances checked their passion; if the recollection of some prior 

attachment, or disappointed affection, made it on one side, at least, rather a 

match founded on esteem. (94) 
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Presumably, most marriages were out of convenience, and thus it was likely that people were 

confined in loveless relationships. Supposedly, Wollstonecraft believed in the possibility for 

people to divorce each other based on the absence of mutual affection as, for instance, 

Wollstonecraft decides that Maria should leave her husband and try to legally divorce him. 

Moreover, she uses the male voice of Maria’s uncle to express the idea that women should be 

able to divorce their husbands based on an unhappy marriage. It is likely that she decides that 

a male figure should express these thoughts as these might have been too controversial for a 

woman to express. In Maria, Wollstonecraft writes, using the voice of Maria’s Uncle:  

I [Maria] must repeat his own words […] “The marriage state is certainly that in 

which women, generally speaking, can be most useful; but I am far from 

thinking that a woman once married, ought to consider the engagement as 

indissoluble . . . in case her husband merits neither her love, nor esteem. (139) 

 Although neither divorce nor separation is mentioned in Rights of Woman, 

Wollstonecraft does mention the importance of friendship, respect and mutual feelings 

especially when getting married. Furthermore, Wollstonecraft regarded it to be important that 

women should be treated as equals. Through these selected readings, it becomes somewhat 

apparent that Wollstonecraft felt that women had, at the time being, very little options. In 

addition, Wollstonecraft strongly argued that women should be given the same opportunities 

as men and that they should also engage in the public sphere as much as men.  

 That Wollstonecraft incorporates many political aspects in her novels has to some extent 

been established in this analysis. Both novels exhibit the injustices and miseries women are 

exposed to, and display that women face many adversities in life, which are, implied by 

Wollstonecraft, caused by men. In Rights of Woman, she writes: “Men are not aware of the 

misery they cause” (177). This becomes evident in both Mary and Maria as they blame their 

husbands for the misery and negative feelings they experience. It is in many ways obvious 
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that Maria’s husband causes her a great deal of misery. Mary, on the other hand, creates her 

own negative emotions towards her husband as he is barely part of her life. Suggestively, 

Mary represents the strong and independent woman, and Maria the oppressed and inferior 

woman.  Consequently, Wollstonecraft may have written Mary to represent the characteristic 

a woman should strive for, and Maria to display the oppressive state that women should try to 

change.   

Conclusion 
 
That Wollstonecraft incorporated a number of political opinions in Mary and Maria 

concerning marriage seems fairly obvious as she discuss the issue of arranged marriages, 

loveless marriages, what rights women had when married etc. Wollstonecraft uses the voices 

of her protagonists, Mary and Maria, but also the voice of Jemima, and Maria’s uncle, to 

discuss the limited rights women had in society as well as in their marriages. In addition, 

Wollstonecraft also criticised marriage, as she portrayed marriages from a negative point of 

view and made her protagonists regretting getting married.  Displaying marriage opposite of 

her true opinion can be seen as a deliberate strategy, with the intention of making women 

react to the inequality which marriage at that time stood for.  Possibly, Wollstonecraft wanted 

women to realise that they had the right and capability to choose for themselves, for instance, 

who and when to marry. In addition, Wollstonecraft implied that women should be able to 

divorce their husbands if engaged in an unhappy marriage. 

   Moreover, Wollstonecraft was convinced that women should be able to have an 

occupation, as she was convinced that women had the same capabilities as men.  

Wollstonecraft goes even further and argues, through the voice of Jemima, that men and 

women should be equally paid. That Wollstonecraft expresses her feminist values in both 

Mary and Maria seems to be unmistakable. Furthermore, Wollstonecraft wrote in both the 

advertisement to Mary that she wanted to describe a heroine different from those generally 
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portrayed. In addition, Elfenbein and Kelly both argue that Mary was a literary experiment, 

which challenged the existing gender roles. Furthermore, Wollstonecraft wrote in the preface 

to Maria that she wanted to exhibit the miseries and oppression of women, which were caused 

by “the partial laws and customs of society”. Consequently, it becomes evident that 

Wollstonecraft had a political aim when writing Mary and Maria.  

  When connecting the eighteenth century definition of propaganda to Wollstonecraft 

and Mary and Maria, it seems that they can be regarded to fulfil this definition. Oxford 

English Dictionary explains how the source of propaganda during the eighteenth century was 

generally an organisation, scheme or movement. However, this does not exclude the 

possibility of individual propagandists. Furthermore, propagandists have used different 

printed mediums such as novels, in order to advocate their ideas and opinions.  That Mary and 

Maria express feminist ideas is evident as the characters question the situation of eighteenth 

century women.  Thus, this essay concludes that Wollstonecraft’s Maria and Maria can be 

regarded to have feminist and political characteristics and therefore should be regarded as 

early feminist propaganda.  
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