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The United States’ Constitution and its Declaration of Independence in hand and threats to
her life pushed aside, Frances Wright lectured on the rights of women by appealing “to
reason,” moral feeling, and to what is “consistent with the being of a republic.” She
argued that “all men are born free and equal,” than asks “but do they so live?” “Human
improvement” advances but feebly when “we circumscribe the power of one half of our
race,  and that  half  by  far  the  most  important  and influential.”  To  have the equality  that
those documents promised, women must have superior education and emancipation. But
women have been excluded from “free inquiry” thus forcing them to be “mental slaves.”
Above all, Wright argued, to pursue happiness, women must have the freedom to do so.
Wright’s philosophical and distinguishing principle of “human improvement,” presents a
moral mandate for rights to equality and freedom. Women’s “improvement,” based on
these rights must seek education, recognizing that “truth” has no sex, and that education
depends on the “joint enterprise of both women and men.” Parents should not merely
educate women “for the market of marriage,” for women have the right to be engaged in
such important activities as seeing to the poor, the aged, and those in “childhood,” which
as well require “cooperative action.” In all, women must take the lead “on the side of
humanity, union, order, right reason, and right feeling” to counteract the “selfish principle”
driving society.
Frances Wright used herself as an example of an educated woman speaking publicly in
order to gain “human improvement” and be champion of “humankind.” In all, women must
have the rights to their own body and the independence, free from oppression, to know
who they are, what morality is, and to think and act for themselves.

Primary Sources:

Wright, Frances 1823. Views of Society and Manners in America in a series of Letters from
That  Country  to  a  Friend in  England during the Years  1818,  1819,  and 1820.

https://hwps.de/ecc/


https://hwps.de/ecc/
2/2

London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orne and Brown.

________ 1829. Course of Popular Lectures. NY: Office of Free Enquirer.

________ 1848. England the Civilizer. London: Simpkin, Marshall.

________ 1972. Life, Letters and Lectures: 1834–1844. NY: Arno Press.

Secondary Sources:

Dykeman, Therese Boos (ed.) 1999. The Neglected Canon: Nine Women Philosophers, First
to the Twentieth Century. Dordrecht, Holland: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

________ (ed.) 1993. American Women Philosophers 1650–1930: Six Exemplary Thinkers.
Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press.

Eckhardt, Celia Morris 1984. Fanny Wright, Rebel in America. London: Harvard UP.

Heineman, Helen 1983. Restless Angels: The Friendship of Six Victorian Women. Athens,
Ohio: Ohio UP.

Kissel, S.S. 1993. Common Cause: The ‘conservative’ Frances Trollope and the ‘radical’
Frances Wright. Bowling Green, Ohio.

Perkins, A.J.G. & Wolfson, Theresa 1939. Frances Wright: Free Enquirer. London: Harper &
Harper.

Keywords:

education, equality, freedom, human improvement, morality, reason

https://hwps.de/ecc/

