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ABSTRACT 

Using corpus linguistics and feminist approaches, this thesis examines the usage and 

construction of the term “claim” in Mary Wollstonecraft’s The Wrongs of Woman, Mary 

Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney, and Francis Burney’s The Wanderer. By tracking 

the frequency of “claim” and its collocates through corpora, this thesis explicates each 

author’s distinct construction of the term and the ways in which it is used to explore the 

conditions of eighteenth-century womanhood, specifically in regards to women’s lack of 

fundamental human rights. In examining each text’s utilization of “claim,” I found that, 

while each author explores a different type or facet of eighteenth-century women’s 

sociopolitical experience, they all employ the term to construct a discourse on women’s 

rights that predates formal feminist movements. In doing so, Wollstonecraft, Hays, and 

Burney propose models of resistance to catalyze their readers to engage in a process of 

sociopolitical reclamation, foreshadowing the discourses and tensions that would develop 

in modern feminist movements.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In their introduction to Gender in the Eighteenth Century, Hannah Barker and 

Elaine Chalus note the historical deficiency of scholarship on the progression of gender 

equality during the eighteenth century, noting 

[T]he history of gender in eighteenth-century England had fared worse 

than the history of the period as a whole. Sandwiched between the 

seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, both of which have been extensively 

researched, the eighteenth century has often been considered either as an 

afterthought or a precursor—a period of consolidation that followed 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century developments, or one of transition 

between the pre-industrial world and the triumphs of nineteenth-century 

industrialization and modernization. (2) 

In many ways, the previous insufficiency of scholarship on gender in the eighteenth 

century mirrors what Clifford Siskin described as “The Great Forgetting,” which was 

“the gendering of the discipline of literary studies in ways that excluded writing by 

women” during the early years of the twentieth century (Ingrassia 1). In both cases, the 

absence and, to a certain extent, abjection of this information led to inaccurate 

oversimplifications of these topics. For the study of gender in the eighteenth century, this 

means that it was seen purely in relation either to the century that preceded it or the 

century that followed it, rather than as its own distinct period of development; 

conversely, the deficiency of scholarship on female writers during this period led to the 

widespread and, to some extent, still persistent assumption that female writers were 

largely absent from pre-modern literature. In actuality, both of these issues represent 
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highly complex areas of study, which could, perhaps, explain the historic tendency to 

ignore or oversimplify them. Indeed, Claudia L. Johnson, in her book Equivocal Beings, 

summarizes the nature of this complexity, characterizing fiction of the 1790s as “bizarre 

and untidy.” However, Johnson argues that this inconsistency is a direct result of 

upheaval in the broader world, writing that “the fiction of the 1790s is a commanding, 

imaginative response to a world riven with crisis” (2). By “crisis” Johnson refers to the 

ongoing political revolutions of the period, specifically the French Revolution, which, 

aside from the immediate violence in France, caused significant political and ideological 

debates throughout Europe on issues of political rule and equality (Dickinson 1).  

 Tension in the larger political climate as a result of the turmoil regarding the 

French Revolution and, to a lesser extent, the American Revolution, was only heightened 

by ongoing changes on the British domestic front in regards to the status and role of 

women. Throughout the eighteenth century, the dominant perspective on women hinged 

upon the belief that “men and women were ‘naturally’ different, and these differences . . . 

shaped their characters,” as well as their roles and functions in society (Barker and 

Chalus 1). The maintenance of gender roles was also believed to be “central to the 

stability of English society, and by extension, to England’s status as a world power” 

(Barker and Chalus 1). The result of these ideologies was that women’s lives were largely 

“mediated through their male counterparts,” as women were made subjects to their 

fathers and, upon marriage, to their husbands (Boyd and Kvande 23-24). In her book, 

Familiar Violence, Barbara Zonitch describes the power dynamics of eighteenth-century 

marriages:  
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[A woman’s] husband assumed almost total control of her property upon 

marriage, and even if she were protected by a ‘separate estate,’ he could, 

because of his considerable power and influence, arrogate her property. 

Having no legal identity separate from her husband’s, moreover, she could 

not obtain credit, sign a contract, sue or be sued. His rights to her property 

and person even extended over her child; he was the sole legal parent and 

could remove them from her at his will. If she ever tried to leave him, he 

could force her to return, making her a virtual prisoner in her own home; 

and divorce was nearly impossible without a parliamentary act. (16)  

Furthermore, because women’s identities were conflated with that of their husbands, they 

were also treated as his physical property, as the concepts of consent and marital rape 

were not yet legally recognized or, in the case of the latter, prohibited (Staves 2). Some 

improvements did occur for women as marriage practices shifted towards a new model, 

“in which bourgeois love [was] increasingly valued over hereditary lines,” and with the 

passing of the Marriage Act of 1753, which “introduced marriage as we know it” by 

requiring couples to have a license, parental permission if the parties involved were 

underage, and by necessitating that marriage ceremonies be led by “an authorized 

clergyman” in front of witnesses (Binhammer 182; Bannet 15). Despite these advances, 

marriage was still deeply embedded within what Susan Staves calls “deeper patriarchal 

structures,” which forced women to function as “procreators and as transmitters of 

inheritance from male to male,” a process that would not be challenged until the passing 

of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1882, wherein women were awarded the right to 

maintain property distinct from their husbands (4, 10).  
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 Like the institution of marriage, education was also fraught with simultaneous 

improvements and disappointments for women, as “literacy rates for women climbed 

steadily during the eighteenth century,” while access to a formalized education remained 

“contingent on class, resources, and family attitudes” (Ingrassia 5). As a result, many 

literate women turned to their personal reading, particularly of novels, to supplement 

their educations in light of their increased production, accessibility, and affordability 

during the eighteenth century (Towsey 24-27). However, even this approach to education 

had its critics, as many framed reading of all genres as a distraction to women from their 

domestic duties, while others were concerned about the type of reading material women 

consumed, as “reading the wrong kind of books . . . was thought to breed idleness, vanity, 

and sexual indiscretion,” particularly in the case of novels, which were still a relatively 

new form of literature (Towsey 22). These concerns were also heightened by the belief 

that “women should read within their intellectual limitations,” keeping their education to 

the domestic or private sphere so as to avoid “compet[ing] with men in public” (23).  

 Despite these hindrances to their educations, women continued to read regularly 

and broadly, as many felt that “novels could be read with moral purpose and discipline,” 

despite criticisms to the contrary (Towsey 28). In fact, the number of female readers had 

a drastic impact upon the composition of the literary market, as they presented a 

significant audience for which material could be created and, as a result of the tendency 

of eighteenth-century women to “read collectively, sociably, and in mutually supportive 

reading circles,” a new generation of writers themselves (22). The opportunity to write 

presented women with “previously unimagined opportunities—to earn money; to achieve 

self-actualization; to secure some modicum of independence; to express their political, 
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religious, or social views, and to experiment with literary form” (Ingrassia 8). Betty A. 

Schellenberg also highlights the newfound opportunities for female authors, stating that 

“the period from 1660–1780 saw a significant shift toward the normalcy of women being 

known as literary writers, publishing their writing, and earning income . . . from their 

writing.” She goes on to suggest that “the period from 1750 to the late 1780s . . . was a 

high point in the cultural positioning of women writers” (42). Not only were women 

more likely to “use the term ‘novel’ to describe their writing,” studies also suggest that 

female authors may have composed more novels than their male counterparts towards the 

end of the eighteenth century (Parsons 164). Through their research in The English Novel, 

1770-1829, James Raven and Antonia Fisher found that, during the 1780s and 1790s, 

there were slightly more texts that could be clearly attributed to a female author, though 

the majority of texts were published anonymously, leaving the possibility that this 

proportion could be even higher (Binhammer 184). This finding is also supported by Eve 

Tavor Bannet in The Domestic Revolution, where she writes that “between 1750 and the 

end of the century the sheer numbers of women writing novels, poems, conduct books, 

and tracts doubled each decade.” According to Bannet, the novel was a genre that was 

particularly dominated by female authors to the extent that “men sometimes complained 

that it was more profitable to publish novels under a woman’s name” (1). The newfound 

prevalence of female writers led to some early animosity, as noted by Catherine 

Ingrassia, who writes that “women who wrote and published faced criticism about their 

position, as . . . ‘intruder[s] on the rights of men’” (4). However, what might be more 

telling about the landscape of eighteenth-century writing and discourse as they relate to 

women, are the subjects of literary texts themselves. According to Katherine Binhammer, 
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of the 126 anonymously published novels that name characters in their 

titles in the 1770s, 55 percent name women, 15 percent name both men 

and women, with the remaining 30 percent referring to men. In other 

words, before women dominate the field of fiction writing in the last 

decades of the century, women’s lives prevail as the novel’s central 

concern. The answer to “who speaks?” is clearly “woman.” (184)  

While women dominated the production and consumption of eighteenth-century novels, 

their prevalence as subjects also reflects anxieties about the changing status of women, as 

women were often the intended audience of moralistic novels or conduct literature, which 

generally sought to teach them to abide by traditional, patriarchal codes of conduct 

(Barker and Chalus 1).  Female authors also felt pushback from this anxiety, as they were 

disproportionately accused of plagiarism and were subject to “biased critiques that 

highlighted gender” (Ingrassia 5). In spite of these challenges, female authors recognized 

the potential of the novel to help women understand their position in society and open 

opportunities for them to participate in “rational conversation, intellectual exchange, and 

even political debate,” due in part to the recent arrival of the novel as a genre, which 

made it “supremely suited to bear women’s upstart ambitions” (Towsey 34; King 86). 

Although women wrote in a variety of genres, few were better known or remain 

more widely read today than Mary Wollstonecraft, Frances Burney, and, to a lesser 

extent, Mary Hays, all of whom wrote a combination of fiction and political or polemic 

literature. While each author’s career is distinct in its length, focus, and degree of 

contemporary success, Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney were all active during the 1790s 

and sought to reflect the experience of women during this tumultuous decade in their 



 xiii 

writing. While the scale of their novels and the natures of their protagonists differ, 

Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney all attempted to explore the conditions of eighteenth-

century womanhood through their writing. In doing so, they built upon the new discourse 

of human rights, which is “conventionally said to find [its] origin in the late eighteenth 

century” (de Bolla 207). This discourse is often linked with the publication of Thomas 

Paine’s The Rights of Man (1791), which advanced the concept of natural rights (i.e. 

universal human rights). However, both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw 

expanding concepts of rights in regards to the individual through the works of Thomas 

Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Boylan 54). While human rights 

discourse was burgeoning during the 1790s, a formal discourse for women’s rights was 

still decades away. Therefore, in order to investigate and problematize the sociopolitical 

experiences of eighteenth-century women, Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney had to 

construct a language with which to investigate this topic, a task that was primarily 

accomplished through their utilization of the term “claim.” 

According to The Oxford English Dictionary, claim originates in the French word 

“claime” and the Latin word “clāmāre” both meaning “to cry out, call, proclaim, declare 

aloud, [or] call upon” (“claim v.”). Claim is most commonly used to describe the 

“demand for something as due; an assertion of a right to something” or, when used to 

describe an action, is defined as the act of “seek[ing] or ask[ing] for on the ground of 

right” (“claim n.”; “claim v.”). Claim can also mean “To call for, demand, or require; to 

be entitled to, deserve, have a right to” (“claim v.”). Although claim originated at the 

beginning of the fifteenth century, primarily in poetry and historical texts, such as 

Lydgate’s History of Troy and Promptorium Parvulorum (an early dictionary), it was 
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more commonly used in literature and plays from the early seventeenth century through 

the early nineteenth century in such works such as Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors, 

Milton’s Paradise Lost and Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. It was during this period that 

claim adopted a more contested or combative tone, as it could be used to “demand 

recognition of . . . an alleged right, title, possession, attribute, acquirement, or the like” 

(“claim v.”). In essence, claim became a means of appealing to or enacting a right that 

was deserved but not legally recognized. It is this definition that Wollstonecraft, Hays, 

and Burney utilize to refer to the rights women should have, but lack. 

In choosing to use “claim” rather than “right” to discuss the legal, political, and 

social inequality eighteenth-century women were subject to, the authors made a concerted 

choice to highlight the conflict inherent in these areas, as women’s rights were not freely 

given, but rather, contested, fought over, and often outright denied. Through this choice, 

the authors also had the opportunity to craft their own definition(s) of claim, given its 

relatively recent arrival in the English lexicon, particularly when compared to the history 

of the term “right,” the earliest iterations of which can be found in Old English, before 

the term came to refer to political liberties in the early 1300s (“right n.”). While claims 

carry a combative tone, as they must be demanded, asserted, and staked, rights are 

considered inherent or, at worst, bestowed, as to have a political right is defined as “the 

fact or position of having justice, reason, or fact on one's side” or, alternatively, the 

“entitlement or claim to something, now esp[ecially] political or civil privileges or 

liberties” (“right n.”). In other words, while rights are commonly thought of as inherent, 

they are only experienced as such because they are honored and upheld by external legal 

and political bodies. Based on these definitions, eighteenth-century women had few 
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recognized sociopolitical rights, a fact that Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney were aware 

of and experienced firsthand. Therefore, their use of claim represents a specific choice to 

highlight the contested, if not absent, nature of women’s sociopolitical rights through its 

original meaning and, given its relatively new status as a term, to define the political 

status and rights of women for themselves, free of its historical connotation. The act of 

defining these issues distinct, relatively speaking, from other political matters, would 

have been of particular importance given the prominence of discussions regarding human 

(i.e. men’s) rights preceding and during the 1790s as a result of the American and French 

Revolutions and the publication of documents such as Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and of the Citizen and Thomas Paine’s 1791 the Rights of Man, both of which coded 

political rights as inherently masculine. Therefore, the usage of claim in Wollstonecraft, 

Hays, and Burney’s novels operates as a form of meaning-making for women’s political 

status, free from the masculinely coded “right.”  

 To determine how each author used claim, I used corpus linguistics to track the 

frequency of the term, as well as the ways these writers construct claim’s meaning 

through collocates (i.e. terms used in conjunction with “claim”). As a field of study, 

corpus linguistics arose in the 1960s and studies language “on the basis of discourse,” 

meaning that corpus linguistics helps researchers understand how meaning is constructed 

through collective usage (Teubert and Cermáková 50, 41). While it is impossible to 

comprehensively study a discourse, a representative sample can be used to determine 

patterns and trends within it. This sample is referred to as a corpus, which can be used to 

study a variety of domains from spoken English to “newspaper editorials . . .[and] 
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personal email messages” to an author’s body of work” (Teubert and Cermákova 41; 

Biber 15). 

 Corpus linguistics is ideal for observing, identifying, and analyzing linguistic 

patterns in a domain, a quality that Douglas Biber asserts makes it ideal for answering 

questions that arise through literary studies regarding “the nature of words, lexical 

expressions, and grammatical forms” (16). Despite its potential utility, corpus linguistics 

has historically not been used in conjunction with literary studies. Only within recent 

decades have literary scholars begun to utilize linguistic methodologies (Biber 20). 

Examples of such studies include Computation into Criticism: A Study of Jane Austen’s 

Novels by J.F. Burrows (1987), an early “computational” study in which Burrows studies 

the distribution and frequency of common articles, prepositions, and conjunctions in 

order to analyze Austen’s construction of character and narrative, and more modern 

corpus investigations such as Donald E. Hardy’s The Body in Flannery O’Connor’s 

Fiction: Computational Technique and Linguistic Voice (2007) and Michaela Mahlberg’s 

Corpus Stylistics and Dickens’s Fiction (2013). Although corpus linguistics has become a 

more well known literary methodology, its application is still relatively irregular and 

uncommon. As a result, many authors, texts, and literary periods remain unanalyzed 

through this lens, including the works of Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney.  

 My corpora were comprised of each of my primary texts using VoyantTools, a 

web-based application that allows users to construct their own corpora, by uploading 

digital files of each novel, which were procured from Project Gutenberg. Each corpus 

represented a novel from each author that was either published during the 1790s, like 

Wollstonecraft’s Maria; or, The Wrongs of Woman (1798) and Hays’s Memoirs of Emma 
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Courtney (1796), or, in the case of Frances Burney’s The Wanderer; or, Female 

Difficulties (1814), was inspired by the events of the French Revolution during the 1790s. 

I then engaged in a corpus-based1 study in which I searched each of these corpora, using 

“claim” as a keyword to examine the term’s “frequency, phrase structure, and 

collocation.” I was then able to examine and refine my understanding of each text’s 

construction and utilization of “claim” through visualizations produced through 

VoyantTools, such as word trees which identify a term’s collocates based on their 

frequency and sequence (i.e. whether they fall before or after the queried term) (Baker et 

al. 51). Through this study, I was able to refine my initial observations about how 

Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney all use claim distinctly to explore the conditions of 

eighteenth-century womanhood, specifically in regards to women’s lack of fundamental 

human rights. In examining each novel’s corpus, I was able to enhance and extend my 

initial understanding of “claim” within each text. Chapter 1 explicates Wollstonecraft’s 

construction of women’s physical claims to their bodies, finances, and children as largely 

absent. Wollstonecraft uses this portrayal to identify the conditions of women’s 

oppression and alert her audience to the status of their own sociopolitical claims.  In 

Chapter 2, I examine Mary Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney and the ways in which 

she tracks the development of her protagonist’s excessive interpersonal claims through 

her education. In doing so, Hays identifies the danger in claims of excess, both in the 

consequences they produce and the ways in which they can rebound upon their agent, 
                                                
1 Studies of corpora typically fall into one of two categories: corpus-based or corpus-driven research. In 
corpus-based research, the corpora are used as “a source of examples” to “check” the researcher’s initial 
argument, reading, or interpretation of a text or domain (Baker et al. 49). In corpus-driven studies, 
researchers use corpora as the foundation for their argument, meaning they build an argument around the 
data they find, rather than using corpus-data to prove a pre-existing interpretation. Therefore, through my 
corpus-based study, I was able to confirm my initial understanding of the usage and meaning of “claim” in 
each novel through its respective corpus, while also extending my argument to account for the new facets 
and manifestations of claim that my corpora revealed.  
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diminishing their autonomy. Lastly, in Chapter 3, I observe Frances Burney’s use of 

juxtaposition in The Wanderer, which serves to identify the specific rights that are 

withheld from women and the logic that justifies and perpetuates these inequitable 

conditions. In my conclusion, I consider the models of resistance proposed through these 

novels and the ways in which their authors predated the development of feminist 

discourse(s) through their constructions of “claim,” while simultaneously alluding to 

central tensions that would development in this movement.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 

MODELS OF DEFICIENCY IN THE WRONGS OF WOMAN 

In her book, Ingenuous Subjection, Helen Thompson cites the arguments of 

eighteenth-century scholar, Betty Rizzo, who identified four tropes into which 

eighteenth-century heroines often fall: “the masochistically long-suffering blameless girl . 

. . the erring girl who is destroyed . . . the girl-as-object or prize, statically desireable and 

ultimately won . . . and, most attractive (or solely attractive) to us, the spirited, 

thoughtless, ignorant, or erring girl who through adversity learns her lesson, takes her 

medicine, and grows up” (3). Due to the historical constraints surrounding the study of 

eighteenth-century women, as noted by Barker and Chalus in Gender in the Eighteenth 

Century, and female authors more generally, as evidenced by Siskin’s research on “The 

Great Forgetting,” it is often easy for narratives surrounding women, fictional or 

otherwise, to fall into these categories, regardless of their accuracy. Perhaps this is why 

scholars and readers continually return to the career of Mary Wollstonecraft who, in life 

and on the page, defied simple definition. 

Born in 1759 to an abusive, alcoholic father, Wollstonecraft spent much of her 

adolescence protecting her mother and attempting to provide for herself and her family as 

“a lady’s companion, a tutor, and . . . a schoolteacher” (Falco 2). Despite her lack of 

formal education, Wollstonecraft was eventually able to support herself by producing 

educational texts for young women and book reviews, before authoring such works as 

Thoughts on the Education of Young Daughters (1787) and Mary, A Fiction (1788) 

(Falco 2).  Shortly thereafter, Wollstonecraft began to work as a “political commentator” 

on the French Revolution, around which time, Syndy McMillen Conger asserts, she 
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transformed from “a reflective writer of women’s fiction and education treatises to a 

bold, polemical critic of one of the dominant political figures of her day” (98). This shift 

is often marked by Wollstonecraft’s response, in the form of A Vindication of the Rights 

of Men (1790), to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), in 

which he criticized the French Revolution on the basis of its “most abstract general 

principles and the wildest speculative theories” (Dickinson 2). Aside from her general 

disagreement with Burke’s political philosophy, Wollstonecraft was particularly 

responsive to Burke’s use of gendered language, as he saw the French Revolution as “‘a 

revolution in sentiments, manners, and moral opinions’ that profoundly disrupted what he 

considered the civilized practices of gender” (Johnson, Equivocal Beings 4). 

Wollstonecraft’s responses to Burke would prove to be emblematic of her philosophy for 

the remainder of her career as she “transposed the concept integral to the American and 

French Revolutions—the inalienable rights of men—to include the inalienable rights of 

women” (Miller 151). 

However, due to the politically charged environment of the 1790s and the status 

of eighteenth-century women and women writers, Wollstonecraft’s writing had and, 

arguably still has, both a polarizing and catalyzing quality, as commented upon by Maria 

J. Falco in Feminist Interpretations of Mary Wollstonecraft: 

No one who has read her works or about her life . . . can remain neutral. 

The way in which she continually confronted her time and the situations in 

which she found herself, taking on forces and individuals considerably 

more powerful than herself, has made her either a hero to be emulated or a 

madwoman to be repulsed. She lived her life on the edge and flouted 
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society’s norms at a time when those norms were being challenged 

everywhere—for men. (6) 

As a precursor to a formal feminist movement, Wollstonecraft provoked responses from 

both critical and approving parties, such as Horace Walpole, who referred to her as “the 

hyena in petticoats” when describing her political authorship (Ferguson 14). Although 

Wollstonecraft wrote a variety of texts, ranging from fictional works to travel narratives 

and polemic writing, she is still best known for her political treatises, specifically A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which advocated for systemic changes to improve 

the status of women, primarily by “propos[ing] a model of what we would now call 

‘equality’ or ‘liberal’ feminism” (Mellor 141). In this work, Wollstonecraft “argued that 

females are in all the most important aspects the same as males, possessing the same 

souls, the same mental capacities, and thus the same human rights” (141). She would go 

on to advocate for education reform for women, as well as equal compensation for and 

access to employment, changes that Wollstonecraft believed would benefit the behaviors 

and constitutions of both genders (142). Maria; or, The Wrongs of Woman has 

traditionally been seen as a continuation of or “fictional corollary to” A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman due to their common ideals (Johnson, “Mary Wollstonecraft’s” 189; 

Ferguson 10). However, while both texts target systemic misogyny and sexism, they each 

adopt a distinct method and objective in their advocacy for women. A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman takes a more direct approach by targeting scholars and policy-makers 

through Wollstonecraft’s acknowledgement and criticism of the legal status and treatment 

of women. Meanwhile, The Wrongs of Woman illustrates “the legally and socially 
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permissible acts of injustice perpetrated against women” in an effort to legitimize their 

oppression (Ferguson 9).  

In her efforts to illustrate women’s sociopolitical disenfranchisement, 

Wollstonecraft employs a language of claims in The Wrongs of Woman in order to make 

these issues recognizable and accessible to her audience. While Wollstonecraft does 

explore the ways in which inequality refracts and intensifies based upon issues of wealth 

and class, she is primarily interested in showing “the history . . . of woman [rather] than 

of an individual” (7). As a result, she primarily utilizes claim to identify common roots of 

gender inequality, such as women’s access to education, employment, and marriage, 

which she frames as the locus of gender inequality. This assertion is made evident 

through her exploration of physical claims, meaning the ability to possess or control that 

which is tangible or corporeal, which Wollstonecraft identifies as the main oppressive 

force operating upon women, referring to the means through which women’s bodies are 

systemically abused, commodified, and exploited by men in addition to women’s lack of 

control over their children, property, or wealth. In identifying the roots of women’s 

oppression, Wollstonecraft attempts to alert her readers to their own disenfranchisement 

and offer them potential models of resistance, if not reclamation.  

 
Corpus Data: 

In my initial search of the corpus, I queried “claim” and all its variants. My 

general findings are summarized by Figure 1, a word tree that identifies the collocates of 

claim, which are arranged according to their sequence either before or after the queried 

term in the text, with terms most frequently occurring before “claim” placed on the left 

side of the word tree, while terms occurring after “claim” are arranged on the right. 
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Figure 1. Collocates of claim in The Wrongs of Woman 

 
Figure 1 identifies the terms most commonly associated with “claim.” When analyzing 

claim’s collocates and the contexts in which the term is found, it becomes clear that 

Wollstonecraft’s construction of “claim” skews overwhelmingly towards hollow claims: 

those that are not affirmed or fulfilled if asserted by a woman, either on the broader 

sociopolitical scale or in their everyday lives, as suggested by the presence of “no” and 

“they” as collocates of claim, which construct the phrases “no claim” and “they claim” 

respectively. As Wollstonecraft demonstrates, the absence or void created by a hollow 

claim is frequently filled and exploited by men who then stake a claim of imposition 

upon women, positioning them as a subject to be claimed. “Claim” and its variants are 

used eight times throughout the text, almost two thirds of which are invoked negatively, 

either as hollow or imposed claims. In the three cases in which Wollstonecraft constructs 

claims positively (i.e. positioning women as agents or possessors of claims) they are 
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generally inconsequential and primarily serve to highlight the fundamental rights that 

women lacked. This manifestation of claim is gestured towards in the collocate “my,” 

which would construct the phrase “claim my ___” enabling the text’s narrator to discuss a 

claim to an object or entity that she recognizes as her own. These instances of claims, in 

which women are constructed as agents or recipients of claims rather than subjects, 

include Maria’s right to protectorship (another significant collocate in Figure 1), Maria’s 

claim to divorce, and Jemima’s claim of her name.  

One of the more unusual terms featured in Figure 1 is “protectorship,” which is a 

term seen throughout the texts analyzed in this thesis. This term represents one way in 

which my use of a corpus allowed me to extend my understanding of claim’s occurrence 

and meaning in Wollstonecraft’s novel, as it identified “protectorship” as a term used in 

conjunction and associated with “claim,” which led me to revisit the novel to observe the 

way Wollstonecraft constructs “protectorship.” One particular instance arises early in the 

novel when Henry Darnford begins a correspondence with Maria while they are 

imprisoned. In his letter, Henry writes,  “Whoever you are … accept my sincere 

commiseration—I would have said protection; but the privilege of man is denied me” 

(40). Darnford codes protection, and the ability to extend it, as inherently male. Not only 

is this a gesture towards intersectionality, as Wollstonecraft problematizes the degree of 

power available to an imprisoned man as opposed to a free man, she also quickly 

summarizes the nature of eighteenth-century gender roles, which forced women to be 

dependent upon men’s good will and aid in the absence of their own political and legal 

rights. This dynamic functioned to justify the political disenfranchisement of women by 

infantilizing them, suggesting that they required a man’s care and then framing them as 
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the benefactors of the system as recipients of male protection. However, with few 

mechanisms in place to compensate for a man’s neglect or exploitation of this “privilege” 

during the eighteenth century, women were left with few means of protecting themselves. 

In this way, Wollstonecraft utilizes the motif of “protection” to identify a foundation for 

women’s oppression and how this oppression was legitimized through the positioning of 

protection as a “right” of women rather than a perpetuation of their oppression.  

An instance in which Maria is, more definitively, the agent of a claim occurs in 

the novel’s “conclusion,” which finds Maria at Henry Darnford’s trial challenging the 

accusations of seduction that have been made against him by refuting her husband’s 

marital claim to her, which grounds the allegations. Although technically able to stake a 

claim to her personhood in court, Maria is still, through patriarchal mechanisms, unable 

to transform her claim into legal autonomy. Through her appeal to the judge, Maria 

questions her husband’s motives in attempting to reclaim her following their 

estrangement and her forced incarceration. She states, “I claim then a divorce, and the 

liberty of enjoying, free from molestation, the fortune left to me by a relation” 

(Wollstonecraft 149). Here, claim functions positively, as Maria is the entity staking a 

claim, rather than the entity being claimed as she attempts to procure a divorce so that she 

can be the sole executor of her wealth (another type of physical claim). However, the 

context in which this statement of claim occurs suggests that this is not a claim that can 

be actualized. Although Maria is not technically the defendant, she is effectively arguing 

against her husband’s legal claim to her personhood so that she can continue her 

relationship with Henry Darnford. This assertion takes place before a male judge and 

jury, as women were not able to participate in legal matters. Wollstonecraft considered 
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the nature of eighteenth-century marriages “to be the peculiar Wrongs of Woman” due to 

their tendency to create inequality between spouses, as summarized by Darnford’s 

description of marriage as “bondage for women” (8; 137). Predictably, Maria’s attempt to 

lay claim to her personhood by overturning her marital status is rejected by the judge, as 

he believes that maintaining the “sanctity of marriage” is for “the good of the whole” 

(150). In this way, Wollstonecraft makes it clear that, even though Maria is able to assert 

her claim to a divorce, these types of claims will never honored, due to women’s forced 

dependence upon a body of men to confirm it. Therefore, Wollstonecraft suggests that the 

legal claims women are allowed to make are still subject to other parties, thereby 

reducing them, once again, to subjects that necessitate approval. 

 The final example that positions women as executor of their claims in The 

Wrongs of Woman occurs earlier in the text as Jemima and Maria establish their 

friendship, with Jemima recounting her past experiences of illegitimacy, poverty, and 

exploitation. In this moment, the narrator states, “[Jemima] had only a claim to a 

Christian name, which had not procured her any Christian privileges” (28). This is, 

perhaps, the most explicit construction of an actualized, rather than imposed, claim in the 

text, as a name and an identity are constructed as indisputable possessions of Jemima. 

However, the rest of the sentence serves to diminish this claim by juxtaposing it against 

all that Jemima lacks in the forms of “Christian privileges” (i.e. all other claims to 

respect, compassion, autonomy, etc.). In its allusion to her “Christian name,” this passage 

also suggests that this claim to name and identity, rather than being a means of 

empowerment for Jemima, only serves to highlight what she lacks. Furthermore, as the 

novel continues, it becomes clear that Jemima’s identity is far from an asset; instead, it 
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functions as another form of oppression, as her name and parentage are proof of her 

illegitimacy, which serve to further marginalize her. In this case, Wollstonecraft 

demonstrates that even the claims that are indisputable can still function to oppress and 

entrap women. At best, Wollstonecraft suggests that claims staked by women are subject 

to the approval or facilitation of other, generally male, parties, as evidenced by Maria’s 

claims to protection and divorce, thereby making them little better than the claims 

imposed against women.   

 

Physical Claims: 

In Equivocal Beings, Claudia L. Johnson discusses Wollstonecraft’s attitude 

toward the female body in her two fictional works: Mary, A Fiction and The Wrongs of 

Woman. According to Johnson, in Mary, the female body is “a problem to be overcome” 

due to the narratives placed upon it. However, in The Wrongs of Woman, the female 

body, despite being “insulted, sold, hunted down, and imprisoned solely because of its 

femaleness — is accepted” (85).  While Wollstonecraft fixates on women’s lack of 

physical claims to their own bodies in The Wrongs of Woman, the problem she identifies, 

as Johnson suggests, is not with the female body itself, but with the ways in which this 

body is imposed upon. In fact, the female body is glorified, as Maria’s primary desire 

throughout the text is to regain her position as a mother, thereby allowing herself to re-

embody her physical role. Both Maria and Jemima experience alienation from their 

bodily claims as the former loses custody of her child and agency over her own body 

when she is involuntarily imprisoned, while the latter is repeatedly a victim of physical 

abuse and sexual exploitation. While the portrayal of these women’s deficient or wholly 
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absent physical claims verges on heavy-handed, Wollstonecraft’s construction of them 

functions to explicate the primary ways in which women are oppressed and, in doing so, 

craft a series of images and motifs for representing this oppression for readers.  

 At the time of the publication of The Wrongs of Woman, there was little in the 

way of feminist terminology or discourse as it relates to contemporary women’s rights, an 

issue that Wollstonecraft herself identified through her publication of A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman. To overcome this issue, Wollstonecraft utilizes animalistic language 

and images in order to illustrate the dehumanization of women in terms that could be 

easily understood by her audience. In aligning the treatment of women with that of 

animals, Wollstonecraft highlights the inequitable and subhuman treatment that women 

were forced to endure, often combining this terminology with the language of claims to 

further emphasize the absence of women’s agency. This is especially true in her portrayal 

of Jemima who, in reflecting on her time living with her stepmother, summarizes her 

social status and treatment by comparing it to that of a variety of animals:  

I was described as a wretch, whose nose must be kept to the grinding 

stone—and it was held there with an iron grasp. It seemed indeed the 

privilege of their superior nature to kick me about, like the dog or cat. If I 

were attentive, I was called fawning, if refractory, an obstinate mule, and 

like a mule I received their censure on my loaded back. (55) 

Wollstonecraft further invokes comparisons to animals to illustrate Jemima’s experience, 

stating that she was treated like “the filching cat, the ravenous dog, the dumb brute, who 

must bear all.” (56) Through these terms, Wollstonecraft not only shows the inhumanity 

with which women were treated, but the common perception of women as property to be 
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used and abused as necessary, not unlike livestock. Wollstonecraft builds upon this 

animal motif by mingling it with her invocation of claims, writing “But a wife being as 

much a man’s property as his horse, or his ass, she has nothing she can call her own” 

(107). Here, Wollstonecraft further clarifies the systemic oppression of women by 

demonstrating how their treatment as property illegitimates their own ability to possess 

and stake claims of their own.  

 Another motif that Wollstonecraft employs to illustrate the absence of women’s 

physical claims is spatial terminology or, more specifically, images of entrapment, 

particularly in her portrayal of marriage. Such sentiments are evident in Maria’s 

reflections on her marriage to George Venables, such as her remark that she “had been 

caught in a trap, and caged for life” (93). Similar images of enclosure and claustrophobia 

are linked to marriage throughout the text, which describes the experience as being 

“buried alive,” “confined,” and “shriveling into nothing” (33; 53). Through these 

metaphors, Wollstonecraft codes space as a means of power, thereby framing its absence 

as a form of oppression. Within this binary, marriage, from Wollstonecraft’s perspective, 

functions as a cage that limits women’s access to space and ability to grow and occupy it. 

This portrayal is mirrored and supported by Wollstonecraft’s other writings in which she 

positioned marriage as “equivalent [to] legal prostitution” (Falco 3). Wollstonecraft 

understood politics and women’s private lives as analogs of one another, repeatedly 

“integrat[ing] her treatment of government and public matters with views of family and 

private concerns . . . [and] draw[ing] parallels between tyranny in government and 

tyranny by husbands and fathers” (Stetson 171). Wollstonecraft specifically remarked 

that she could not “suppose any situation more distressing, than for a woman of 
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sensibility, with an improving mind, to be bound to such a man as I have described for 

life; obliged to renounce all the humanizing affections, and to avoid cultivating her taste,” 

again alluding to her spatial motif by framing a tyrannical husband as an anchor to which 

women are perpetually tied (7-8).  

Wollstonecraft further illustrates women’s rights in spatial terminology through 

the claim to shelter or property. While Maria must negotiate this issue in the novel, it is 

most blatantly felt by Jemima who, after becoming pregnant outside of marriage, recalls, 

“To my father’s roof I had no claim, when not pursued by shame” (58). Even under ideal 

circumstances, Jemima has no claim to her family’s property due to her deficient legal 

status and the common practice of primogeniture during the period; therefore, when she 

becomes pregnant, she is completely abandoned. Through this example, Wollstonecraft 

shows not only the absence of claims, specifically in regards to property, but the 

provisionality of compassionate treatment, which is dependent upon women’s adherence 

to sexist codes of conduct that root their oppression. Therefore, women are forced to 

submit to their oppressors in order to receive any form of shelter or protection, further 

hindering efforts to subvert or escape it and echoing Wollstonecraft’s terminology of 

entrapment.  

Wollstonecraft utilizes a language of consumption to illustrate the consequences 

of women’s alienated physical claims, showing that the plights of women result in them 

being metaphorically “consumed” by men, thereby reducing their figurative size (i.e. 

their ability to occupy power-coded space) and, therefore, their power. For example, 

Jemima remarks that she “became the prey of his brutal appetite” (57). Here, 

Wollstonecraft combines a language of consumption with her animal motif, which 
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constructs women as a means to satiate the predatory male libido. Carol H. Poston also 

highlights Wollstonecraft’s framing of men as sexual consumers of women in “Mary 

Wollstonecraft and ‘The Body Politic,’” writing “in Wollstonecraft women actually are 

food. It is men who are ‘depraved sensualists,’ intent on fulfilling their appetites” (90). 

This terminology is also invoked inversely to describe the way Jemima is forced to 

become a “consumer” in an attempt to protect herself, when she convinces a man to 

abandon his pregnant mistress so that she can move into his home: “Consider, dear 

madam, I was famishing: wonder not that I became a wolf!” (Wollstonecraft 66). Jemima 

is described as literally starving to death (i.e. shrinking), forcing her to metaphorically 

sacrifice or consume another woman in order to gain space, power, and stature to obtain 

shelter and a livelihood for herself. In this way, we see the ways in which women are 

trapped within a system that punishes them for their efforts to escape it, forcing women to 

turn against one another in order to procure their own survival.  

 Although the majority of the text follows women as they negotiate in the absence 

of rights, Wollstonecraft makes readers privy to several attempts by auxiliary characters 

to somewhat reclaim control of their bodies by overcoming their deficient claims. The 

most patterned attempt is through the harnessing of appearance and sexuality, which 

Maria realizes are the only currencies women have at their disposal, writing, “I did not 

then suspect, that my eloquence was in my complexion, the blush of seventeen, or that, in 

a world where humanity to women is the characteristic of advancing civilization, the 

beauty of a young girl was so much more interesting than the distress of an old one” (84). 

Maria notes that women’s appearances are valued beyond their other capabilities, forcing 

them to exploit this fact to their advantage. This is true of almost all the female characters 
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the book chronicles, including Jemima, her mother, and Maria’s stepmother. Even though 

the protagonists of the text are harmed by this practice, Wollstonecraft explains how this 

behavior is justified, rooting it in dominant ideologies and forces of oppression: “By 

allowing women but one way of rising in the world, the fostering the libertinism of men, 

society makes monsters of them, and then their ignoble vices are brought forward as a 

proof of inferiority of intellect” (88). In this passage, Wollstonecraft explains the minute 

issues at work in this practice, in which women are forced to exploit themselves or harm 

others (i.e. consumption), thereby perpetuating a cycle of abuse, in order to procure their 

own survival. However, she also situates this issue within a broader system that sets 

women up to fail, by removing any available outlets or resources that they could use to 

gain independence, enabling men to take advantage of them, and then justifying their 

oppression based on their behavior. In other words, women exist in a system that forces 

them to choose between respectability and a small modicum of independence, which 

often comes at the expense of their dignity or health.  

 This fact is especially evident in the other “solution” Wollstonecraft puts forward 

as a means of reclamation of the female body: suicide. Throughout the text, many women 

attempt to or succeed in committing suicide, including both Maria and Jemima. For 

women in the novel, suicide functions as a final effort to both reclaim control over their 

bodies and as a means of “deliverance” from the system that deprives them of these 

claims (113). This connection is suggested by the mingling of suicide with the language 

of appetite and consumption, which is reappropriated to frame woman as both the 

consumer and the consumed in these instances. This is evident in Jemima’s memory of 

her mother’s suicide attempt, which she describes as her mother’s resolution “to famish 



 15 

herself” (53). Through her literal starvation, Jemima’s mother exerts control over her 

bodily state, enabling herself to construct a means of escape through her own demise. 

Although her ultimate commentary is uncertain, in three of the five conclusions 

Wollstonecraft planned for The Wrongs of Woman, Maria commits suicide, suggesting it 

is the only means that women have to exert control over themselves and escape their 

respective experiences of oppression. Therefore, Wollstonecraft suggests that there are 

few, if any, ways to compensate for the lack of physical claims available to women, as 

they had little recourse for asserting them, and were forced to sacrifice their 

respectability, their independence, or their lives to do so.  

 

Mental Claims:  

 However, this is not to say that Wollstonecraft sees the plight of women as 

insurmountable. In the latter half of The Wrongs of Woman, Maria directly addresses her 

audience and, more specifically, her daughter: “There may be advocates for matrimonial 

obedience, who, making a distinction between the duty of a wife and of a human being, 

may blame my conduct.—To them I write not . . . ” (112). Through this passage, 

Wollstonecraft identifies her primary audience: those who are sympathetic to the ways in 

which women were legally defined and treated based upon their relationship(s) with men 

as daughters, wives, and mothers, which prevented the acquisition of women’s 

sociopolitical rights. This assertion is wholly in line with Wollstonecraft’s construction of 

women’s deficient, if not absent, physical claims, which suggests that the plight of 

women as it pertains to bodily or fiscal agency in the eighteenth century was largely 

inescapable. Indeed, the novel’s events appear to confirm this reading, as Maria fails to 
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convince the court of her legal independence from her husband and, likely, commits 

suicide as a result. However, the previous passage, in which Maria goes on to express her 

hope that her daughter “never be able to ascertain, by heart-rending experience, what 

[her] mother felt before the present emancipation of her mind!” also suggests a source of 

hope for Maria’s daughter and, perhaps, women more broadly: the reclamation of their 

minds (112). In this passage, Maria uses the term “emancipation,” suggesting that 

women’s minds are being imposed upon, which is supported by the status of educational 

and professional opportunities during the period, as public education was just becoming 

more widely available for girls against a backdrop of public debate. Even in cases where 

women did have a formal education, the availability of which was dependent upon class 

and parentage, as all schools were for-profit rather than public, their education was a 

“mixture of useful subjects —reading, writing, and arithmetic —with polite 

accomplishments —French, dancing, drawing, and music” (Skedd 101). Wollstonecraft 

considered the availability of women’s education and its curriculum as “a virtual 

conspiracy of male educators and writers seeking to render women more weak and less 

rational than they would otherwise have become” (Richardson 25).  

Therefore, from Wollstonecraft’s perspective, to gain emancipation, is to free the 

mind from the damaging ideologies that made women complicit in their oppression by 

gaining a more comprehensive education and, in doing so, establishing a foundation from 

which their oppression can be subverted. Wollstonecraft’s text not only suggests this as a 

solution to women’s oppression, but also actively attempts to execute this process by 

alerting its readers to the abuses, exploitation, and, more generally, the wrongs committed 

against women during the eighteenth century. This identification and enactment of a 
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means of personal and political reclamation for women is evidenced in Maria’s attempt to 

prepare and protect her daughter through her testimony, in which she identifies the means 

through which women can begin to challenge their subjection.  

 Education can also disrupt the cycle of idleness in women’s lives, providing them 

with a sense of purpose and significance, which they might otherwise be forced to find 

through marriage, thereby making them ready targets for their abusers. Wollstonecraft 

suggests this through Maria’s imprisonment, where she remarks that she felt “[o]ppressed 

by the dead weight of existence” as “[s]he seemed to be sailing on the vast ocean of life, 

without seeing any land-mark to indicate the progress of time. . .” She goes on to state 

that “to find employment was then to find variety, the animating principle of nature” (29). 

In this way, Wollstonecraft shows that this lack of employment makes women vulnerable 

by leaving them without a sense of purpose, as evidenced by Maria’s question, “For what 

am I reserved? Why was I not born a man, or why was I born at all?” (90). According to 

Maria, “[n]othing calms the mind like a fixed purpose”; therefore, without a purpose or 

agenda, women are left to feel unsatisfied and insignificant, essentially priming them for 

oppression and exploitation  (89; 113). This sense of purposelessness paired with 

women’s deficient education, which allows them to “[grow] romantic” and for their 

“passions [to] gain undue force,” leaves them feeling dissatisfied and insignificant, 

preparing them to do little else other than “catch[ing] a man” (Wollstonecraft 36, 40; 

Falco 3). 

Based upon this portrayal of various women’s experiences, the most fundamental 

solution to rebuking, if not overcoming, gender inequality overall was for women to gain 

a sense of self and purpose, primarily through some form of education to allow them to 



 18 

reclaim their minds from sexist ideologies. Wollstonecraft repeatedly constructs 

education, specifically the acts of reading and writing, as a means of escapism that 

enables both Jemima and Maria to be “led from the sad objects” that surround them while 

in the asylum (41). More importantly, however, she frames these activities as a form of 

defensive education to make women and girls aware of their sociopolitical claims and the 

entities that threaten them. For example, Jemima recalls that she has “read in novels of 

the blandishments of seduction” and implies that, through her reading, she had become 

“familiar with the graces of humanity,” thereby suggesting that education, specifically 

reading, can serve to alert women to the ills of the world and educate them on their own 

worth and claims so that they might begin the process of mental reclamation (59; 63).  

Wollstonecraft makes a convincing case for eighteenth-century women on the 

benefits of education, though this likely seems an obvious solution to a modern reader. 

However, where Wollstonecraft truly succeeds is in her method for enacting this plan 

through mothers, which was practical and appealing to a variety of audiences, as this 

concept builds upon accepted conceptions of maternity during the eighteenth century. 

According to Marilyn Francus in Monstrous Motherhood, “the representation and 

assessment of motherhood was most strongly shaped by the discourse of domesticity,” as 

the embodiment of domesticity was believed to lead a woman to fulfill her “duties to 

God, society, and herself” (1). Much of the literature that was written for female 

audiences during the period, in the form of conduct manuals and political pamphlets, 

“prescribed the image of the domestic woman” as an ideal, leading to the understanding 

of domesticity as being effectively synonymous with femininity (2). While the ideology 

of domesticity was largely constraining, Wollstonecraft utilized this discourse to promote 



 19 

her educational and political agenda for women in both Thoughts on the Education of 

Daughters and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, in which she argues that women 

can leverage their position as mothers to argue for improved education for their 

daughters. Alan Richardson summarized Wollstonecraft’s logic in his chapter “Mary 

Wollstonecraft on education,” writing, “If women were to be wholly or largely consigned 

to the domestic sphere, . . . they could make this domestic form of subjection the very 

ground for education reform, since only a thoughtful, well-informed, strong mother could 

be expected to provide her children with a truly adequate rearing and education” (25). 

 Wollstonecraft builds upon this construction of mothers as educational advocates 

in The Wrongs of Woman by identifying how they are uniquely suited for this role. 

According to the text, mothers are the only people who are able to put their children’s —

especially their daughters’—needs before their own and understand their predicament, as 

suggested by Maria’s concern that, in her absence, no one will be able to care for her 

daughter “with a mother’s tenderness, a mother’s self-denial” (23). The narrator goes on 

to define a mother as “the only parent inclined to discharge a parent’s duty,” meaning 

they are willing to prioritize their children’s needs before their own (80). In addition to 

these positive statements about the significance of mothers in their daughter’s upbringing, 

Wollstonecraft emphasizes the importance of maternal figures through the absence of 

Jemima’s mother, who recalls, “I cannot help attributing the greater part of my misery, to 

the misfortune of having been thrown into the world without the grand support of life—a 

mother’s affection. I had no one to love me; or to make me respected, to enable me to 

acquire respect” (56). Here, mothers are positioned as pivotal or catalytic figures, who 

not only care for their children, but teach children how to care for themselves. This 
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portrayal stands in sharp contrast to the ways in which young women are repeatedly 

infantilized by their fathers and husbands, under the guise of “protection.” Though Maria 

is barred, literally and figuratively, from embodying the formalized role of educator for 

her daughter, she attempts to teach her through the production of her testimony so that 

she may “instruct her daughter, and shield her from the misery, the tyranny, her mother 

knew not how to avoid” (31). Maria goes on to comment that, through her testimony, she 

only wants to “exercise [rather] than influence [her daughter’s] mind” (74). It is here, in 

this role as educator, that Wollstonecraft truly showcases how mothers are capable of 

breaking the cycle of mental oppression for their daughters through their own experience 

and understanding of eighteenth-century power structures. Maria demonstrates an 

understanding of these systemic forces as she attempts to create a situation in which she 

can make her daughter aware of these forces, without explicitly teaching her what to 

think, believe, or feel. To go about this process in a different way by directly influencing 

her daughter’s mind would be to replicate the system of indoctrination and infantilization 

that already plagued women’s “education” during the period. This awareness of the 

complexities of educating a daughter without encroaching upon her agency and 

personhood further demonstrate Maria’s wish for her daughter to “[g]ain experience” so 

that she may “pursue [her] own happiness.” The value of experience and individuality is 

bolstered by Maria’s reading of and indirect references to Rousseau’s Julie, or the New 

Heloise, a work that positions authenticity as an ethical value, as she directs her daughter 

to possess “that energy of character which gives dignity to any station; and with that 

clear, firm spirit that will enable [her] to choose a station for [herself], or submit to be 

classed in the lowest, if it be the only one in which [she] can be the mistress of your own 
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actions” (37; 97). In this way, Maria educates her daughter so that she can anticipate the 

challenges posed against an eighteenth-century woman, without infringing upon her 

daughter’s own claims to her mind and selfhood by replicating the cycles of imposition 

against her, thereby freeing her daughter to make decisions that are consistent with her 

own beliefs and instincts. 

 
Conclusion: 
 

In her preface to The Wrongs of Woman, Mary Wollstonecraft discusses her 

intention for the work “to show the wrongs of different classes of women, equally 

oppressive, though, from the difference of education necessarily various” (8). Through 

her preface, Wollstonecraft acknowledges her explicit intent to portray the injustices of a 

variety of classes and demographics in eighteenth-century society, a fact that has been 

commented upon by numerous scholars, including Moira Ferguson: “In Maria she 

depicts in a fictional setting how the denial of all civil and political rights keeps every 

class of women from true fulfillment in their day-to-day existence” (10). Through her 

efforts to describe the experiences of women, Wollstonecraft positions herself, in 

Virginia Sapiro words, as “a visionary political thinker” in that she “attempts to think 

[her] way out of a current problem or dilemma, indeed trying to identify and name the 

problem in the first place, then locating the place or position where one would rather be, 

and find a path to get there” (33). Although some criticize Wollstonecraft’s heavy-

handedness or “lack of harmonious shading,” as she called it, this quality is merely a 

symptom of her efforts to explore an issue for which there was little recognition or 

discourse (5). However, far from a weakness, Wollstonecraft’s transparency in portraying 

the wrongs and violence committed against women is what made The Wrongs of Woman 
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an engaging and accessible text for her readers, as she produced a record of women’s 

lived experience and utilized terms to give her audience a newfound recognition and 

understanding of their sociopolitical status. In providing her readers with a language of 

claims, Wollstonecraft gave her audience a rhetoric they could employ to discuss their 

experiences, thereby transforming her text from a passive portrayal to a “militant work of 

fiction” to unite and galvanize readers (Ferguson 16). 

Many critics have problematized Wollstonecraft’s text in light of her own 

experience and the tragic conclusions she had begun to draft before her premature death 

following the birth of her daughter, the future Mary Shelley. As Carol H. Poston writes in 

“Mary Wollstonecraft and ‘The Body Politic,’” “By the time of Maria, Wollstonecraft 

had begun to perceive that women truly are cyphers. Women are the objects, men the 

actors or subjects in this exchange” (89). Virginia Sapiro also notes the unfinished quality 

of the text’s conclusion, though justifies it in light of the political barriers women 

experienced: 

The Wrongs of Woman offers unresolved problems. They are unresolved 

because the book was never finished, but the book was never finished 

partly because the problems were never resolved. I believe this lack of 

resolution was caused by Wollstonecraft’s ever-increasing grasp of the 

systemic and enveloping nature of the structure of gender relations . . . She 

had not been able to find a satisfactory way out of tyranny in her history of 

the French Revolution, and she could not find one here. (40)   

However, Sapiro also notes that “Wollstonecraft recognized that oppression worked 

through the mind and heart as well as law and material inequality. Oppression is not just 
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a cage; it reaches deep into people’s minds, destroying any simple notion of escape” (41). 

Admittedly, Wollstonecraft does not provide a tidy solution with which women can 

unilaterally overcome their inequality. However, she does identify the ways in which 

oppression manifests itself, constructing a rhetoric through which women can understand 

and discuss their experience. In doing so, she identifies a potential mechanism through 

which women can lay claim to their minds and gives them permission to live 

authentically according to their sense(s) of claim, despite the societal pressures to do 

otherwise. It is in these ways that Wollstonecraft lays a foundation for resistance that 

distinctly belongs to and benefits women.   
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CHAPTER TWO: 

PARADOXICAL EXCESS IN MEMOIRS OF EMMA COURTNEY 

In researching the life and works of Mary Hays, the only facet of her life that is 

consistently discussed, beyond her “scandalous” fiction, is her professional relationship 

with Mary Wollstonecraft. Anne K. Mellor describes the impact of Wollstonecraft’s 

Vindications on the eighteenth-century writing community and her readers, writing that 

she “threw down the gauntlet” (141). Hays effectively retrieved this gauntlet and adopted 

Wollstonecraft’s message as her own when, after the untimely death of her fiancé, 

Vindications inspired her to pursue an independent life in London (Walker). While 

Wollstonecraft and Hays were socially and professionally close with one another, as 

explored in Mary A. Waters’s “‘The First of a New Genus’: Mary Wollstonecraft as a 

Literary Critic and Mentor to Mary Hays,” they did have their disagreements, particularly 

in regards to Hays’s writing. One particular instance of their literary clashes has been 

preserved in a letter, as cited by Cheryl Turner in her book, Living by the Pen, in which 

Wollstonecraft wrote, 

I do not approve of your preface—and I will tell you why. If your work 

should deserve attention it is a blur on the very face of it.—Disadvantages 

of education etc. ought, in my opinion, never to be pleaded (with the 

public) in excuse for defects of any importance, because if the writer has 

not sufficient strength of mind to overcome the common difficulties which 

lie in his way, nature seems to command him, with a very audible voice, to 

leave the task of instructing others to those who can. This kind of vain 

humility has ever disgusted me—and I should say to an author, who 
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humbly sued for forbearance, ‘if you have not a tolerably good opinion of 

your own production, why intrude it on the public? (58) 

Despite their common values and the impact of Wollstonecraft’s texts on Hays life and 

career, their approaches to writing were quite disparate, as evidenced by Hays’s almost 

diametric approach to portraying women’s claims in her novel, Memoirs of Emma 

Courtney. Many of these disparities originate in their protagonists, as discussed by Sally 

Cline in her introduction to Memoirs of Emma Courtney. According to Cline, “Many 

eighteenth-century women writers used and abused the helpless-female stereotype in 

order to compensate for their self-assertive cheek in writing at all” (xi). While she 

overgeneralizes in her assertion that women authors used clichéd female protagonists as a 

professional defense mechanism, Cline highlights an integral difference in the ways 

Wollstonecraft and Hays explore women’s rights through their respective heroines: 

Wollstonecraft crafts a protagonist to elicit sympathy through her ongoing trials in an 

effort to highlight the absence of women’s agency and claims. Hays, on the other hand, 

constructs a heroine who is wholly aware of her claims (or at least the rights she should 

have) and boldly attempts to actualize them to the extent that she often “dwells in 

extremes” (Cline vii). As a result, Emma is more likely to stimulate awe or respect when 

compared to Maria or Jemima, as she makes it difficult to “feel sorry for her . . . [because 

she] is a survivor” (Cline x). These fundamental differences in heroines produce 

significant discrepancies in Wollstonecraft and Hays’s commentaries on claims, in terms 

of which claims they discuss and how they frame that discussion. While Wollstonecraft 

fixates primarily on the physical realm, chronicling the toll that violence and claims of 

imposition have on women’s capacities to exert control over their bodies, families, and 
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finances, Hays is more interested in the assertion of claims by women, primarily in regard 

to their educations, emotions, and relationships. In navigating this topic, Hays explores 

excessive claims, which are those that, either in their objective or means of execution, 

transcend standards of conduct. In an effort to understand the logic behind this type of 

claim, Hays explores the educational experiences that produce them. Through her 

portrayal of excessive claims, Hays highlights how claims, when excessively staked, are 

inherently dangerous in a context where women’s claims are largely unrecognized. This 

threat is twofold. The most basic threat produced by excessive claims is their capacity to 

produce independent or unanticipated ramifications that can jeopardize a woman’s 

sociopolitical status, primarily through the tainting of her reputation. More significantly, 

as Hays illustrates, excessive claims can also rebound upon their agent, creating a 

paradox in which the original agent of claim is repositioned as a subject, as evidenced by 

Emma’s destructive relationship with Augustus Harley in the text. Through this 

discussion, Hays simultaneously makes a prescriptive case for the claims women should 

have to education, fair treatment from men, the transparency of their emotional states 

and, by association, their sexualities, while also providing a cautionary commentary on 

the dangers of overstating or over-staking these claims in political environments where 

they are not freely recognized or guaranteed.  

 
Corpus Data 

In assessing the corpus data, the main tension of the novel between idealism (i.e. 

the claims women should be privy to) and realism (i.e. being practical or cautious in the 

staking of claims) are made evident through a word cloud, which identifies the most used 

terms in a text.  
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Figure 2. Word cloud of terms in Memoirs of Emma Courtney 

In a word cloud, size denotes frequency; therefore, the larger a word is, the more central 

it is to the corpus, which in this instance is exclusively Memoirs of Emma Courtney. In 

the word cloud for this novel, the two most frequently used terms, based on their 

observable size, and aside from the prefix “Mr.,” are “mind” and “heart.” This pairing of 

terms points to one of the central tensions in the novel between reason and desire. 

Throughout the text, Emma stakes her claims to education and to an intimate relationship 

with August Harley. However, the excessive way in which she stakes her desire for a 

romantic relationship with Augustus shows that logic and desire (i.e. mind and heart) 

cannot coexist when imbalanced, as they are in Emma throughout the majority of the text. 

These terms also point to two main spheres in which arguments over women’s claims 

occur: their intellects and the transparency and performance of emotion.  

Unlike The Wrongs of Woman’s word tree, which clearly demonstrates the 

dichotomy of claims in the text between those staked by women and those imposed upon 

women, the word tree for Emma Courtney is more concerned with the quality of a claim 

and its execution than its status. This trend is fitting for the novel, as the main issue that 
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Emma encounters is not absent claims or imposed claims, but the nature of her claims, 

the means through which she asserts them, and the fallout that subsequently occurs. 

 

Figure 3. Collocates of claim in Memoirs of Emma Courtney 

The word tree gestures to Hays’s interest in the quality of a claim through terms such as 

“a,” “all,” “double,” “no,” and “sufficient.” “A,” “all,” and “no” speak to the relative 

presence or absence of a claim, or perhaps, in the case of the latter, an inexecutable claim, 

as it would construct the phrase “no claim.” Outside this binary of claims, between 

presence and absence, are the collocates “double” and “sufficient.” These terms appear to 

speak to the quality of a claim, either in regards to its degree (i.e. “double”) or its caliber 

(i.e. “sufficient), and in both cases seem to allude to the potential of claims to be 

actualized into rights. The terms that appear after claim, “upon” and “to,” are neutral in 

that they speak to the fundamental nature of all claims, which seek to possess or exert 

control over another entity as they construct the phrases “claim upon ___” and “claim to 

___.”  

 Within the corpus, “claim” and its variants occur eighteen times. After examining 

the contexts in which these terms appeared, I determined that fifteen of these eighteen 
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occurrences included forms of claim that referred to the possession of or right to an entity 

rather than a verbal claim or statement. Of these fifteen occurrences, eleven referred to 

claims involving, and generally belonging to, women. Once I examined these 

occurrences, three thematic categories emerged: physical claim (like those seen in 

Wollstonecraft’s work), interpersonal claim to a relationship, and a claim to “humanity” 

or a particular type of treatment.  

 Compared to The Wrongs of Woman, Memoirs of Emma Courtney places 

significantly less emphasis upon bodily, physical, or, most fundamentally, material 

claims, meaning those in which women have a claim upon a tangible object. The only 

claim that Emma has upon any actual entity is her inheritance from her parents, which is 

not insignificant considering the general lack of fiscal independence women were able to 

enjoy during the eighteenth century, primarily as a result of laws of coverture, which 

rendered married women “femme couvertes” (i.e. veiled women) when their husbands 

assumed their legal property and status (Miller 152). Instead the novel focuses primarily 

on emotional and interpersonal entanglements and the expectations, commitments, and 

claims that Emma applies to them. 

Hays also explores Emma’s claim upon or to a person, which is, in many ways, a 

subversion of the claims historically made upon women both in actuality and in literature. 

However, rather than a physical claim to an individual’s body, Emma forcefully asserts a 

claim to a person’s mind and affection. The first occurrence arises in one of Emma’s first 

letters to Augustus in which she acknowledges his silence regarding her romantic 

inclinations towards him: “If . . . I suffered myself to yield, involuntarily, to the soothing 

idea, that the ingenuous avowal of an attachment . . . could not have been unaffecting to a 
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mind with which my own proudly claimed kindred . . . ” (98). Through this claim, Emma 

inverts gendered power dynamics by positioning herself as an agent of claim and 

Augustus’s mind as her subject of claim, thereby elevating herself to the same status as 

Augustus. Hays uses the phrase “claimed kindred” to illustrate the intimacy of the bond 

between Augustus and Emma (at least from Emma’s perspective), and the degree of 

agency and ownership Emma feels within this dynamic. This phrase is significant due to 

the degrees of subversion it demonstrates: first in its sheer boldness, as Emma is openly 

(and repeatedly) declaring her feelings for a man outside the confines of familial bonds or 

marriage, which is tantamount to a sexual proposition, and in its subversion of the claims 

made upon women, as she operates as an agent rather than a subject. Although Emma 

appears to claim Augustus as her own, she is actually claiming him, or more specifically 

his mind, as her partner and equal, as her inversion of traditional gendered power 

dynamics primarily serves to balance her and Augustus, rather than elevating her above 

him. We see the power of this claim later in the text, when Hays uses the same phrase, 

“claimed kindred,” as Emma reflects on her argument with Augustus, during which he 

rejects her advances: “The contempt of the world . . . I could have borne without 

shrinking—but to find myself rejected, contemned, scorned, by him with whom, of all 

mankind, my heart claimed kindred . . . It was too painful! (161). Here, Hays 

demonstrates the force of Emma’s sense of claim or commitment to Augustus through its 

unfulfillment, which causes her significant distress, as suggested by her “shrinking,” 

echoing the spatial motifs in Wollstonecraft’s work.  

Emma is able to produce a more equitable dynamic through her pursuit of 

Augustus and her ensuing subversion of a traditional courtship because Augustus has the 
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means to reject or ignore Emma’s proposals, unlike eighteenth-century women in parallel 

scenarios. Therefore, Emma’s mirroring of male behaviors once again represents not the 

disenfranchising or emasculation of the men involved, but the elevation of her 

personhood and agency, which levels the power structure. Hays further demonstrates this 

point in Emma’s claim to Augustus on the grounds of affection, when she writes to him 

to determine if he is involved with another woman and, if so, to dissuade him: 

“Supposing, then, that you are, at present, entangled in an engagement which answers not 

this description . . . Contrast it with my affection, with its probable consequences, and 

weigh our different claims! Would you have been the selected choice, of this woman, 

from all mankind . . .” (123).  Here, claim functions as a measurement of commitment to 

a person, as demonstrated by Emma’s assertion that she would select Augustus “from all 

mankind” as a partner. Although presumptuous in her assumption that she loves 

Augustus more than any other woman, real or hypothetical, Emma’s confidence in her 

claim to him is progressive, empowering, and subversive, considering discourse against 

“excessive emotion or ‘feeling’” was prevalent in conduct manuals during the period 

(Halsey 431). It is also subversive in its one-sidedness: Emma has yet to receive any 

encouragement or reciprocation from Augustus. However, she is so assured of her 

attachment to him, and her right to it, that she feels comfortable to write to him, 

repeatedly, to assert and justify her affections, thereby demonstrating her embodiment of 

the masculinely-coded role of agent in courtships.  

The most frequent occurrence of claim in the novel is one to “humanity,” meaning 

fair, compassionate treatment. One of the most fascinating facets of Emma’s personality 

and behavior are both her awareness of her right to humane treatment and her willingness 



 32 

to attempt to bring about that treatment from others. This is most frequently seen in her 

invocation of a “claim of humanity” or friendship, which she repeatedly appeals to in an 

effort to alter the behavior of men. For example, while on a carriage ride, in which 

Montague begins to express his unreciprocated attraction to Emma, she responds: “Have 

some respect for the claims of humanity and friendship, and, in seeking my affection, do 

not forfeit my esteem” (63). The setting of this exchange mirrors those found in other 

novels of the period, including Frances Burney’s Evelina, in which a woman, when 

insufficiently chaperoned or in the solitary company of a man, often experiences the 

threat of harm or violence, either from her male companion or from external forces (e.g. 

thieves, carriage accidents, etc.). Emma seems aware of these dangers, as she links 

Montague’s attempt to gain her affection with the loss of her “esteem” for him, alluding 

to the potential for sexual violence, as Montague is repeatedly characterized 

as passionate, unstable, and “irascible” (63). Emma attempts to de-escalate the situation 

by appealing to standards of conduct and the caliber of their friendship, suggesting that 

Montague’s maneuvers may jeopardize their relationship altogether. In this way, Emma 

manages to both assert her claim to a certain kind of treatment and actualize it.  

Emma also levies her sense of claim to compassionate treatment in order to justify 

her behavior and conduct, while also critiquing standards of male behavior. For example, 

while departing from the Mortons’ home to stay with Mrs. Harley, Emma begins her 

goodbyes to the patriarch of the family, stating, “I thank you, Sir, for all the kindness I 

received from you—I am convinced you do me justice—for this I do not thank you, it 

was a duty to which I had a claim, and which you owed . . .  " (74).  Here, Emma is 

specific and careful in her attribution of gratitude, as she thanks Mr. Morton for his 
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kindness, which she recognizes as not guaranteed or necessary. However, she does not 

thank him for allowing her to remain in his home as a guest, as he had promised her 

father to do so prior to his death. Hays is alluding to the expectations surrounding 

women’s conduct at the time, which necessitated that they be gracious guests and express 

gratitude to their hosts (Halsey). However, in refusing to thank Mr. Morton for merely 

following through with his promise to her father, Emma shows how the practice of 

consistent and unearned acts of gratitude by women towards men do not actually foster 

gracious or humane treatment. Rather, women’s gratitude suggests that these acts 

somehow transcend standard behavior, making them extraordinary, when, in reality, these 

behaviors exhibit basic decency, thereby suggesting that to treat women poorly or with 

ambivalence is normal. Therefore, in refusing to thank Mr. Morton for maintaining her in 

his home, Emma is not only asserting her claim to that which she has been promised, but 

she is repositioning standards for men’s treatment of women by suggesting that 

compassionate treatment does not require thanks; rather, it should be expected.  

 Emma continues to use her robust, if unusual, sense of claims as a metric for 

assessing others’ behaviors, which she criticizes when they fail to align with her claims. 

This is most readily evident in her communications with Augustus in which she 

repeatedly critiques his silence in response to her statements of attachment to him by 

asserting her claim to his “sincerity” and his “confidence,” highlighting the absence or 

deficiency of this treatment (99; 122). She also repurposes her claim-based critiques to 

elicit a certain type of behavior to benefit herself, as well as other women. She wields this 

knowledge towards the end of the novel when she attempts to dissuade her husband from 

continuing his affair with their servant, Rachel, as she knows the harm that will befall 
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Rachel if it becomes known that she is engaging in a relationship with a man—let alone a 

married man—outside of wedlock. During the conversation that follows, Emma states, “I 

think it my duty to . . .  [discharge Rachel], Mr Montague—not on my own, but on her, 

account. If I have no claim upon your affection and principles, I would disdain to watch 

your conduct. But I feel myself attached to this young woman, and would wish to 

preserve her from destruction!” (185). Here, Emma frames her claims and her demands in 

terms of their hypothetical absence, stating that if she had no claim upon Montague as her 

husband and the father of her child, then she would still disagree with his conduct; 

however, in light of the presence of these claims, she is not just passively criticizing his 

behavior, but is actively attempting to stop it in order to prevent Rachel’s “ruin” (184). 

Through Emma’s application of claim, she subverts traditional power dynamics within a 

marriage by asserting her claim(s) to her husband, rather than being the entity that is 

claimed. Hays also highlights the sexist structures that women must contend with and 

exist within by suggesting that it is preferable for Rachel to lose her income (in a world 

where women had few professional opportunities) than risk being branded as sexually 

debased. In this way, Emma utilizes her claims to bring about the treatment she knows 

she is entitled to, criticize the conduct that falls below these standards, and, most 

significantly, obtain civil treatment and protection for other, more vulnerable, women.  

 Although Emma eventually develops a healthy amount of self-awareness to 

balance her excessive enactment of her claims, Emma is unusually confident and self-

assured for a female protagonist of the eighteenth century. Hays frames this as largely 

positive, if not necessary, for a woman of the period, in light of the lack of protections in 

place for women at the time, especially unmarried or orphaned women, such as Emma. 
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However, Hays is also careful to engage in a degree of cautionary commentary on 

excessive claims and the particular methods of education and parenting that produce 

them. This is especially evident when juxtaposing the novel against Wollstonecraft’s The 

Wrongs of Woman and prominent educational texts of the period, which consistently 

“assumed that mothers (and, to a far lesser degree, fathers) . . . would take responsibility 

for the education of their daughters, and that education would take place as 

conversations, or lessons, in the home” (Halsey 432).  

 

Foundations of Excess: 

Hays highlights her interest in the process of education in her preface to Memoirs 

of Emma Courtney, where she writes, “The most interesting, and the most useful, fictions, 

are, perhaps, such, as delineating the progress, and tracing the consequences, of one 

strong, indulged, passion, or prejudice, afford materials, by which the philosopher may 

calculate the powers of the human mind, and learn the springs which set it in motion” 

(xvii). Hays’s objective for the text is further manifested in Emma’s efforts to produce a 

record of her upbringing and education that she can reflect upon for the benefit of her 

adopted son, Augustus. In her second letter to Augustus, Emma summarizes her thoughts 

on the development of the mind, writing,  

Every man is born with sensation, with the aptitude of receiving 

impressions; the force of those impressions depends on a thousand 

circumstances, over which he has little power; these circumstances form 

the mind, and determine the future character. We are all the creatures of 

education; but in that education, what we call chance, or accident, has so 
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great a share, that the wisest preceptor, after all his cares, has reason to 

tremble: one strong affection, one ardent incitement, will turn, in an 

instant, the whole current of our thoughts, and introduce a new train of 

ideas and associations. (4-5) 

Although Emma refers primarily to her “attachment” to Augustus Sr. when she describes 

the impact of “chance” upon her education, Hays suggests that Emma’s mind is formed 

more consistently over the span of her life by the haphazard nature of her education and 

upbringing, rather than by a singular event, as Emma suggests when she writes that she is 

“convince[d]  . . .  of the irresistible power of circumstances, modifying and controuling 

our characters, and introducing . . . those associations and habits which make us what we 

are” (6). For Emma, these circumstances include the absence of an effective maternal 

figure during her adolescence, her deficient formal education at a boarding school, and 

her tutelage under her biological father, all of which culminate in the unusual and 

excessive nature of Emma’s character and her claims.  

 Like many of the heroines that Emma grows to emulate, she is effectively born an 

orphan, following her mother’s postpartum death and her father’s abandonment. Emma is 

left in the care of her maternal aunt and uncle, who, despite their doting nature, fail to 

provide Emma with a structured or substantive education. This is arguably due to her 

aunt’s own educational background, or lack thereof, as she is described as having “a 

refined and romantic manner of thinking, acquired from the perusal of the old romances” 

(8). While women’s reading material was a topic of discussion, if not controversy, during 

the eighteenth century, particular concern was placed on women’s consumption of 

novels, which were, in some circles, thought to have a “deleterious impact” that would 
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“weaken young women’s minds, making them susceptible to vice” (Towsey 22). Based 

upon this common perception of the novel, it is safe to assume that Emma’s aunt, who is 

described as “indulgent,” recreates these issues in Emma’s education by providing 

“resources [that] were various, fantastic, and endless,” though not particularly instructive 

(Hays 13). While Emma’s aunt’s approach is positive, in that she is caring and attentive, 

she is unable to structure Emma’s “resources” to include substantive works beyond 

fiction. Hays alerts the reader to the dangers of this educational mode by highlighting its 

excesses through the texts’ exoticism, as Emma is said to read stories of “marvellous 

import,” which is likely a play on words, as these texts are both foreign and significant to 

Emma’s adolescence. These texts are also framed as the foundation of Emma’s excess 

through their ability to stimulate heightened emotions, with Emma correlating quality 

with emotive impact: “the more they excited vivid emotions, the more wonderful they 

were, the greater my transport” (12). By emphasizing their escapist qualities and their 

emotive capacity, Hays shows the reader that this activity is not productive for Emma, as 

it allows her to dwell in the realm of romance and fantasy. The excessive nature of her 

literary interests is highlighted by Emma’s response to her uncle’s death: “My wonted 

amusements were no more; a deep gloom was spread over our once cheerful residence; 

my avidity for books daily increased; I subscribed to a circulating library, and frequently 

read, or rather devoured—little careful in the selection—from ten to fourteen novels a 

week” (17). Here, Hays reappropriates the language of consumption to illustrate Emma’s 

voracious appetite for literature. Like the consumption motif in Wollstonecraft’s work, 

this invocation signals an unhealthy activity, as to devour something suggests a high 

degree of desire and low amount of self-restraint, signaling that Emma’s behavior is 
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harmful. Following Hays’s eating metaphor, Emma is essentially consuming literature 

that is satiating her emotional appetite rather than nourishing her mind. In this way, Hays 

shows readers the foundations of Emma’s excesses by illustrating her propensity to 

gravitate towards that which is pleasing rather than what is sustaining.  

 Emma’s lack of substantive education continues when she attends boarding 

school, as she is only instructed in traditionally feminine activities, such as needlework, 

without her education being rounded out by other subjects. Worse still is the fact that 

Emma is not allowed to be an active participant in her own education, which The Wrongs 

of Woman frames as key to women’s intellectual reclamation. Instead, all aspects of 

Emma’s formal education at boarding school are forced upon her, as Emma describes in 

her reflection that “[her] body was tortured into forms, [her] mind coerced, and talks 

imposed upon [her]” (14). Here, we see that Emma is treated like a subject rather than an 

agent in her own education, as she is constructed as a vessel to be filled and molded by 

external sources. This experience, which leaves her, at best, uninterested in or, at worst, 

actively resistant to her formal education, only heightens her love for fiction and 

romances, which she continues to consume with “inconceivable avidity,” with Hays 

again invoking the metaphor of consumption to indicate unhealthy, excessive tendencies 

in Emma (19).  

 The second stage of Emma’s education is oriented around male figures who, 

despite their best intentions, fail to educate her in a way that is conducive to eighteenth-

century womanhood. Following her uncle’s death, Emma’s father reenters her life and, to 

compensate for his failure to allot her an inheritance, decides to educate her so that he can 

“prepare and strengthen [her] mind to encounter . . . some hardships and rude shocks” 
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(18-19). Not only does he wish to counterbalance Emma’s education by teaching her 

“historical facts, and the science of the world,” he also realizes that she needs to 

experience general educational structure and discipline, as he quickly discerns the 

unformed and excessive nature of her prior education (20). He summarizes his approach 

to Emma’s education, stating, “your fancy requires a rein rather than a spur. Your 

studies, for the future, must be of a soberer nature, or I shall have you mistake my valet 

for a prince in disguise, my house for a haunted castle, and my rational care for your 

future welfare for barbarous tyranny” (20). By invoking literary tropes, Mr. Courtney 

demonstrates an understanding of the failures of Emma’s prior education, and how they 

may jeopardize her future by distancing her mind from reality. To further illustrate Mr. 

Courtney’s pedagogy, Hays invokes her appetite motif to describe his efforts to moderate 

Emma’s educational and personal excesses, as he refuses to give Emma the keys to his 

bookcases, effectively portioning her education for her rather than giving her free reign 

over her “intellectual feast” (21). In this way, he attempts to “rein” in his daughter’s 

cognitive excesses. 

 Mr. Courtney’s approach may seem a bit authoritarian to modern readers, and, 

indeed, it fails to live up to the educational model that Wollstonecraft proposes, as he is 

largely unwilling to allow Emma any agency in her education. However, Hays attempts 

to justify this approach by highlighting the consequences of excess and juxtaposing Mr. 

Courtney against other, less progressive men, such as one of his dinner guests, who 

states:  

This lady reads, then, . . . Heavens, Mr. Courtney! you will spoil all her 

feminine graces; knowledge and learning, are unsufferably masculine in a 
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woman—born only for the soft solace of man! The mind of a young lady 

should be clear and unsullied, like a sheet of white paper, or her own fairer 

face: lines of thinking destroy the dimples of beauty; aping the reason of 

man, they lose the exquisite, fascinating charm, in which consists their 

true empire; —Then strongest, when most weak— (22) 

The guest frames women as accessories to men, existing solely for their amusement and 

attention. Hays employs a variety of metaphors and images to illustrate this perspective, 

first by constructing an inverse relationship between beauty and education level. 

According to this guest, beauty is systemically diminished by the products of education 

and thought, as women develop wrinkles that will figuratively “harden” and masculinize 

them, thereby destroying their aesthetic value and positioning women as similar to and, 

by association, equal to men through their hardened exteriors. This mirroring is also 

alluded to through the guest’s assertion that educated women engage in a form of 

masculine imitation or “aping” that causes them to lose their true currency: their beauty 

and vulnerability. In essence, he believes that women are best when they function as 

empty slates (i.e. blank sheets of paper) upon which men can project their desires and 

affection, which is a clear juxtapositional effort on Hays’s part in comparison to Emma’s 

pre-established excess in both character and claim.  

 Through her construction of Mr. Courtney’s response to his guest’s diatribe, Hays 

shows that Mr. Courtney is not only well-intentioned, but that he structures Emma’s 

education to best prepare her, in light of both her strengths and deficiencies, for the 

realities of eighteenth-century society: 
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[Y]ou will persuade Emma, that the age of chivalry is not yet over; and 

that giants and ravishers are as common now, as in the time of 

Charlemagne: a young woman of sense and spirit needs no other 

protection; do not flatter the girl into affectation and imbecility. If blank 

paper be your passion, you can be at no loss; the town will supply quires 

and reams. (22) 

Mr. Courtney not only refutes his guest’s perspective on women’s education and 

intellects, but also suggests that this very perspective is what enables women to grow 

romantic in the first place. In essence, he, like Wollstonecraft, suggests that the rhetoric 

of protection and paternalism surrounding women enables and forces them to be weak 

romantic creatures, when, if allowed to obtain an education, they are more than capable 

of taking care of themselves. This philosophy also motivates Mr. Courtney to instruct 

Emma not to read Rousseau’s Heloise on the grounds that it is “dangerous” and 

“enchanting” for a woman of her temperament (25). However, predictably, Emma reads 

Heloise despite this warning, and its message of authenticity, as her father feared, only 

serves to heighten Emma’s personal excesses in such as way that “was never to be 

effaced.” Emma describes the text’s impact as “a long chain of consequences,” further 

linking her educational experience to the composition of her excessive claims (25). 

Therefore, while Mr. Courtney demonstrates an accurate understanding of Emma’s 

temperament and her educational needs, he fails to effectively “rein” her in, as he 

originally intended.  

Mr. Courtney’s attempts to teach Emma initiates a pattern in her educational 

history in that she seeks paternal figures for educational opportunities and intellectual 
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companionship. Initially, this tendency seems progressive, as it demonstrates Emma’s 

feelings of social and intellectual equality with men. However, its ultimate impact upon 

her attitudes only serves to heighten her excessive claims, as she adopts the beliefs, 

values, and expectations of her male contemporaries, which are inappropriate for her to 

enact as an eighteenth-century woman. This issue is most prominent in her relationship 

with Mr. Francis, a friend of her father’s whom she becomes reacquainted with during 

her residency with the Mortons. Throughout their correspondence, Emma repeatedly 

expresses her fears and doubts about her position in the world, feeling herself “friendless” 

and “unprotected” in light of the deaths of her aunt, uncle, and father (35). As a result, 

she hopes that Mr. Francis can help “prepare [her] for the world” (47). While Mr. Francis 

does make some valid suggestions to Emma, concerning her tendency to “dwell in 

extremes,” which he believes “foster[s] an excessive sensibility,” his attempts to educate 

her exacerbate her tendency to idealism and excess, as she adopts his sociopolitical 

expectations, which are incompatible with her status as a woman (48). For example, upon 

hearing of her concerns about entering society as an orphaned, unmarried woman, Francis 

reassures Emma that her position “is neither criminal nor disgraceful” and that if she can 

“cultivate” her talents, she may “rest on [her] own powers” rather than relying on others 

(35). While Mr. Francis is clearly Emma’s ally in his then-progressive belief that women 

are capable of self-sufficiency, his perspective exists in a vacuum that fails to account for 

the ways in which women’s rights are suppressed from all angles, regardless of their 

degree of strength or education. These issues are consistent throughout Mr. Francis’s 

correspondence with Emma, which she attempts to illuminate: 
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“Tell me what it is you fear;—are your apprehensions founded in reason?” 

  “Recollect my youth, my sex, and my precarious situation.” 

“I thought you contemned the plea of sex, as a sanction for weakness!” 

‘”Though I disallow it as a natural, I admit it as an artificial, plea.” 

“Explain yourself.” 

“The character, you tell me, is modified by circumstances: the customs of 

society, then, have enslaved, enervated, and degraded woman.”  

“I understand you: there is truth in your remark, though you have given it 

undue force.” (39) 

Emma is aware that, while her sex is not an objective weakness, it is socially constructed 

as one, which can (and does) operate to her detriment. However, Mr. Francis insists that 

she diminishes her own capacity to achieve self-sufficiency by fixating on this hindrance. 

In essence, Francis suggests that women’s attainment of independence is a matter of 

women’s sheer will and effort and that Emma can overcome the sociopolitical forces that 

attempt to exploit and oppress her if she is diligent enough. Although Emma is initially 

resistant to this perspective, she eventually adopts it, as she attempts to make a life for 

herself in accordance with her sense of claims, despite the inherent risk in doing so.  

 

Manifestations of Excess: 

Upon entering the world without the protections of a parent or immediate family 

member, Emma is disappointed by the reality that confronts her, as it fails to live up to 

the impressions she derived from books or the ideals she has cultivated under Francis’s 

tutelage (47). Despite these disappointments, Emma refuses to compromise her claims; 

instead, she continues to claim “the intellectual, conceptual space to think, to write, to 
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exist inside her own head” in a context that called women to passively occupy a world 

constructed by men (Cline viii). Emma’s determination is admirable; however, it is not 

pragmatic, as she employs her beliefs as if she exists in a vacuum rather than a context in 

which she is marginalized. Initially, Emma’s perspective leads her to validly critique 

social norms in her letters to Mr. Francis: “Why was I not educated for commerce, for a 

profession, for labour? Why have I been rendered feeble and delicate by bodily 

constraint, and fastidious by artificial refinement? Why are we bound, by the habits of 

society, as with an adamantine chain?” (Hays 31). However, in her criticisms, Emma 

reveals her tendency to think in terms of binaries and polarities, particularly in regards to 

human behavior. For example, she states that, “Obedience, is a word, which ought never 

to have had existence . . . we recede from conviction, and languidly resign ourselves to 

any foreign authority,” suggesting that there are only two modes of being: complete 

submission to or total subversion of authority (49). This conviction, in conjunction with 

her belief that “[h]appiness is the only true end of existence,” leads her to conduct herself 

excessively, as she stubbornly pursues her desires and is heartened—rather than 

deterred— by others’ disapproval (199). From this perspective, Emma approaches her 

life as if she is on a one woman, take-no-prisoners crusade against the social ills and 

prejudices of the eighteenth century. This is evident in her speech to Mr. Morton, 

following his attempt to chastise her for her correspondence with Mr. Francis, in which 

she states, “the world may do its will—but I will never be its slave: while I have strength 

of mind to form principles, and courage to act upon them, I am determined to preserve 

my freedom, and trust to the general candour and good sense of mankind to appreciate 

me justly” (44). Emma again suggests that there are only two modes of existence for 



 45 

women: complete complicity with the oppressive sociopolitical system or total separation 

from it. This is bolstered by her criticism that women who choose not to dwell in the 

latter extreme are “refined, romantic, factitious, unfortunate, beings; who, for the sake of 

the present moment, dare not expose themselves to complicated, inevitable, evils . . . that 

will infallibly overwhelm them with misery and regret!" (147). Emma holds all women to 

her standards, assuming that they must flout the norms of social institutions, that all 

women are equally capable of doing so, and that not doing so is a choice rather than an 

act of necessity. This quotation also further illustrates Emma’s binary cognitive 

framework, which suggests that to live authentically is to experience suffering, because 

authenticity exists in opposition to social institutions and, therefore, incurs punishment.  

While Emma’s cognitive excess leads her to believe that she must live in 

diametric opposition to the social order, she possesses a high degree of awareness of the 

ways her choices are constructed and impacted by the social order, a situation that she 

refers to as “a solitary madness of the eighteenth century” (146). She fully comprehends 

the double standards that this “madness” creates for women, writing to Francis, “Why 

call woman, miserable, oppressed, and impotent, woman—crushed, and then insulted—

why call her to independence —which not nature, but the barbarous and accursed laws of 

society, have denied her? This is mockery!” (146).  However, Emma falls short in her 

understanding of the consequences of her lifestyle and belief system, which are 

incompatible with her objective to pursue happiness. Both Hays and Wollstonecraft show 

that women who seek to live by their own social and ethical codes are often punished in 

ways that hamper their efforts and, in Emma’s case, their happiness.  
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While Emma does not suffer this fate directly, as she manages to regulate her 

excess, Hays alludes to its potentiality in terms of the external ramifications of Emma’s 

behavior and the ways in which Emma’s excessive claims can paradoxically subsume her 

agency. The most fundamental way in which Emma’s excess becomes harmful is in her 

lack of interpersonal transparency, as summarized by her statement that she “affect[s] 

nothing,” which results in her being repeatedly scolded and criticized (44). Aside from 

the threat of her conduct being branded “severe,” Emma also opens herself up to ruin by 

proposing that she and Augustus carry out a relationship out of wedlock, writing "My 

existence, then, would be in your hands" (115, 125). Here, Hays shows the danger in 

Emma’s willingness to sacrifice her power to a third party by metaphorically framing her 

as an object to be held and possessed. Therefore, Emma would willingly sacrifice her 

position as agent in her efforts to claim Augustus. Hays continues to show her 

disapproval of Emma’s approach through her coding of Emma’s perspective as extreme, 

stating that she loved Augustus “with a tender and fervent excess” (60). Hays further 

communicates the danger of this excess by invoking the language of consumption like 

Wollstonecraft, stating that Emma’s love “became a pervading and devouring fire” (130). 

As this quotation suggests, the flaw within Emma’s lifestyle not only lies in the threat 

that external sources pose to her happiness, but the ways in which she can jeopardize it 

herself by allowing her agency to be overpowered, if not consumed, by the intensity of 

her claims and emotions. For Emma, the failure to act authentically or to follow one’s 

instincts is to situate oneself as subject to the whims and claims of others. However, this 

quote shows that this mentality creates a chain of events that leads to Emma being 

“consumed” by the extremity of her beliefs and claims. Essentially, Emma, in her efforts 
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to assert and enact her claim to Augustus, creates a situation that concludes with her 

being the ultimate subject. In other words, Emma’s intense attachment to her claims leads 

her to fervently pursue them to the extent that she becomes willing to cede her agency, 

allowing herself to be metaphorically consumed by the claim she established. This 

process is fundamentally contrary to Emma’s desire for independence, which enables 

Hays to establish her text’s central question: How can women live authentically and 

independently without engaging in claims of excess that can paradoxically threaten their 

agency? 

 
Hays’s Proposition: 

Like Wollstonecraft, Hays believes that mothers are a key preventative solution to 

the development of deficient or, in the case of this novel, excessive claims. The 

significance of mothers in the development of women’s claims is made evident by the 

absence of an effective maternal figure during Emma’s adolescence and by the results of 

her education under male teachers. Hays also suggests that the act of caregiving can be 

mutually beneficial for both the giver and the receiver, as evidenced by Emma’s aunt 

who wishes to “rouse and strengthen her mind” so that she can adequately raise Emma 

(18). The benefits of mothering and caregiving are also illustrated by Emma’s treatment 

of Augustus after he is thrown from his horse, of which Emma writes, “I banished the 

woman from my heart—I acquitted myself with a firmness that would not have disgraced 

the most experienced, and veteran surgeon. My services were materially useful, my 

solicitude vanquished every shrinking sensibility, affection had converted me into a 

heroine!” (178). Emma’s comment that she “banishes the woman” from herself might 

seem counter to Hays’s portrayal of caregiving, which is traditionally associated with the 
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feminine. However, this comment actually represents Emma’s banishment of the qualities 

associated with women, such as weakness and timidity. This is supported by Emma’s 

final statement that she became a heroine, meaning she assumes her vision of an 

empowered woman. In other words, Emma purges herself of the qualities that are used to 

construct feminine tropes and stereotypes, and instead she composes and embodies her 

own vision of womanhood. Therefore, Hays suggests that the act of mothering can enable 

the development of claims in young women and the empowerment of the caregivers 

themselves, allowing both parties to challenge the roles prescribed to them and assert 

their agency and claims for themselves. 

As Hays demonstrates, her preventative solution is not always possible, as 

evidenced by Emma herself. Therefore, Hays also provides a solution to help temper 

excessive mentalities and claims in women by suggesting that they focus on personal 

improvement rather than widespread reform. Throughout the text, Emma is disheartened 

by the realities of the world and the ways it diverges from the ideals she develops during 

her adolescence. As a result, Emma believes it is her duty to address these discrepancies 

herself, which leaves her overwhelmed and jeopardizes her own wellbeing. In contrast to 

Emma’s initial approach to this problem, Hays proposes a more moderate perspective for 

women to adopt in regards to their role in reforming society, in which they may view 

their conduct as a means of political reform rather than trying to unilaterally enact change 

for the entire system. Hays illustrates this perspective through her construction of the 

individual as a metonym of the world. This perspective is initially put forth by Francis, 

who repeatedly tells Emma that by improving herself she “will have done something 

towards the general reformation” (50). This prescription for moderation is echoed by 
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Emma’s aunt who, on her deathbed tells her to “aspire only to a rational independence;    

. . . still the importunate suggestions of your sensibility; preserve your sincerity, cherish 

the ingenuous warmth of unsophisticated feeling, but let discernment precede 

confidence” (27). The text chronicles Emma’s struggle to balance her desire for 

authenticity and the need for her to behave sensibly in order to avoid censure and the loss 

of her agency. However, in the novel’s conclusion, Hays suggests that Emma has 

reformed and tempered her perspective, as she attempts to “moderate and regulate” her 

own daughter’s excesses, while simultaneously concluding that “true dignity and virtue, 

consist in being free” (199). In this way, Hays shows that in pursuing their claims to 

freedom, education, or relationships, women do not automatically have to be martyrs to 

their cause, unless that is their desire. Instead, Hays suggests there is a more moderate 

course of action for women to adopt, in which their claims can be thoughtfully executed 

so as not to incur more suppressive attention than was already imposed on eighteenth-

century women.  

 

Conclusion: 

In her preface to Memoirs of Emma Courtney, Mary Hayes writes, “Every writer 

who advances principles, whether true or false, that have a tendency to set the mind in 

motion, does good” (xvii). This is in keeping with the novel’s commentary overall, which 

asserts the importance of education and, above all, “free thinking, and free speaking” 

(xvii). All of these morals are founded in Hays’s portrayal of Emma Courtney who, 

through her excesses, learns the value of moderation in her enactment of her claims. 

Showing Emma’s flaws was, indeed, Hays’s original goal so that she might provide 

readers with “a warning, rather than . . . an example” regarding their conduct (xviii). 
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Through her heroine, Hays seeks to portray for readers an empowered, but flawed woman 

so that they might acknowledge and engage with their own claims, while also 

highlighting the importance of moderation and pragmatism when asserting those claims. 

In this way, Hays builds upon Wollstonecraft’s work, which suggested that, above all, 

women should live authentically and according to their instincts despite the consequences 

of doing so. Hays seems to recognize that this choice is not realistic or fitting for all 

women, either due to their degree of power and privilege, their beliefs, or their duties. As 

a result, Hays offers an alternative course of action where women can occupy a middle 

ground between complicity and martyrdom, in which they may thoughtfully subvert the 

social order without existing outside of it. In this way, Hays shows that women have the 

right to exist for and pursue their own desires, without sacrificing themselves for their 

cause. This perspective may seem problematic from an activist’s standpoint; however, in 

an environment in which women’s minds and bodies were continually imposed upon, the 

expectation that women engage in radical political activity could function as another form 

of imposition that overwhelms their own objectives. As Cline writes in her preface to 

Memoirs of Emma Courtney, Hays clearly has an “awareness that for radical women the 

personal is political” (xi). Despite this understanding, Hays suggests that the 

politicization of women’s experience can place another pressure on women to embody a 

certain ideal or expectation. Hays problematizes Wollstonecraft’s prescription for 

women’s claims through her acknowledgement that women may operate along a 

spectrum of political participation. Therefore, it is through her validation of moderation 

as a personal and political philosophy that Hays is truly radical.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

JUXTAPOSITION, EXPLOITATION AND PRIVILEGE IN THE WANDERER 

While Wollstonecraft was arguably one of the most influential writers of the 

1790s and Mary Hays one of the most notorious, Frances Burney was one of, if not the 

most, commercially successful. Burney was born to an affluent family due to her father’s 

unusual success as a musician, which left Burney to pursue her interest in writing despite 

her lack of formal education (Simons 4-5). Burney was able to make a living through her 

writing, as the publications of Evelina (1778) and Cecilia (1782) resulted in “mass 

adulation” amongst London society, and the former text is the only eighteenth-century 

novel by a female author to have consistently been available in print since its original 

publication (Simons 10-11; Thompson 17). Due to her discomfort with publicity and her 

fear of incurring criticism, particularly from her father, who was concerned that her 

writing would “destroy her image of womanly modesty,” Burney’s work is less 

outwardly political than that of Hays or Wollstonecraft, though Wollstonecraft and 

Burney were known to have read one another’s work (Simons 10-11; Johnson, Equivocal 

Beings 14). This perception of Burney as politically “ambivalent,” when compared to her 

contemporaries, is also supported by her allegiance to “the English monarchy, to Edmund 

Burke, [and] to her émigré husband” (Johnson, Equivocal Beings 15).  

However, in recent decades, research has problematized perceptions of Burney as 

apolitical, particularly in its investigations into her later work, including The Wanderer 

(1814). In Equivocal Beings, Claudia L. Johnson comments upon Burney’s preface to 

The Wanderer, which attempts to apologize for and downplay the presence of “political 

topics” in the text despite her intention to compose a work concerned with “general life, 
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manners, and characters” (Burney 4-5). The text’s subject matter, Johnson argues, makes 

The Wanderer “‘unavoidably’ politicized”  (Equivocal Beings 166). Margaret Anne 

Doody also identifies this correlation in Burney’s writing, which she asserts demonstrates 

Burney’s belief “that ‘A novel is . . .an ‘intellectual survey of the present times’” thereby 

making “novel-writing . . . [a] historical and political activity” (xii). In Familiar Violence, 

Barbara Zonitch also asserts that Burney’s writing can be read as political. According to 

Zonitch, scholars have recently revisited Burney’s work and have found that the 

“degrading adventures” that her heroines experience can be interpreted as “symptomatic 

of the harsh social conditions faced by eighteenth-century women and as signs of 

Burney’s angry recognition of the limits imposed on her as a woman writer in a 

patriarchal culture” (13). This commentary is especially evident in The Wanderer, which 

functions to reveal “the contradictions implicit in eighteenth-century female experience” 

(Straub 183). According to Kristina Straub, Burney depicts how “the system of power 

relations in society . . . ostensibly gives women a kind of ideological power through . . . 

the institutions of romantic love and marriage,” while these institutions simultaneously 

“contribute to women’s ideological devaluation as passive, morally weak and sexually 

suspect objects in relation to male power” (183). Like Wollstonecraft, Burney recognized 

that systems women were taught to value were also those that directly oppressed them.  

Burney’s life “spanned a period of immense change in attitudes to women” from 

the 1750s into the 1840s (Simons 17). Therefore, as she observed traditional structures of 

power, such as marriage, beginning to shift, she recognized the possibility that these 

changes could either “offer an opportunity for women’s greater empowerment” or 

“extend and aggravate their subjugation in a male-dominated culture” (Zonitch 15). The 
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Wanderer is, in many ways, a meditation on the nature of society’s oppressive structures, 

the opportunities there are for reform, and the ways in which these opportunities are 

regularly undermined. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how Burney juxtaposes the 

claims women have (or are thought to have) against the more fundamental claims they 

lack. Burney uses this strategy to highlight the contradictory forms of oppression that 

disenfranchise women, as acknowledged by Straub in Divided Fictions, while 

simultaneously undermining the logic that sustains these systems. I will also examine 

how Burney critiques narrow applications of equality and feminism by upper-class 

women in order to catalyze them to extend their privilege to women who experience 

oppression most intensely in order to elevate their sociopolitical status and claims. 

  

Corpus Observations: 

Due to the length of The Wanderer, its five volumes had to be dispersed over two 

corpora to accommodate their file sizes. Volumes 1-3 are in the first corpus, while 

Volumes 4-5 comprise the second corpus. In searching both corpora, I determined that 

“claim” and its variants have a combined 82 occurrences throughout the entire text, with 

42 instances occurring in the first three volumes and 40 occurrences in the latter two 

volumes, suggesting an increased frequency in the last portion of the text. This increase is 

fitting given the prominence of claim as, in these latter volumes, the protagonist recounts 

her past, revealing her parentage, her coercive marriage to a French Republican, and her 

subsequent departure from France. In my initial analysis of “claim,” I examined the 

collocates most frequently associated with the term and its variants, the results of which 

can be seen in Figures 4 and 5: 
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Figure 4. Collocates of “claim” in Vol. 1-3 

 

Figure 5. Collocates of “claim” in Vol. 4-5 

Given the nature of word trees, which identify the characters or terms that occur most 

frequently in conjunction with the queried term, both of The Wanderer’s word trees pull 

punctuation marks, “;” and “,” as collocates that are not fruitful for analysis within this 
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project. Both word trees point to the prominent themes and issues at stake within the 

topic of claims throughout all three novels examined in this thesis. These themes include 

women’s attempts to make claims, and how women can be claimed by others, as 

suggested by the presence of “her” before “claim” in Figure 4 and after “claim” in Figure 

5, which would construct the phrases “her claim” and “claim her,” as well as the presence 

of “I” before claim in Figure 5. Other prominent themes the word trees allude to are the 

staking of claims, (i.e. “lay” claim and claim “to” in both Figures 4 and 5) and the 

absence of a claim, as suggested by the occurrence of “no” as a precursor to claim in both 

figures. One significant discrepancy in claim’s collocates for The Wanderer, when 

juxtaposed against the data for Wollstonecraft and Hays’s novels, is their focus on the 

possibility and the importance of a claim, as demonstrated by the collocates “could” and 

“first” respectively in Figure 4. These collocates are fitting, as Volumes 1-3 chronicle the 

Incognita’s initial attempts to procure shelter and sustenance for herself without any 

contacts or family upon which she can depend. Therefore, her claims are in flux and in 

question in these volumes, as alluded to by the collocate “could.” The collocate “legal” 

also fits within this pattern, as those surrounding the Incognita attempt to understand her 

history, in order to determine what, if any, official claims she has to a family or a fortune. 

In comparison to the collocates of claim identified in Wollstonecraft and Hays’s texts, 

collocates in The Wanderer appear more scattered, in that they gesture towards the foci of 

these texts in their allusion to the status of claims as present or absent, the type or 

category of claim (i.e. “legal”), and the possibility of a claim (“could”). However, this 

mixture of motifs in the novel’s word trees is appropriate given Burney’s juxtaposition of 
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claims, which necessitates that she identify claims that are both absent and present so as 

to better understand the mechanisms that produce this predicament.  

 

Women’s Claim to Protection: 

 In examining the contexts in which “claim” was found, as identified by the 

corpora, one of the earliest and most emblematic examples of Burney’s strategy of 

juxtaposition is through the claim to protection, which occurs in the novel’s second 

chapter. The first volume opens with a group of British nationals attempting to escape 

from France during the Reign of Terror. Initially, the unnamed protagonist is refused 

entry, due to her inability to pay for or identify herself. After another passenger offers to 

fund her passage, she is allowed to board. It is in this second chapter that Burney invokes 

her most prominent manifestation of claim, which is a woman’s right to protection. Once 

the boat arrives in Britain, one of the protagonist’s fellow passengers, the Admiral, offers 

to transport her to a nearby inn. The protagonist, who at this point is referred to as the 

Incognita due to her nameless status, attempts to deflect his offer, stating, “You are 

infinitely good, Sir . . . but I have no claims —.” However, the Admiral interjects: 

“That’s your mistake, gentlewoman. An unprotected female, provided she’s of good 

behaviour, has always a claim to a man’s care, whether she be born amongst our friend or 

our foes’” (22). Considering the protagonist’s predicament and the sociopolitical position 

of eighteenth-century women, it seems like a strange choice for Burney to start her novel 

by fixating on the claims women possess, rather than those they do not. However, this 

first use of claim encapsulates Burney’s strategy of juxtaposition, in which she meditates 
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on the claims women have and are given, in order to highlight those they do not, thereby 

illustrating the hypocrisy inherent in this discrepancy.  

 Burney initially engages in this process by emphasizing how steadfastly the 

Admiral, and presumably like other Britons, believes in the importance of women’s 

welfare and safety, as he asserts that such an issue transcends national identity and 

allegiance. However, in qualifying women as either “friend or foe,” the Admiral 

contradicts his own sentiments, as his ability to categorize those in need of aid 

undermines his supposed concern. It is at this point in the text that Burney begins to 

problematize the claim of protection by continuing to emphasize its empty rhetoric when 

juxtaposed against the actual experience of her protagonist. Burney uses the admiral to 

communicate this point, as he suggests that he is aware of how men “misbehave” and 

“slight” women. However, he maintains that such “slights” would never keep a man from 

aiding a woman who truly needed it, stating, “But for all that, young woman, I must make 

free to remark, that the devil himself never yet put it into a man’s head, nor into the 

world’s neither, to abandon, to leave as you call it, desolate, a woman who has kept tight 

to her own duty, and taken a modest care of herself” (37). This comment alludes to the 

conflation of aid with character, an issue that I will discuss later in this chapter, as the 

Admiral suggests that only those who have somehow strayed from their duties or failed to 

care for themselves are at risk of being “abandoned” by men. However, in his certainty 

that women’s welfare is assured and in spite of the way his logic reveals the fallacy of 

this statement, the Admiral effectively erases women who, as his speech suggests, have 

not earned protection and, therefore, cannot claim it. In suggesting that protection or 
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safety are earned claims rather than fundamental rights for women, the Admiral 

rhetorically undermines his own principle.  

 As we later learn, the Admiral is actually the protagonist’s long-lost uncle. He is 

far from a villain at any point in the text, making Burney’s choice for him, among others, 

to be a mouthpiece for this discourse all the more targeted. Burney is not shy in her 

construction of true villains. As she reveals in Volume 4, Juliet, as the Incognita is later 

revealed to be named, is fleeing from her “husband,” a French Republican who coerced 

her into marrying him so that she could save her guardian from execution, and who then 

pursues her to procure her distant family’s fortune. The protagonist’s husband does 

enable Burney to build upon Wollstonecraft’s discourse on marriage as an oppressive 

force, as argued by Straub in Divided Fictions who writes, “In The Wanderer, the sexual 

vulnerability and economic powerlessness imposed on the heroine by a forced marriage 

take on the nightmare quality of recurrent horror as Juliet runs from them only to meet, 

again and again, the social institutionalized fact of women’s sexual and economic 

victimization” (185). However, Burney seems to be more compelled by the ways in 

which the behaviors and beliefs of the average citizen create conditions that are widely 

oppressive and exploitative for women generally, though especially in Juliet’s 

predicament.  

 The Admiral is just one example of Burney’s criticism of the British citizenry, as, 

despite his apparent concern for the protagonist and women, at least abstractly, he fails to 

understand how his belief about the status of women’s claim to protection fails to include 

all women. Perhaps more significantly, his beliefs ignore the ways in which women’s 

supposed claim to protection actually hinders them from caring for themselves. As 
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previous chapters have established, any claim, whether to a woman’s body, her marital 

status, or “protection,” is wholly dependent on external forces—generally men—to 

enforce and honor it. Therefore, claims illustrate how women are distanced from their 

own rights, as the very existence of claim suggests the absence of a right. The claim to 

protection illustrates this absence, as women’s need for protection, specifically, is only 

necessary because women lack other, more fundamental rights to independent property 

and legal status. As a result, women are left with few means of caring for and protecting 

themselves. The absence of these rights then reflexively justifies the claim to protection, 

by framing women as incapable of caring for themselves, thereby making such a claim 

warranted.  

 These conversations regarding women’s claims to protection occur throughout the 

text, as the protagonist experiences fiscal and social exploitation, encroachment upon her 

privacy and personhood, and true danger, as her tyrannical “husband” pursues her, all 

while being “protected” by the acquaintances she meets. In juxtaposing the emptiness of 

the claims women are supposedly guaranteed against Juliet’s experience, Burney is also 

able to identify the mechanisms through which women’s claims are continually 

undermined by those who could help elevate their sociopolitical status.  

 

The Logic Behind Inequality: 

Throughout the novel, many characters exhibit disbelief in the existence or 

prevalence of Juliet’s predicament of being impoverished and socially unconnected, 

which is, early in the novel, described as “an almost unheard of situation” (91). While 

such disbelief about the occurrence of poverty could be understandable, given the social 
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stratification of eighteenth-century society, Burney seems to be signaling the absurdity of 

this belief, given the ways in which characters maintain it despite being faced with Juliet, 

who functions as a walking refutation of their assumptions about poverty. This absurdity 

is manifested, not only in characters’ understandings of the condition of poverty, but how 

they assume those who are impoverished are treated. Burney encapsulates this logic in a 

comment by Lord Melbury who, after hearing Juliet thank others for their kindness, 

exhibits disbelief, stating “Can you have ever been met with anything else? . . . if you can 

—by what monsters you must have been beset!” (114). Burney utilizes Melbury’s 

statement ironically, as his incredulity that a person—particularly a woman—in Juliet’s 

position could be mistreated leads him to criticize such a harshness as monstrous, despite 

the fact that they are in the company of many such monsters. Through such statements of 

disbelief, Burney demonstrates how individuals of privilege are able to discount the 

prevalence of women’s poverty and disenfranchised claims while simultaneously 

idealizing how they are treated in society, both of which enable them to be disconnected 

and apathetic about this issue.  

Of course, Juliet’s acquaintances are not able to maintain their ignorance of this 

issue, which leads Burney to identify other forms of logic that enable characters to 

discount the severity of the protagonist’s diminished sociopolitical claims and neutralize 

their feelings of culpability. The first of these strategies is the prioritization of their 

desires over Juliet’s needs. A variety of characters engage in this behavior and logic 

throughout the text, including Elinor Joddrel and Miss Arbe; however, few characters 

better embody self-importance than Mrs. Maple, who is a passenger with Juliet on their 

initial voyage from France to Britain. Following their arrival, the Incognita applies to 
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Mrs. Maple for aid, as she needs to acquire shelter and a means of transportation to 

Brighthelmstone, where she plans to await a letter from one of her distant contacts. Mrs. 

Maple has misgivings about the Incognita, as she worries that her poverty will reflect 

poorly on herself and the two sisters, Elinor and Selina, for whom she is a guardian. 

During a conversation, in which Mrs. Maple and Juliet’s eventual suitor, Harleigh discuss 

what is to be done about Juliet, he summarizes Mrs. Maple’s understanding of her rights 

and desires in relation to Juliet’s needs: 

All [the Incognita] suffers to be discerned of her, announces distinguished 

merit; and yet, highly as I have conceived of her character, she is unknown 

to us; except by her distresses; and these, though they call loudly for our 

sympathy and assistance, and, through the propriety of her conduct, lay 

claim to our respect, may be thought insufficient by the world, to justify 

Mrs. Maple, who has two young ladies so immediately under her care, for 

engaging a perfect stranger, in a scheme which has no reference to 

humanity . . . . (87) 

Although Harleigh asserts that the Incognita, through her behavior and predicament, 

possesses a claim to their respect and, by association, their aid, he validates Mrs. Maple’s 

concerns by suggesting that the Incognita’s immediate safety and wellness are of less 

significance than the reputations of Mrs. Maple’s charges. Interestingly, in this example, 

the Incognita does not have to stake a claim; her claim to respect is evident enough that 

Harleigh speaks of it as a given. However, even his unprovoked recognition of this claim 

is not enough to justify it or immediately bring about its fulfillment, as it is rhetorically 

superseded by the desires of Mrs. Maple. In this way, Burney represents the ways in 
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which women’s claims, even when acknowledged, are often contested and superseded by 

the desires and rights of those who have higher sociopolitical standing. In this way, these 

groups function as gatekeepers of women’s claims, as they have the means to actualize 

them, but also have a vested interest in allowing them to remain unfulfilled.  

The second cognitive strategy that characters use to validate their prejudices or 

apathy towards the disenfranchised is the conflation of poverty with poor character, as 

alluded to by the Admiral’s speech in the first chapters of the novel. Throughout the text, 

many of the characters adopt an almost deterministic or fatalist approach to justify the 

socioeconomic positions of themselves and others, in which they believe that to be in 

such an “almost unheard of situation,” like the Incognita’s, is a reflection of the person’s 

character (91). This is suggested by the previous quote’s suggestion that to be without 

means or connections is rare and the stated assumption that Juliet’s predicament is the 

“worse sign of a person’s character” (24). This perspective is summarized by Mrs. Howel 

during a conversation about Juliet’s character: “Innocent? . . . without a name, without a 

home, without a friend?” (133). Rather than framing her concerns about Juliet in anything 

tangible, such as her behavior, Mrs. Howel grounds her skepticism in Juliet’s lack of 

claims to a family and her withholding of her identity, suggesting that such a predicament 

is not a matter of chance. Rather, according to Mrs. Howel’s logic, Juliet’s situation is 

somehow earned, making her, in this case, deserving of her social isolation and poverty. 

In this way, Burney identifies the cognitive leaps and fallacies that characters are willing 

to engage in, in order to reduce their feelings of responsibility to Juliet and avoid 

elevating her sociopolitical position and claims.  
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Manifestations of Exploitation: 

As a result of these logical strategies, many of the characters engage in the 

exploitation of Juliet, without viewing themselves as immoral. In demonstrating the ways 

Juliet is manipulated in the text, Burney is careful to highlight how women participate in 

this behavior, despite Juliet’s early efforts in the text to enact her claim to “female 

protection.” Juliet’s claim to protection arises throughout the text, often from outside 

parties who presume to understand Juliet’s situation and claims (e.g. the Admiral). 

However, Juliet is the only person to directly discuss the concept of “female protection,” 

which truly positions it as her claim, rather than a claim imposed upon her. This phrase is 

directly invoked early in the text, after Juliet is initially transported to an inn, following 

her arrival in Britain. While there, Mrs. Ireton, after turning away a maid, calls Juliet to 

her room as a replacement. Burney narrates: “The stranger, at first, refused to obey this 

imperious summons; but the wish of placing herself under female protection during her 

journey, presently conquered her repugnance, and she accompanied the messenger back” 

(39). Juliet is careful to emphasize the importance of specifically female protection, 

which would have been a safer alternative to male protection, in that women would not 

have to fear becoming a target of a woman’s sexual advances. More significantly, 

however, Burney uses the concept of female protection to identify the power that all 

women, though particularly those of wealth and high socioeconomic status, have to 

extend their privilege and actualize the claims of their fellow women.  

 However, after establishing Juliet’s appeal to female protection, Burney 

chronicles the ways in which the women who surround her generally fall short of her 

claim. The first to do so is Mrs. Maple, who, due to her illogical correlation between 
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poverty and poor character, resents Juliet’s presence in her home. As a result, Mrs. Maple 

behaves as if she is engaging in “fantastical acts of charity” rather than an act of basic 

decency (212). Because Maple believes she is providing Juliet with a service that she is 

undeserving of, Mrs. Maple continues to undermine Juliet’s claims, primarily those 

related to choice and consent. This perspective is manifested in a sequence in which 

Elinor is organizing a theatrical play. After one of her performers drops out, Elinor orders 

Juliet to participate, despite her obvious discomfort in doing so. Mrs. Maple resents 

Juliet’s feelings of unease, as she sees these feelings as a privilege that she should not 

have in her current predicament: “The gentleness of Mrs. Maple was now converted into 

choler; and she desired to know, whether a poor wretch such as that, who had her meat, 

drink, and lodging for nothing, should be allowed to chuse any thing for herself one way 

or another” (88). Mrs. Maple operates under the belief that because the Incognita’s basic 

needs have been met, she has little right to assert her desires or preferences. According to 

this logic, because Mrs. Maple has provided Juliet with her basic needs, she has no right 

to assert her other wants, claims, or desires. Instead, those who are aiding Juliet can 

impose their desires upon her, which is the case for both Miss Arbe and Elinor Joddrel, 

both of whom exploit Elinor to suit their wants and needs. Elinor does so by pressuring 

Juliet to participate in her play, despite her obvious discomfort. Miss Arbe, on the other 

hand, cheats Juliet out of money she has earned in providing her with harp lessons, after 

Juliet leaves Mrs. Maple and the Joddrels. In this instance, the language of claims is once 

again mingled with protection, as Juliet plans to “claim” the debts to which she is 

“entitled,” before being brushed off by Miss Arbe (274). Following their exchange, 

Burney describes Juliet’s disappointment: “The contempt inspired by this worldly 
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patroness, so intent upon her own advantage, so insensible to the distress of the person 

whom she affected to protect” (275). Once again, under the guise of protection, which in 

her case is bestowed in exchange for companionship as opposed to housing like Mrs. 

Maple, Miss Arbe abuses her position of power and exploits Juliet’s talents. Through 

these portrayals of privileged women, Burney identifies the ways in which women often 

have opportunities to support and elevate one another’s claims, but often fail to do so due 

to their existing prejudices. As a result, Burney illustrates that women have the same 

exploitative capacities as men.  

 Due to Burney’s choice to illustrate the exploitative behaviors of both men and 

women, The Wanderer often “reads . . . like a catalogue of ways in which women cannot 

make a living at the end of the eighteenth century” (Straub 207). Indeed, Burney shows 

Juliet suffer across five volumes, as she flees a coercive marriage, negotiates the threat of 

poverty and homelessness, and avoids sexual propositions from a variety of men. 

However, unlike other heroines from eighteenth-century literature, Juliet is highly aware 

of her position in eighteenth-century society, as summarized by her frustrations during 

the second volume: 

Deeply hurt and strongly affected, how insufficient, she exclaimed, is a 

FEMALE to herself! How utterly dependent upon situation —

connexions—circumstance! how nameless, how for ever fresh-springing 

are her DIFFICULTIES, when she would owe her existence to her own 

exertions! Her conduct is criticized, not scrutinized; her character is 

censured, not examined; her labours are unhonoured, and her 
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qualifications are but lures to ill will! Calumny hovers over her head, and 

slander follows her footsteps! (275) 

Aside from integrating the novel’s subtitle—Female Difficulties— into her tirade, Juliet 

identifies the intensity of the scrutiny women experience through a series of verb pairs 

that highlight a reasonable behavior (e.g. examination of character) rather than a 

destructive one (e.g. censure), which leads to the disenfranchisement of women’s claims.  

 Further distinguishing Juliet from other heroines of the period is her cleverness, as 

she engages in thoughtful strategies in an effort to overcome her disenfranchisement, 

both of which are embodied by her entry into the novel, in which she disguises herself 

and maintains her anonymity. These same strategies are commented upon by Straub in 

Divided Fictions, in which she writes, “the heroine’s key act of power” is portrayed as 

“both an act of self-alienation . . . and as a successful strategy of social manipulation” in 

that she attempts to blur “the appearances that define her social role in the eyes of others” 

in order to render herself invisible through her adoption of additional marginalized 

identities for her own safety (153, 201). 

 From the novel’s first page, Burney illustrates the ways in which certain identities 

are coded as important/unimportant and nonthreatening/dangerous when one of the 

passengers onboard the boat to Britain, upon hearing a woman’s voice pleading to be 

allowed to board, exclaims “Tis the voice of a woman! where can be the danger?” (11). 

Through this rhetorical question, Burney encapsulates the ways in which womanhood, as 

a facet of identity, is coded as meek, timid, and nonthreatening. Although this 

characterization aligns with misogynistic perspectives on women, Juliet, still being 

referred to as the Incognita at this point, appears to be aware of this perception, and the 
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ways she can use it to her advantage by giving herself the appearance of identifying with 

multiple disenfranchised communities, including people of color and the poor. In doing 

so, Juliet reduces her visibility to increase the probability that she will be able to 

successfully leave France and evade her husband. When the passengers onboard finally 

see the woman whose voice they heard, they are shocked to see a woman dressed in rags, 

who appears bruised and battered, and is racially ambiguous. Although all the passengers 

have theories about her identity, they are not able to definitively identify any aspect of 

her identity other than the fact that she is a woman, and, based on appearance alone, not a 

woman of means. In her introduction to the text, Doody also comments on the Incognita’s 

initial appearance: 

The heroine . . . [is] obviously no tourist, but none of her companions can 

say what she is. Is she a nun? Is she merely a lower-class woman, no 

better than a housemaid? . . . Is she French or English? As the morning 

light arrives, [her shipmates] see that she is apparently a black woman: is 

she West Indian? Is she African? The heroine thus arrives as a nameless 

Everywoman; both black and white, both Eastern and Western, both high 

and low, both English and French. She unites but does not resolve 

contradictions. (xv) 

Doody identifies the one word to define the Incognita’s appearance that encapsulates all 

of her contradictions: “everywoman.” In this term lies Juliet’s strategy for procuring 

transportation to Britain. Through her choices of disguise, Juliet reveals an early 

understanding of the ways identities intersect and impact a person’s standing in society. 

Juliet is already marginalized as a woman, a fact she is all too familiar with. Therefore, 
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since she cannot overcome this marginality in her present circumstances, she instead 

embraces it by constructing a disguise that isolates aspects of her identity that are socially 

valued (i.e. her race and class) and then adopts marginalized forms of these identities in 

order to lower her degree of visibility.  

 Once Juliet arrives in Britain, she realizes that she has lost her purse and with it, 

her money. As a result, her strategy must shift from constructing her invisibility to 

“excit[ing] curiousity” by witholding “satisfying” answers about her identity in order to 

“keep her audience’s attention” and procure aid (Straub 205). At this point, her initial 

strategy is paired with the preservation of her anonymity, a choice that mystifies and 

frustrates many of the passengers and functions to maintain the novel’s momentum, as 

the reader is also not aware of the Incognita’s history. Initially, the Incognita refuses to 

answer other passengers’ inquiries about her identity, as communicated through her 

silence, a choice she makes clear is a matter of safety rather than preference, calling it her 

“unavoidable, indispensable silence” (216). Although Juliet is successful, insofar as she 

incurs interest and, subsequently, aid from the passengers, her inability to share her 

identity dually functions as a source of power and also exploitation. Although some of 

the passengers go on to offer Juliet shelter, money, or companionship, they all 

indiscriminately treat her as a mystery to be unraveled, as summarized by Harleigh’s 

statement that, “We all think our own way the only one that has any common sense. 

Mine, is that of a diver: I seek always for what is hidden. What is obvious soon surfeits 

me” (29). Based on his use of the verb “surfeit,” which refers to a loss of interest as a 

result of excess, Burney suggests that the Incognita remains interesting to them because 

of her refusal to divulge her past. In this way, the Incognita is treated as a subject of 
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amusement or entertainment for others rather than an agent with a right to privacy. This 

creates an opportunity for her to be exploited by such personalities as Mrs. Maple, who 

feel they are owed the information they seek and therefore, treat her as an entity to fulfill 

their needs and amusements, such as Elinor’s request that Juliet “fill up the chasm” left 

by another performer in her play (85).  

One particular way in which Juliet’s strategy creates opportunities for exploitation 

is through the withholding of her name. Although a source of power and claim for Juliet, 

as her anonymity is crucial in her efforts to escape her husband, the absence of a name or 

identity creates a void upon which her acquaintances can project their own ideas or 

ignore her personhood completely. Wollstonecraft also discusses the significance of 

names and the impact a claim to a family name can have for a woman, framing it as the 

only claim that women can generally depend upon. Being able to claim a family has a 

functional purpose in that it allows a woman to establish social connections and, 

therefore, the status, wealth, and respect the name is associated with. While this claim 

again represents one that is dependent upon men, as names in English and Western 

society historically follow a patriarchal structure, wherein women’s names first come 

from their fathers and then their husbands, this claim functioned as one of the few 

dependable forms of security that was absolute—even if only for those who came from 

prominent families. Juliet’s lack of this most fundamental claim is commented upon by 

Elinor who refers to her as “a Wanderer,—without even a name!” truly highlighting how 

surprising Juliet’s namelessness is (33).  

The void created by Juliet’s anonymity is also exploited by those she comes in 

contact with. Before she is assigned the name Ellis and before her true name, Juliet, is 
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revealed, the Incognita is referred to by a variety of labels, including the wanderer, the 

adventurer, and the stranger (47; 75). The label ascribed to Juliet that best showcases the 

exploitative power of her anonymity, however, is Mrs. Maple’s reference to her as a 

“body” (31, 56, 61, 75). In referring to Juliet as merely a body, Mrs. Maple draws upon a 

longstanding history of coding women in terms of their physicality, as discussed by 

Elizabeth Grosz in her book Volatile Bodies. According to Grosz, the division between 

the mind and body is a longstanding dichotomy that has its roots in René Descartes’s 

dualism and Cartesianism. She uses these foundations to analyze the effect of this 

division on conceptions of the female body and their impact on the treatment of women 

on a societal level. Grosz asserts that the construction of the divided mind and body has 

long been used to reduce women to their physiological functions (bearing children) and, 

thus, politically and socially oppress them: 

Misogynist thought has commonly found a convenient self-justification 

for women’s secondary social positions by containing them within bodies 

that are represented, even constructed, as frail, imperfect, unruly, and 

unreliable . . . Female sexuality and women’s powers of reproduction are 

the defining cultural characteristics of women, and, at the same time, these 

very functions render women vulnerable, in need of protection or special 

treatment, as variously prescribed by patriarchy. (13-14) 

Grosz then demonstrates how this division is associated with other dichotomies: 

“Feminists and philosophers seem to share a common view of the human subject as a 

being made up of two dichotomously opposed characteristics: mind and body, thought 

and extension, reason and passion, psychology and biology” (3). She suggests that this 
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dichotomy allows the mind and body to be cognitively disconnected from one another 

and “hierarchize[d]” so that the body is devalued and thought of as the mind’s “negative 

counterpart” that is “unruly” and “disruptive” to the mind’s functions (3). Having been 

philosophically hierarchized, the mind/body dichotomy is then linked to other, seemingly 

mutually exclusive traits, such as “reason and passion . . . reality and appearance,” and 

“the opposition between male and female” (3; 4). Grosz argues that the collective impact 

of the association of these dichotomies, in which women are perceived as being 

passionate, irrational counterparts to reason-driven men, “problematize[s] femininity,” 

restricting “women’s social and economic roles” to “(pseudo) biological terms” (4; 14). 

Thus, Grosz shows how the longstanding dichotomy between the mind and body has 

contributed to the sociopolitical oppression of women and their bodies by reducing them 

to their physiological function to bear children and negating their mental capacities. 

Therefore, in referring to Juliet as a “body,” Mrs. Maple is drawing upon these ideologies 

of sexism that invoke the discourse of protection seen throughout Wollstonecraft, Hays, 

and Burney’s novels, while at the same time positioning Juliet as an object rather than an 

agent of claim or, as Simons phrases it in her biography of Burney, “Without a name, her 

true appearance concealed, her gender is her only identifying characteristic” (103).   

Names are an ideal linguistic tool for wielding power over others as they, in the 

words of Althusser, as cited by Jane Pilcher in “Names, Bodies and Identities,” allow us 

to “recognize ourselves and others as unique individual subjects” (765). Therefore, in 

manipulating the name ascribed to a person, one can change their sense of personhood 

and identity. Pilcher problematizes this argument, by stating that it is the simultaneous 

identification of a name with a body that truly allows a subject to be recognized. 
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Therefore, in choosing only to linguistically identify Juliet as a body, Mrs. Maple 

engages in a form of linguistic power and, arguably, “linguistic violence,” as her naming 

of Juliet rhetorically erases her personhood and reduces her to an object, paralleling the 

oppression and violence committed upon women in eighteenth-century society (Bucholtz 

29-31).  

While Burney speaks to the capacity of disenfranchised women to challenge and, 

to a certain extent, subvert the disenfranchisement of their claims, she breaks with 

Wollstonecraft and Hays in her allocation of responsibility for accomplishing this task, 

positioning it with women of privilege. Burney primarily accomplishes this commentary 

through her characterization of Elinor Joddrel, who is generally perceived as Juliet’s 

main antagonist. Elinor has long been a figure of interest for Burney scholars, due to her 

antagonism against the text’s protagonist and her feminist persona. Upon the novel’s 

original publication, Elinor’s feminism seemed fitting of a villain, given the debate 

surrounding women’s educations and roles during the period. However, as time has 

passed, scholars have realized that none of Burney’s characters disagree with or 

challenge Elinor’s feminist perspective, suggesting that this is not the root of her 

antagonism. Rather, criticisms of Elinor have always originated in her behavior, as she 

repeatedly exploits Juliet as her messenger and expresses outright animosity towards her 

when Elinor perceives her as a romantic threat to her relationship with Harleigh. As a 

result, it can be difficult to reconcile these two facets of Elinor’s personality between her 

valid political critiques and her treatment of Juliet. However, the difficulty in reconciling 

these qualities is what Burney is attempting to emphasize, as she suggests that it is 

Elinor’s failure to apply and embody her feminism to other women —particularly women 



 73 

who experience oppression more intensely than she does— that makes her villainous. 

Therefore, Burney seems to suggest that it is not Elinor’s feminism that we should take 

issue with, but her execution of it, as she only employs her feminism to benefit herself. 

Burney emphasizes her point by having Elinor reference Wollstonecraft’s Vindications, 

during an argument with Harleigh, stating,  

Listen, therefore, for both our sakes, to mine: though they may lead you to 

a subject which you have long since, in common with every man that 

breathes, wished exploded, the Rights of woman: Rights, however, which 

all your sex, with all its arbitrary assumption of superiority, can never 

disprove, for they are the Rights of human nature; to which the two sexes 

equally and unalienably belong. But I must leave to abler casuists, and the 

slow, all-arranging ascendance of truth, to raise our oppressed half of the 

human species to the equality and dignity for which equal Nature, that 

gives us Birth and Death alike, designs us. (175) 

Elinor demonstrates an accurate understanding of Wollstonecraft’s feminism, in which 

she situates women’s rights within a broader category of human rights. Elinor even 

utilizes her own language of claims in her refutation of sexist ideologies, when she states, 

“How paltry is shame where there can be no disgrace!—I disdain it!—disclaim it!—and 

am ready to avow to the whole world, that I dare speak and act, as well as think and feel 

for myself!” (154). This is an unusual construction of claim, as it represents a woman 

rejecting her possession of something. In this case, this “something,” is a multitude of 

oppressive ideologies that teach women to feel shame when it is unwarranted (e.g. shame 

in the expression of their emotions, their bodies, etc.). In this way, Elinor utilizes the 
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language of claims not to stake her rights but to challenge the systems that disenfranchise 

women from their rights. Burney portrays Elinor’s feminism in terms that would suggest 

respect and authenticity, through her reference to Wollstonecraft and her inclusion of the 

language of claims. Where Burney finds fault with Elinor is in the insulation of her 

feminism, which Elinor only applies to her own life and experience, hindering her from 

perceiving the ways in which Juliet’s oppression surpasses her own.  

 
Conclusion: 

In Frances Burney: The World of ‘Female Difficulties,’ Katharine M. Rogers 

describes the scale of the text: “In her last novel, The Wanderer: or, Female Difficulties, 

Burney returned to consider woman’s position in the larger society, as she had in Cecilia, 

but in a more far-reaching and analytical way. Stimulated by the upheaval of the French 

Revolution, she directed attention to problems that could not be solved by personal 

adjustment . . .” (131). In utilizing the language of claims to juxtapose the claims women 

are believed to experience against the fundamental rights they lack, Burney illustrates the 

logical mechanisms and apathy that perpetuate this injustice and hinder women from 

overcoming their own oppression. However, rather than allocating the responsibility of 

this task with the disenfranchised or those in power, Burney identifies a new community 

of opponents: upper-class women. In identifying this group as a potential source of 

support for lower-class women, Burney accomplishes two tasks. First, she illustrates 

women’s capacity to take political action by framing it as a duty for women of relative 

privilege, due to their increased ability to do so. More importantly, however, she asserts a 

new model of resistance for women by suggesting that, rather than individually 
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subverting one’s own oppression, women can cooperate with and elevate one another’s 

claims in order to start the process of sociopolitical reformation.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

Throughout this thesis, I have alluded to the storied history of literary scholarship 

concerning women writers in regards to the way women have been recognized, excluded, 

and essentialized in the literary canon. Catherine Ingrassia comments upon the treatment 

of eighteenth-century women writers, following their erasure during “The Great 

Forgetting,” stating “At times, the early efforts of recovery places greater importance on 

identifying the presence of women writers and the quantity of their work than on the 

quality of those texts. Eager to construct a tradition of ‘women writers,’ scholars 

sometimes did so at the cost of the finer delineations and subtle differences necessarily 

effaced with that general term” (Ingrassia 9). Sally Cline similarly describes the effect of 

these flawed projects, writing,  

Losing sight of ‘minor’ novelists has meant losing sight of the links in the 

cultural chain that has tied one generation of women to another. It has 

meant losing sight of any comprehension of the continuities in women’s 

writing. It has meant losing sight of accurate data about the relations 

between the lives of the women writers and the changes in the economic, 

political, social and legal status of all women. (xiv) 

As a result of the fragmented quality of the history of eighteenth-century women writers, 

readers and scholars have been quick to generalize about the content, subject matter, and 

quality of these texts. Katherine Binhammer comments on an example of such 

essentialism, as second-wave feminists were initially frustrated by what they perceived to 

be an “emphasis on sexual chastity and heteronormative marriage” in courtship novels 

and women’s fiction from the eighteenth century, as they felt the authors were 
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“conforming to an ideal of domestic femininity” rather than refuting this ideology (180-

181). However, when closely examining the political and ideological contexts from 

which these texts arise, it becomes evident that they do not adhere to these regressive 

principles. Binhammer cites Judith Butler’s theories of performativity to explain how 

these texts can and should be read as politically progressive for their time:  

[. . .] we can turn our interpretive gaze away from the frame of a restrictive 

domestic ideology toward the intricate pictures of women that they paint. 

The frame does matter, but it is not determining. In this way, the courtship 

plot functions in women’s novels as Judith Butler formulates gender 

operating in women’s lives: simply because the courtship plot is the plot 

women must write, ‘it is not for that reason automatic or mechanical. On 

the contrary, it is a practice of improvisation within a scene of constraint.’ 

(181) 

Thus, while there are commonalities among women’s eighteenth-century novels, it is 

important to observe how texts from this period diverge from one another, as these 

departures often signal the author’s attempt to subvert the literary, cultural, and gendered 

frameworks she was confined to.  

 In examining works by Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Hays, and Frances Burney, I 

have tried to adopt this method in my analysis by noting a pattern amongst their writing 

in their employment of the term “claim” and observing the diverse ways in which they 

construct and apply this term to speak to eighteenth-century womanhood. This process 

was enriched by my integration of corpus linguistics into my methodology, which 

enabled me to confirm and refine my understanding of each novelist’s construction of the 
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claim. In examining these texts and their respective corpora, I have found that these 

authors, far from merely reflecting their experience, sought to define it for themselves 

and their readers, free from sexist conceptions of rights and femininity in eighteenth-

century society, as manifested through their utilization of “claim.” While these authors do 

not agree in the models of resistance they prescribe for their readers, the diversity of their 

perspectives further highlights the political engagement of their work. In her research on 

political theory in literature, Virginia Sapiro speaks to this process, writing, “Political 

theory . . . is not written in hindsight. By definition, if one is willing at all to accept any 

terms of enlightenment, it is done partly in the dark. That is one of the things that makes 

it difficult for democratic theorists, especially of the feminist variety, to work together on 

our theorizing by mutually assisting but not governing each other . . .” (44). To expect 

agreement among these authors would be to discount the challenge of what they 

attempted to do, which was to construct a language of women’s rights before such a 

discourse existed. Furthermore, it would fundamentally misrepresent the nature of 

political resistance and feminism, both of which are highly complex and contested. In 

their own works, Wollstonecraft, Hays, and Burney all prescribe a model of political 

engagement and subversion that parallels tensions in feminist movements today, ranging 

from Wollstonecraft’s call for complete commitment to a social movement, to Hays 

endorsement of moderation, to Burney’s criticism of selective activism and privileged 

apathy, which closely parallels modern conversations regarding “white feminism.” 

Therefore, in recognizing the diversity in the works of these women, we can appreciate 

what Catherine Ingrassia calls the “varied paths” of their novels, in their portrayals of 
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female sociopolitical experiences, their prescribed solutions, and the ways in which their 

commentaries on these issues parallel and speak to modern political debate.   
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