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Abstract 

"The P!1'3SUl'l'S of the Mimi," 
Thcmes in Early Fcminist Lltl'ratu1"l' in England. WGO-1730 

This thesis eXaJllines tilt' wntmg 111 plwtry and prOSt' ora small group of 

English feminist writers of the late Sl'Vl'ntl'pnth and l'arly (,lghtl't'nth Ct'llturÎl'S, 

The bcst knowll ofthl'sl' <luthors was Mal'Y A~t('ll (1f;()() 17:n) 'l'Ill' mflUptlCl' 

on the feminlsts' ~r\,l of the philosophll'S of l)('scarÜ's and of t Ill' most 

prominent Englisn l,hinkers of the pef1od, the Cmnblidge PlatoJ11st.s. is 

described. 

The thesis focuses on threc main then1l's in the sl\vpntpl'nt.h ct'ntury 

f€'minists' wnting. These were occupntion, cducnt.ion and marriage Emphasis 

lS put on educlltlOn as tIll' most imporLant of tlw fi.·llllnist.:,,' COIll'Pl'l\S TIH'y 

belicvcd that the pOOl' education wnnll'n n'Cl~lVl'd III (,OlllpanSOl1 Wlt h t hat 

received by men put WO!lWIl at a rlisndvantag<' 1Tl S()(wty 1Il ~;('IH'raI and 111 

personal relatioTlships wlt.h men. Tlwy al~o twlieved that educatlO!l was vit.al 

for persona1 h:lppiness and spirit.ual fulfilnwnt In t lwlr writmg about. 

occupation, the fl'rnmists statl·d tIwt tlh' things that 1111ddlp and upppr class 

womcn were C'xpec1 cd to do were unf'ulfilling TIH'y wanu .. d tIll' n~{ht 1,0 oceupy 

themsclves with reading and writing without f:lcmg mhculp. On t.}l(' sull,Wc!. of 

marri age the femi nists' main COI1CCl'n ah;o cpnt.n·d around pdllca(,lOf) Tlwy 

believcd that women were at a disadvantagp In the maning(' n·latlOm·;tllp 

because they were not us weIl educatcd as thelr husbands. They thought t.hat 

more cquitable mm"riages were desirable, and that they would (·xist. ifwonum 

were bctter educated . 
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Abrégé 

"Les plaisirs de l'espirit" 
Les Thèmes du déhut de la littérature féministe en Angleterre: 

1660-1730 

Cc mémoire étudie les l'Crits en vers et en prose d'un petit groupe 

d'écrivains fémimsh's anglais de la fin du dix-septième et du début du dix­

huitIème fiiècle; la plus t:onnue étanlMary Astell (1666-1731). On Y décrit 

l'influence de la philosopll1e de Descartes sur la pensét' féministe; de même que 

l'infllll'nce des plus irnporlants penspurs anglais de cette époque, les 

PlatonicÎpn<.; cil' Cambridge 

CeUp (,tudp analyse trois thèmes principaux des écrits fc'ministes du dix-

septième sll'c1l' Il's activités, l'éducation et le 111'11·ülge. Toutefois, une attention 

particuli('r(' sera porté(l à 1'6ducatlOn, la préoccupation la plus importante des 

fi5ministps. C('ux-ci crOlcnt que l'éducation médIOcre que reçoivent les femmes, 

cornparativPTlH'nt aux hommes, Il'8 désélvantagc au si(ln de la société et dans 

leurs relations JWJ"I;onnelips avec }('s hommes ne plus, les féministes pensent 

qu'Unt' bonne ('ducatlOn .loue un rôle primordIal dans la recherche du bonheur et 

dans répanouissement spirituel. Dans les écrits concernant les activlli's, les 

féministes aflirment que les occupations assignées aux femmes de la classe 

moyenrw et de l'aristocratIe sont peu satisfaisantes. E11es réclament la liherté 

de I1rc et d'l't'lire sans qC couvrir de liriieule Pour cc qui est du mariage, le souci 

pI;ncipal des f6ministes gravIte une f(Ji~ de plus autour de l'é>ducation. Ne 

r('('evHnt pas UlU' educatlOn aussi sohde que leun; époux, les femnws sont 

placél's dans UTll' situatIOn désavantageuse au spin du femmes sont placées 

dans une sit uation d('savantageusc au sein du mariage. Les fémll1lstes coient 

qu'une Ilwilleure éducatIon pour la femme établirait un équilibre souhaitable 

dan~ 1e managc . 
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Introduction 

That the pleasurcs of the mmd arc infinitcly preferable to 
those of scnsp, intellectulil dclights, the joys of thought, and 
the cOr"p]acencics arising from a bright and enlargl:'d 
understanding, tran~ccndently grenter and more satjsfactory 
than thosc of the body, than those that owe their original to 
amma1 lIfe, has, through al1 ages, been an ncknowledgcd truth, 
a truth that comes aUench·d wlth a11 the convincing evidcnres 
that can bl' dC':-,irl'd, and wIll soon be found to he undeniably so 
hy a11 ~Ilch a~ will hl' at the palllS of' making the experiment. 1 

-Mary Chudlplgh, R. .... savs 0/1 S(,l'l'ral Sulyects, 1710 

The dt'bate ahout the natu re und proper status in society of womcn 

datc's haek to tlw on f-,rl ns of western htcrature. However, beforc the mid 

Hixtecnl,h cpntury almost all ofthis writing was donc by men. In the mid 

sixtt'c'nt h cent.urv 11: l':ngland, WOI1WI1 entcred the debau' for the first time.2 

By the latt' SpvPlltt·c'nt.h and carly eightpenth centuries, the time of Lady 

Mary Chudlelgh who lS quoted above, this debatc had bccome centred 

around Ow phIlosophIe idcag inspired by the scicntific discoverics of the 

gixtl:'(\nth and Sl'vent l'pnth centuries, onen called the Scientific Revolution. 

Mary Chudl('lgh was OIW of il ~rnall h'1'OUP of women who described what they 

thought t1H'lr plaCl' shollld lX', \Il the terl1ls of the changmg philosophie ideas 

of tlll' S('ventp('nt h {"pnt ury Hpl" separation of t.he m te1lectual and the 

physical, and lwr ('mphnSls on the importance of the former at the expcnse 

oftl1(' lattl'r in tlll' opening statement ofher book of cssays shows the 

influenrt' of one of' t Il(' J11()st important of seventecnth century thinkers, 

H,pnc' J)pscart<\8 Hl' hl·lieycd in the separate natures ofhody and mind, and 

1 Mary Chudh'lgh, HS8(l"~ 01/ S('/'(>ral Subj('cts. (London, 1710), pi. 
2KathPntH' l Tshpr Iklldpnon and Barbara F. McManus, Half 
lIumank/lld Contc\ts and Tt'\t~ of the Control'ersy about Women in 
f.;ll~lal1d. l!i·IO-l/l1O (Chlcag-o, 1~)85) p 20 
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in the thinking faculty as thl"' thing \\ hlCh d<.'fllll'cI hU1l1an l'xi~h'nl'l\. 1\1:11)' 

Chudleigh's statenlC'nt n]so shows the infhl<.'IH.·l' of' t lw I1lL~t pl'(llllilll'l~t group 

ofEnglish phl1osoplwl's of tlw sl'\'pntt.'l'nth l'l'ntury. t IH' ('an\hndgt' 

Platonisls. 

The Scwntific Rl'volut 1011 put lW\\' phil()sopll1call()()I~ 11\ tilt' hands of 

women as well as l11<.'n. as l>mpha~;}~ on changl'. on.J udgll\g f..'\l'I'~·t ln nl~ Ily t IH' 

criterion ofre3son and cliscardmg anything th:!1 (hd no! h\'l\ lljl 10 l'I';lSOIl'S 

standards allowcd thcm to argUl' that \\'Ol\ll'Il\ .wat 1011, (':--'p('('lallv tl\('11' 

education, should change. Thl'y aq,rUl'd that 1 l'th" "pl('asul'P~ of t Ill' mind" 

wcre indeed the n1Jst impm'tant part oflirp, WOIlH'n ~h()ldd no! h(' pxdudp(J 

from their cnjoyll1l'nt. Mary Chudlpiglù; stat('llIl'nt about t hlS, and !1('1' book 

of meditations on such sub.Jl'cts as truth,loye and ]usti('p, ~('I'Vl'd to dH11ll a 

place for hersclf and other womel1 in t lm; Ill'W 0I'dl'!'. 

The first t'ssay to aplwar 111 (~h udlPIg-h 's book, c:!ll('d ''()l' 1(llowll'rlgl'," 

echoes the views of Mary A::--tl'Il, the mot't prOl1lilwnt ofthl' al1tl!ol's who 

fOl'med the loùsely as~ociat('d group ofwll1l'h Chlldll'lgh W:l:--. :111l<>llllwl', and 

who has becn call1'd l~:ngland's "fir~t fl'1l111l1::--t":! by nlOd('1'I1 Iw'\t()1'1all~. M:wy 

Astell's writing, pubhshed artel' tlH' cIvIl war, Vias ddl(>I'('llt frolll WOJlH'Il'S 

writing before ](i40. Wl'itmg by wonwn ahout W011lpn 1111 hl' p('llod bdw('('n 

1540 and 1640 was generally in l'espo!l},(' lo I11lsogymst pamphlt't ~ which 

were writtcn In the Renmssance style but rehnshed aeeusatiolls t hat rlatf'd 

back much furthcr of shrlwishncss, extravagarlCl', vanity and ot IH'r sins.1 

The writcrs who respond('(J to these .IUacks arc not cOIIslCh'l'(,d "f('JllHlIS!''' by 

historinns becausc t hey dld not cali f(JI' ~hang-e in WOBll'n'S rolps :, 1 n tJ)(' 

period aftcr 1640, wom(ln'S writing about WOJll('1l changl'd TllI'n' W<'f(' fcwpr 

3Ruth Perry, The Ce!enrated Ma ry A~t('ll ( CfJl(:a~o, ] !!llfiJ, p 9H 
4Henderfion, p 24 
5I1ender~on, p :30 

2 
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responses to attacks on wornen, although these were still writt..en, and more 

origmal workl-> ofpoetry ~md pro~e. It is in thi8 pcriod that women's 

historian:,; seeking the origins of f':nglish fcminist thought have placed it. 

ThIS reqUlres a definition of what is meant by "fcrninist" in thi8 

context, since Il was not a conternporary term. The word "feminism" was 

first used in the late nineteenth eentury, but it has sinee come to he used to 

indicate an attitude or senslbihty that can be set;n in women's writing in 

earhcr periods. HIlda SmIth defincd 1t as view ofwomen as a group "who se 

social and pohtical po"ition hnked them together more surcly than their 

physlcal or psychological natures."6 1t also contains the idea that the social 

and political posItIOn of women was subjcet to criticism and could be 

chang('d 7 Smc(' it could be argued that women's social and politieal 

posit.iolll-', w('r(' a l'l'!-iult orthelr bemg g-rouped together by their physical 

naturC's, lwrhaps tins could bettpr be express<:d as a view that the social and 

politiea] positIOns that women eustomm;ly occupwd because of a perception 

that th('11' physlea], spiritual and intellectual natures were inferior, were 

subject. to criticIsm and ('I,uld be changcd. Mary Asten wrote, "Custom 

cannot (1uth011se a practice ifreason condemns it, the following a multitude 

i8 no ('xcuse fhr the doing of evil "fI This idea, inspired by the philosophy of the 

Sdentifie \{evolutIon, was the foundation ofher feminist thought. Along with 

this rejl'ction of traditions that suhordinate women, feminism includes an 

identificatIOn with other womcn, the desire of the feminist to make changes 

to be1\efit other wornen beRides hcrself.9 Mary Astell called herself a "lover of 

lw)' Ht'X," 0Ill' who want(>d as a n'suIt ofher writing not her own fame but 

t> Ihlda Snllth, UcaSOl/'S Dlsclplcs (Chlcr.go, 1982), p 4 
7 STl11th, p 7 
RMary A".tt'Il, A ~alOlis l'mposal (0 the Ladies, Part Il. (London, 1701), Reprint (New York, 1970), 
~ n. AIl l'Uhc;PQlH'nt rc>f'NcnC('c; arr to this cdition 
. BonnH' S An(kr~Ol1 and .Judlth P ZIIl,>ser, A Hlstory of Thelr Own, Volume n. (New York, 1988) p 
:l;l4-;J:H1 

.3 
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"the pleasure ofseeing you [womenl \\'ise and happy."lO Though its goals and 

the method of aehie,,;ng thc111 have> change>d ove>r the> ce>ntw;l's. fellllllil'Ill 

has been charaeterize>d by.a re>jcction of traditions that suhordinat(' WOI1ll'n. 

an identification with otlwr women, and a hope for a bl't ter fl.lt un' for 

women. l1 Sinee Mary Ast('l1 and her contf'mpOnll;ps l'Xpn'Ss(\rl all thl'sf' 

ideas, it is accurate to cal1 them fcminists 

Another one of Mary Astell's be1i(\fs was that won1l'n dld not gl't 

enough attention from hisf,Ol;ans for thei1' achievPIlwnts. ln 170fl ~Il(' wrotp: 

Sinee the men being the hlstorians, they sl'Idom cond('s('('nd to n'cord 
the great and good actions of won1l'n, anrl wl1<.'n tJwy takl' notH'(' of 
them, Otis with th1s wise l'emark, that such wOllwn ,I(:tpd ahoV(' tht'Ir 
sex. By which one must suppo~(' they would have tlH'ir n'acl('rs 
understand, that they were not WOIl1l'n who rlid t host' gn'at aet IOns, 

but that they wel'e men in JwUlcoats ft :? 

In the course ofher lifetime, Astell revcaled many sueh tnslghts, but 111 this 

case her eomments about histonuns and what they chos(' t.o record provpcI 

to be prophetie, sinee she and other contC'mporary wOllwn authon, n'cpÎved 

little attention in the pcriod betweell t}l(' mid eight.<'(·nth and parly twpnt.i{'t.h 

centuries. It is ironic in light of the comment above that the first histonan 

who did pay attention to Astell and her fellow fema]e wriü'rs wa~ C .. orge 

Ballard (1706-1755), who puh1ished a bnok called Men/olrs 01 S('lIl'rrJ! l,w[,('8 

of Great Bntam Who have been Ce!cbraled for lhrlr WrtllnR8 or SJafl 111 the 

Learned Languages, Arts and SCiences Hl 17:'2. A s('cond ('(!ltlOn oftills book 

was puhlished in 1775. The most important 1ssue concernmg WOJl)C'J1 in 

George Ballard's day had hecn whl'ther wom(>n could wntp books as well aH 

men, and this was what he sought to prove hy wnting ahout intl'lIpctual 

10 Astell, SerlOlls Proposai, Part l, tlt le page ,alld Part Il, p 52. 
llAnderson and Zinsser, Vol Il, p 335-336 . 
12Mary Astell, The Chnstwn !le!tglOn as Professed by a Daughter of the 
Church. (London, 1705), p 293. 

4 
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wornen 1:1 However, by the late eighteenth century ferninist ideas were 

chan~ring ln the writing of Mary Wollstonecraft 0759-1797) and in the 

wornen's movements that followed in the nineteenth century, the ernphasis 

shifted l'rom pnvate education to cqual politicnl and legal rights for worncn, 

including the right to public education. 14 Whcre ear1i~r feminists sought 

privatp solutIOns, thesc fcrnimsts belicvcd that the state should be the 

agl'ncy for woml'n's emancipation In the course ofthese changes the ideas 

of Mary Aste)) and her contemporaries becarne outdated and they werc 

almost forgottpn. One p('rson who wrote somcthing about Mary Astell in the 

carly ninetecnth century was Lady 1.ouisa Stuart, granddaughter of Astell's 

friend Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. According to Lady Louisa, Astell was 

"a very pious, exemplary woman, and a profound scholar," one whose "first 

wish it was to demonstrate .. the mental equality of the sexes." Though Lady 

Louisa had seen hl'r grandrnothcr's copy of one of Mary Astell's books, she 

believed they were generally "long out ofprint and forgottcn."15 

Dl'spite the long neglect., intcrcst in the late sevcntecnth ccntury 

ferninists f('vivpd in the fil'st two decades of the twenticth century. By this 

lime wonwn had gained acccss to highcr education, and sorne women 

historians lll'gan sceking information about early English fcminists. Among 

thcir works wcrc a hlOgraphy of Mary Astcll, an editian of the poetry of 

13MemO/l's of SC['('rall,adws of Great Br/tam (1752) by George Ballard, 
('ditcd hy Huth pprry (l)('troit, 1985), p 32 This, the first reprint sinee 
1775, contflln!'. hlOgrnplllcal1l1formation on Ballard and is a very useful 
editlOll ofthl" HnporLant <,ourcp on laLe scvcntpcnth c('ntury women 
nuthon; 
14BonnH' S Ândpr<,on and ,JlHhth P Zmsc;er, A Hl.';tory of Thelr Own, Volume II (New York, 1988) p 
346-:149 
15Lady L()L1I~a Stuart, Ilitroductory Anecdotes to The Letters and Works of Lady Ma" Wortley 
MOllta!!lI, ('d. Lord Wharneh(f(' (London, 1835) Second EditIOn ed. W. Moy Thomas, (London, 
lR9~n, Vol 1 p R4-H!i 

5 
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Anne, Countess ofWinchilsea and an account oflC'amed ladiC'~ in England, 

1650-1760, which inc1uded Mary Astell and Mary Chudh\lgh. 1t) 

The most recent period ofintcn'st In ('arly modt'nl fl\nlÏllIsm. which 

included repl;nts of the books nwntlOlwd abo\"e. lwgan wlth tlll' IH'W activity 

in the women's movement 111 t Ill' HWOs. St'vl'ral books about t 1\1.\ latt' 

seventeenth and carly eightC'C'nth cent ury fpminists wen\ wnttl'Il in Ow 

1980s. Among thcse, Reason's Dlsclpl('s: S('venleenth CClItUry E1/~Il.'~h 

Feminists (1982) by Hilda Smith, and F'enllnism in EiNh!cl'nth ü'nlury 

England (1982) by Katherine Rogers are useful on the oril,rlns and 

manifestations of feminist expression between the English civil war and the 

radicalism surrounding the French l{e\'olutlOn. Smith descnl)('s t.lll' social 

setting and intelledual backhll'ound to C'arly fl\mimsl wl;tJng, and tplls about 

the lives and work ofindlvidual authors in the penod H;GO t,o 1720. Itog('rs 

describes the two philosophical viewpoints important f(JI' tins ('ra, 

rationalism and sentimentalism, and tells about tilt' fernlllll--t adlll'rents 0' 
each. This book is a good companion 1,0 Smith's sillet' 11, continues tlH' 

chronological story of early modern fl'mimsm and shows how 11, was 

influenced by changing ideas in the wider world of philosophieal slwculation 

and by changing litcrary genres, most importantly tllC' grow1ll1~ populmity of 

the novel as as a form used by women. On individual hves orthe f(.'minists, 

The Celebrated Mary Astell by Ruth Perry (1 ~)Hm stands out as an ('xcellpnt 

biography of England's first fcrmmst. Abo, many antholol,rlt's and fC'prints of 

primary material have made sources mon' aceesf->iblp to studpnts. 17 

16Work& mclude. Florence Smith, Mary Asfl'll (New York, l!)lfj), :.:!f1d 
EdItion (Nrw York, 1966), Myra H('ynold,>, The Learl!('d l,arly /ft 
England, 1650·1760 (Cambridge, 1920) 2nd EditIOn «(;)oucp,>tpr, Ma,>,>, 
1964)Myra Rcynold,>, cd. The POOIlS of Anne, Coun/f'SS of W/ftf'hIl <;Nl 

(Chicago, 1903). 
17 Anthologies include MOira Ferb'1l,>on, éd Fust Ft'mlrtlsi.~ Bri/ish 
Women Wnters 1.578-1799 (Bloommgton, 198f» Dale Spend('r and .Jan(·t 
Todd, cds. An Anthology of Bni/sh Women Wnlers, (London, 1 BH9 Hog<,r 
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In the vvork that had bcen done, the main focus has been to considcr 

the lives and works of the feminist authors separately, often listing them in 

chronolo{..,rical ordcr. 1H SmIth and Rogers use chronological organization, as do 

the antholohriCR. Though this approach is uscful, it does not provide a 

compl<.'tc picturc of seventeenth century feminism. Many of the 

seventecnth century feminist authors knew cach other, and had similar 

idem, about women despite diffcrences in other aspects oftheir lives. It is 

necessary for an understanding of seventeenth century feminism to go 

beyond Rcparate biographies of the authors and to compare thcir writing on 

thematic lincs. 

Thcrc wcre thl ce main thcmes in late seventeenth and carly 

eighteenth ccntury feminist writing: occupation, education and marriage. 

Thesp sa me> tlwllws were repeatlJ over and over, in books ofpoetry and 

prose by authon, ofboth middle and upper class social backgrounds, sorne of 

whom }wld dim'rent politicul and religious opinions from others. Obviously 

these wcre compelhng issues to seventeenth century fcmale writers who 

were concerned about the lives ortheir fcllow middle and upper class women, 

and thus desel-ve consideration by historians of ear]y modern women. 

Lonsdalr, pd E,ght('cnlh Crnlury Women Poets (Oxford, 1990). 
{krmairw Grpf'r, ed KI.';sng the Rod. An Anthology of Seventeenth 
Cmtury Women's Verse (New York, 1989) 
Reprinb inc\ude Mary Astell, A Serw:ls Proposai to the Ladl€s (London, 
1700, n'Jlrlnt ( Nrw York, 1970) and ReflectlOns on Marnage (London, 
17:10) r('pnnt (Nrw York, 1970) Elizabeth EI'itob, Apology for the Study 
(If Norlhem Ant/(lI11t/e,'; (London, 1715), reprint (Los Angeles, 1956) and 
Hud/TIlf'Tlts nfGrummar for the Ef/!-!ltsh-SaxoTl 7'Oll!-!/U' (London, 1715), 
n'prmt (Mrn"ton, 1~(iH) Bath .. ua Makm, An Essay 10 ReL'/{'e the Antlent 
1~'dllcatIOTl o(nclIllcu'OT/lI'lI (London, 1674), Tf'pnnt (Los Angele'i,1980) 
Sarah Fyg-(' Eg(,ItOIl, The /<'el/w!e Adllocale, (London, 1686) reprmt (Los 
Angl'll's,I~76) and POC1!lll 011 Sel cral OccaSIOns, (London, 170:3), reprint 
(Jlrlmnr, NY, 1987) AI!'o IIlcludpd IR th(' fir,>t rcpnnt of Ballard bince 
1775 (SN' NoU' )1) 

18For ('xarnph', Angrl1l1(' Gort'au, Chapter 3 "The Female Pen," in The 
Wholc Dulv o( a Womall Pen/ale Wnters ln Seuenteenth Century England 
(Gardl'n CIty, NY), 1985 

7 
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The common thread in aH the sev('ntûl'nth century fl\minist~' work 

was that of education. The "plea~ur('s of the mind" playcd an 1tllpOrumt part 

in each oftheir lives, and they wé.llü(."'d to COl1\'1I1ce other wonwn tllat 

education could be important to t1wm a~ w(\11. 
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Chapter 1 

The Authors 

To Almystrea, [Mary Astell] on her Divine Works 

Tuo long! indeed, has been our sex decried, 
And ridiculed by men's malignant pride; 
\Vho, feanng of a just return, forbon~, 
And made 1t criminal 1.0 teach us more. 
That women had no s(mls was theIr pretence, 
And womcn's spelhng passed for womcn's sense. 
\Vhcn you, most g<.>nerous heroine! stood forth, 
And showed your Bex's aptitude and worth. 
Werc it no mon" yet you, bl;ght maid, alone 
Might for a world ofvanity atone! 
Redcern the commg age' and set us n,cc 
From the f~dse brand ofincapacity.l 

- 1~~1izaheth Thomas, Mls('('llany PO('IIlS, ] 722 

There are mne authon; whosc works will fo1'm the focus ofthis study. 

These are Mary Aste11 , (1666-1731), Lady Mary Chudleigh (1656-1710), 

Sarah Fygc }1~gerton, (] 670-1723), I~~hzabeth Elstob (1687-1765), Anne 

Fmeh, Countess ofWinchilsea (16()1-] 720), Bathsua Makin (1608? -1675?), 

Lady Damans Masham (1658-1708), Elizabeth Thomas (1675-1731), and 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, (1689-1762). 'l'Ill' writings of Daniel Defoe, 

(1()()O-17:31) on WOllH'n are also Important. AlI of the authors, with the 

exceptIon of Makin, Wl're born m the thirty-three years betw<.>en 1656 and' 

1 mm. Defot' 18 obviously é.lnothe'f exception as the only man on the list. The 

fpminis!' writmgs oftl1l'se two gl'nerutions ofwomen deal with many of the 

sanll' t 11l'Illl's and idl'a~, despite some diffen'nces in their ages, social 

llW7alwth Thorna .... MI.'i('1' lia Il v POClllS, (London, In2) 111 Roger Lon<;dale, ed. 
Eljihtcl'I/th Ccnfury W07/lCII Pocts (Oxford, 1990) p 4:3. ThIS poem was 
prohably wnttl'n ear!tpr than the publicatlOn date, since Thomas and Astell 
hnd n fnlhng out ovpr pohtlc'i honwtIme around 1700 
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backgrounds. and religious and politieal opinions. This chaph>r will bril'Oy 

describe their indlvldual hve!:'. and also tl1l'ir common inspIratIons and tlwlr 

influences on (lt}ch other. 

Though theII' fl'minism sds tJ1l'l11 apart frlllllllloSt ofthl' otlwr 

authors of the laü' seventeenth and carly t'lghtl'l'nth ('('nturil's, tlll'~l' 

writers were naturally influl'ncl'd by t Ill' lIltt'lll'ct ual dllnatt\ of t1H'ir tin\('. 

This climate was ~halJl'd by changl's that had takl'l1 plac(1 OV('\' tlll' 

preceeding lwo cC'nlUIWS TIll'~{, changl'~, of'tp!1 ca l)Pd t hl' St'H'l1t dic 

Revolution, led tü tlw rl\jl\dlOll (lf~chola~tH'l~lll, ",Illl'h c!oll11J1:!t('d C('llt~II;l'H 

of Western thought, and Its repl:.H.'l·IlH'nt with a IH'W \Vay of'th1l1kmg about 

both the physlcal world und human l!ft, 

Schol::u,tieism incùl'poratl'd i d~'as l'n'lIl prp·Chri st 1 an :ln t iq\l1 t Y and 

early Christwnity \Vritt'rs hkl' St. Thonws Aqulllas w('!'(' abl(' to (,Oll1bllH' 

Aristotle with St Paul and St AUj.,'UstinL' to {<mn a pllll()~()phy III wJ1J('h tllP 

way things lJl the physical world workl·fl was les~ IInportant than thl'It' 

metaphyslcal stalus, or 111 other words what their posItion wa~; 111 • Il(' 

divine1y-cl'eatcd hierarchy of ('verythinf~ in the JH'avPl1s and on thp ('"rth ? 

For example, it wu::, belJ('\'l'd that th(·IJ(·avpnly bodlPS sud, i.S tlH' sun and 

the moon were pcrf('ctly spht'l1cal and unalterahl(·. O!>sprvat lOriS mach· hy 

Galileo m'ilng a t(·Il'scope of IUIlal" 1l10ulIta1ll::-' and sun spots ~JlOw('d tJlat t Ills 

was not truc, but the scholastic p}lIlosoph('r:-; rl'f'\l~(·d to ,HTt'pt thls and 

other sClentific dlscovcncs baspd on observatIOn }wcausp tJwy cOl1trachded 

authorities such as Alistotlc whose ideas werc so Important to Ow 

scholastic world view. 

The scientific discoveries of the sixtccnth and carly sevcntl'ent.h 

centuries and the finJure of the exu;tmg philosophy to change lo accomodatc 

2Basil Wdley, The Seventeenth Century Rackground (New York, 19fi:l), p 12-15 
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thcm lcd to the developmcnt ofnew philosophie ideas. The new thinkers 

rejected reliance on Aristotle and other ancient authorities and in their place 

put rcliancc on human rl'ason <l:'i the guide to truth. SCl1pture and other 

ancient wntings rpm(lIw·d Important, but the}' wpre no longer the sole 

sources of truth about the world or about human life Nature. which had 

heen consldl'rC'd the l'calm of Satan hy some ml'dieval theolo~rians, was 

rcgardpd by slxte'l'nth and s('vl'ntccntt \ ccntury thinkers such as Francis 

Bacon as good ratlwr than l'vil. a place, along with Scripture, in which God 

rC'vcaled himselfto humamty. 

Tht' mo~t influential of the new philosophers in England in the 

sevl'ntcenth Cl\ntury wprc a group known as the Cambridge Platonists. 

They werl' call1'd thls 1wcause they were associated with Emmanuel College 

al Cambridgt' uniw\rslty, and bccause they accepted the ideas ofPlato and 

his diseipl(·s 1 n place of the anclCnt phllosophl'rs favoured by the scholasties. 

Thü; group lIle1uded Hl'nry More, Ralph Cudworth, Benjamin Whiehcote and 

tJ(Jhn Slmt h. The Platonists' most important concern was to reconeile the 

seienhfic dlscoveries oftll(' pn\VIOUS c('ntury wIth Christian theology. ThGy 

bpHevpd \Il t Il(' imJ)ortancl' of reason, which they cal1cd "the candIe of the 

Lord"3 111 Undl\rstanding rl'lih'10TI. They bc1ieved that faith was not in 

opposition to rat ionality, but that they worked together to reveal religious 

truth. Theil' adoptIon of the vil'w Dfnature as divine instead ofevil also 

mpant that t Il<.' furtlwr explorations of natural science being carried out in 

the scventeenth cent ury did not endanger their Christian faith. 

The PlatoTllsts t hought 1t was important for Christians to practice 

tl1l'ir rdihYÎon. but they \H\l'l' opposed lo excessive religious enthusiasm and 

~edal1an di~IHItl\S ov('r smaH points ofbelief or forms ofworship. They 

3C A Palrldl'l"o, t'd The Camhrufge Platorllsts (London, 1969), p 12 
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disliked enthusiasm bccause 11, displaced rr'ason wIth l'motIOn. "hot. wl1d 

imagination," as Henry :\lorc w1'ote. 4 Tlll'y wcrp against argullH'l1ts OV('1' 

small points of beheflwc(luse t hey led t 0 lI1toh'nmct' Ralph Cudwnrt h 8aH1 in 

1647 in a sermon preacl1l'd to th,' Hou:-;e ofCommons. a plal'l' that would 

continue to see a great deal of sC'ctanan dlSPUtl' dpSpl t l' him, 1 hat Christ 

came to inspire love towards Cod and f't hicallwha\'iour, not ln spark "angry 

and peevlsh debat('s" over how n·1lglOn sho\lld 1)(' pratlcl·d.s Il1st(':1(I, tlll' 

Platonists were: In favour oftoleratlOll pmong ChnstJans. TI1l'Y allowl'd "a 

great freedom both in philosophy and in divinîty, frolll wll('llt'(, tlwy WPf'(' 

called men oflatitudc,"6 TheIl' phIlosophy ofto}pratlOll has bl'colllt' lmown as 

"latitudmananism" 

Femimst author::; were aUraded co the Cambnclgp Plat OIUSt.S' 1)('11('{, 

in the ratlOnahty of' the Chnst tan n·!JgIOI1, and ln t Il(' llll\)()! t~IIH'(, of l'('w,,on 

rather thal1 authonty Ofparticular importancp to tht' fi.'llllrllstS w('n' .John 

Norris and H.alph Cudworth. Norris was an AnglIcan clPl'gym:1Il Though Ill' 

was educated al, Oxford rather than Camlmc!g(" Il(' was a w('l1- known 

Platonist think('r, soml'times considel'('d the last Camhl1dge Platonist 7 He 

correspondcd \Vith Mary Astcll, Mary Chudl<,igh and I~:hzahd,h Thomas, 

Ralph Cudworth was the fiüher of Darnal'1~ Masham, and thus an 

important int,el1ectual influence. 

BJo{.,'Taphical mf()rrnatlOn abuut the sevent('cnth œntury femmist.s is 

now available in ~everal places The f<>l1owing blOgraphips art' ÜH'rp(()f(! bn(.f, 

focusing on the socwl Ol1gms, educatIOn, mat nages, pohtics and n,)jglOn of 

4patndes, p 24 
5Ralph Cudworth, "A Sermon Prpuched Before the lIou,>e ofComm()n~ March :11, 1647." ln 

Patrides, p 96 
601lbert Burnet, A /itstory (J(hts Own Teme (London, 1724), p lRR, ln l'atm)!',;, P a9 
7Ruth Perry, The Celebrated Mary A.~tell (Chicago, 1986), p 7:3 
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the authors, wherc they arc known, and givc the names oftheir published 

works. 

Bathsua Makin (1608?-1675?) 

Bathsua Makin is the only author ora pre-civil war generation on the list. 

Shc i.., inc1udcd among thcsc other authors beeausc her book on women's 

education, An Essay 10 RI'VLVe the AntlCut EducatLOn o(Gentlewomcn, was 

puhlishcd in Hj7:3 l,iUle i8 known about her life. She was burn around 1608 

to .John Pell, fl'c!,or uf Soulhw]ck i Tl Su:-;sex, and his wifc Mary Holland.8 

There]s no record of \\'110 hel' hushand was, or how she was educated, but by 

the age of' thirty ~he was known for her achievcmcnts in languages and 

mathematics. Slw hl'camc tutor to Princess Elizabeth '1round 1641, 

possibly until the lalter's deuth in 1650 Makin was unable to collect a 

pension awarded to her by the royal family becausc orthe civil war and was 

unabll' to co1l0ct ] t aflrr 1660 e]ther, so she had to establish a sehoo} and 

kecp on t(l<.lchlllg tn support lwrself. Hel' idem; ahout women's education 

Wl'rt' influenc('d by Anna Maria van Schurman of Utrect, a famous female 

scholar ~)ftl1t' parly sl'venteenth century, wllh whom Makin corresponded.9 

Around tlH' tinll' of t.he publication ofher Essay on women's education, 

MakiTl was running a schoo} for girls near London which offered instruction in 

Latin and ot.hl'r academic subjects as well as more traditionally feminine 

subjects. 

~J.R. Brink, "Bathsua Makin. Educator and Linguist (1608?-1675?)." in J.R. 
Brink, ('d. Female Sch()lar.r~ (Montreal, 1980), p 87 . 
9Paula L. Barbour, Introduction to An Essay to Revive the Antzent Education 
ofGentlewomcn Reprint, (Los Angeles, 1980), p iJi·iv. 
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Lady Mary Chudleigh (1656-17]0) 

Mary Lee, later Lady Chudlcigh, \Vas the clll1d of Richard Lt'p, Esq. of 

Winslade in Devon. GC'orgc Ballard'8 l'omn1l'nt on hl'I' l'ducat IOn III Ml'lIIOlrS 

of Several Ladies of Grf'at Hntazll (17fJ2) \Vas "She had an education 1Il which 

literature sepms not to hav(' lw('n considpl'l'd as a t hmg pnllclpally 10 lw 

regarded, bemg l.mght no otlll'r lanJ-,'1wge than Ill'r natl\'(' tongul'. Hut.Ill'1' 

own love ofbooks, 11('1' great mdustry in the rl'ading of UWIll and lll'r gn'at. 

capacity to improve herselfby t.h(,111 l'nabled her to makl' a vpry 

considerable figure among t.he hterah of her time."l0 

In 1674, whell she was scvcnteen, she man'il'cl Sir neorgl' Chudletgh, 

Baronet, of Asht.on, ncar Exeter, in Devon. The malTtag(' do(-'s not appt'ar tn 

have been a happy one. Howcver, by her own aceount si\(' had ample t.inw tn 

devote to her books and writmg Il 

Lady Chudlelgh pubhshed both pol'iry and a book of t'ssays. II('r 

poem The Ladies Deferlee; or, the Brule-Woman's C'()lUuwllor (1fIsw/'r('(i (1700) 

was a response to a wedding S(,I"!l10!1 111 whlch tilt' pn'ach{'r cOlllllWnch·d 

women to obedicncc of thelr husbamb. Hel' next book was J>,WIlIS on SI'/!('ral 

Occasions, (] 70:3). The second eclitlOn OfthlS inc1ud('d 7Yw I,(/(//(','; nt{en('(' 

(1709), later editions came out in 171~3, 1722 and 17!iO. Hpr g<;.w/Y~ ()n 

Several Sub.ll'cts (1710) con tai ned both prose c;. "ld poetry. 

Mary Chudlcigh con'cspondcd with fellow ft'minist author Elizabpth 

Thomas. She corresponded with and also visited .John NOl r.!-. l:l She was an 

admirer of Mary Astcll, to whom she wrote a poem lJl t.ribute. 

lOGeorge Ballnrd, MemOlrs 0( Sn'l'ml Lad/I'.'i of (;rl'(lt HntwfI (London,] 7[)2) 
Repri'lt· Ruth Perry, pd m(·trOlt, WHf), p ;~fi;~ 
Il Lonr,dale, p 2 
12Richard Acworth, Th e Ph ll()sophy of John Norru; of Hemerton, ( /(;57-17 12) 
(New York, 1979), p 10 
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Lady Damaris Masham (1658-1708) 

Damans1:{ Cudworth, born in Cambddge in 1658, was the daughter of 

Platonist philosopher Ralph Cudworth who was Master ofChrist's College, 

Cambridge. She rememben'd g-rowing up in the intcl1ectual atrnosphere of 

the Cambridge Platonis!'s, her father's fdends.1 4 Unlike sorne orthe other 

authon; she received a good education. Her father encouraged her 

inte]]ecutal mtere1:-lts by hll'1ng tutors for her, one ofwhorn was John Locke. 

At this t inll' Lock(' and Curtworth e~tahh::;lwd a fIicndship that lastcd until 

Locke\; dt'at h 1Il 1704 1>amaris Curlworth bccame "closer to Locke than 

any othrr human 1)(,ll1g,"!:; thus it is Ilot surprismg that he was her most 

important mtdlpctual influence next tü her fatlwr. Arter her marnage ta Sir 

~'rancls Masha III 111 l()HS, Locke lX'camc a frequent g-uest at Oates, their 

home III I~;ss('x. In 1 G91, wllL'1l hlS health made it impm;;sible for him to live in 

London ully longpr, Locke moved 111 with the Mashams and remained there 

fi)r th<.' n'st of hls li(<" Sir Francis was prohably not as intcrcstcd in 

phi10splllcal sp('culation as his wife was. despitc this he bacame fnends with 

Locke mi well and the marnage appC'ars ta have been a happy one. 16 

.John Locke thought highiy of Damaris Masham's abilities. In 1691 he 

d(\scrihed l1('r tn a fl1l'nd, 

The lady. IS so much OœUpi(ld wlth study and reflection on theological 
and pllllosopllH:al mat tel'S, that you could find fcw men with whom you 
ll1ight a::i::iocwt(· with grpater profit and pleasure. HC'r judgement i8 

l:lTlm; was a farndy lIanw, borne by lH'r motlH'r Damans Crado<.k Cudworth. 
1 4 DnmllrH, <'udworth (Iat<'f Ma"ham) to .John Locke, March 9,1682. in ES. 
de B('('r. pd Corrcspolldcl/(,(, ()f John I,ocke, Volume Il (Oxford, 1976), p 493. 
Thrf(' an'ol1 kttl'r:-. from M,\sham to Locke betwecn 1682 and 1691. Most of 
his to her hav(' h('rn lo<;t, onlv 5 Telllain 
15MauTl('(' Cran "ton, ,John Locke (London, 1957), p 215 
16Cra n :-.tllll, p :l·t:I-:I·14 
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singularly kecn, and l know few men capabll' of discussing \Vith such 
insight the most abstruse subjects, such as an' heyond thl' grasp. 1 do 
not say of women, but even of most educated llll'Il. and of n'solving tlw 
difficulties thcy present SIl(' was formerly much gl\'l'Il to rpadmg. 
which the wcakness of her eyes now hampers, but lwr nwntal aCllllll'1l 

am ply makes up for this. 17 

Damans Masham became invdlved in a tJll'oloJ..,'lcal dl'bate with .John 

Norris and Mary Astell, thcir position bl'ing diffpn'nt from that. of 1 Awkt,. SIll' 

published A DlSCO/J rse Cancer/u TIf.! the TAWI' or nud ( 1 Œ)()) i Il n's}lol1sP to t Ill' 

Norris/ Astl'l1 Delters C'O!ï('('rtll Ilf.! 1 hl' l,oue or (;od (Wn41. 1\1 a:-.halll·s hook. 

published anonymollsly, was attl'lbuh'd to Lockl' by ,John N'ln';, SIll' also 

published ()ccaslof/al ThOllRhts dl Ue/;'r('f/Cl' lu (1 \'1 rll/ous ur Chnsl/(Jf/ Ll/;' 

(1705). Despite her dlsagreement with Astt'II on poliUes and eNt.ain 

theological points, the two sharcd m,ll1Y of the sanll' V\Cws on WOIHPrÙ'; 

education and man;agc. 

Anne Fineh, Countc8s of Winchilsea (](j(j 1-1720) 

Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, was horn at Sydmonton, 

Southampton. Her father Sir Wilham Kingsmill was dt'scend('d ('rom an old 

Hampshire family. Hel' mothe'·'s nmne was Ann(' l la s!t·wooc! 1 H TIH'n' )~ no 

record oCher education, wh](~h sill' probably l'('c('lv('d at I!OIlH' 

In 16H3, at the age of twcnty-two, Shl' bl'canH' M ,Ild of l fonour 1.0 

Mary ofModena, wlfc of the Duke of York, who beculllP .JallH's 1] at the 

death ofhi8 brothcr Charles lin 1685. While at court In this eapacity she 

met her future husband Heneage Finch, (1657 -172(» who was a gentleman 

17John Locke to Philippuc; van Limhorch, March 1~!, 1691 Jo: S dt' B(~l'r, f'C1. 
Gorrespondence of,John Locke, Vol IV, (Oxford, 1976), p 2:n-2:~H 
18Lonsdale, p 4 
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of the hedchamber to the duke of York and the uncle of the carl of 

Winchilsea. They were marri cd in ]684. After the ]688 revolution in which 

James II was deposed, Heneage Finch refused ta take the oath of allegiance 

to the new m()narch~ Wllharn and Mary, thus ending his career in 

govermnent. The Fmche~ left London, and in 1690, on the mvitation of the 

carIol' Winchilsea they seUled at the family scat at Eastwell, Kent. l9 

Heneage Finch encouraged his wife's wnting. The Finch family had already 

prod uc('d one mtellectual woman of note in the scventeenth century, Anne 

Finch, Lady Conway, who corresponded with Henry More and other 

prominent thinkers 

Anne Finch's marriage was a very happy one, and the rurallife suited 

both partners. For the sake of her poetry it is probably fortunate that she 

had to leave court, sinee s}l(> noted that a "versifying Maid of Honour" was 

frowned upon there, and this discouragement had almost caused her to 

abandon her Wlitlllg.20 Desplte their devotion ta quiet country life the 

~'inches kept up an extensive literary aequaintance, Other women poets she 

knl'w inc1udl'd I·:lizabpth Rowe and the Countess of Hertford. She also knew 

tJonathan Swift and Alexander Pope, with whom she exchanged verses about 

the Rn pe of t /1(' !.o(k 

Her poetry enjoycd rcasonable suceess as it started to circulate in 

miscellall1es, whi('h were volumes ofpoetry by various authors.21 One 

volume was published in her lifetime, Mlscellany Poems on Seueral Occasions 

(171:n Shl' }w1c! back many of her more persona1 poems from publication, 

1eHving t}1('m in a manuscript folio volume, seemingly intended for 

l!l'{atharllH' H()g(,I~. (Id Self'cted Poems of Anne FUlch. Cour/tess ofWmchtlsea. 
(Np\ .. York. 1979). P J'\-lI. 

20Annp FlIlch. Cnlllltp~~ ofWmchllsen, "The Preface ., in Rogers, Selected Poems, p 9. 
21L()n~clah·, p [l 
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publication after her death. Although sh<? continuC'd to recl'i\'l' attention in 

the eighteenth century from compih'rt' of poetry. thl't'l' (hd not apppar until 

1903.22 In the nmett'l'nth cl'ntury, lwr natural dpSlTlptlOns and lmnlamH'rt\d 

style were particularly adnl1red by WOl'ds\\'orth. 2:1 Intt'I't'st. in IH'I' as a 

feminist author began in the early twentieth century. 

Mary Astell (1666-1731) 

Mary Astell is probably the bcst known of the scvcntel'nth century 

feminists. She was born in 1666 in Newcastle, wlll'l'(, 11<'1' f~ltlll'r ]>t'tl'f Astt\1l 

was a coal merchant. The Astells had hecn middll' clasH ((lI' sPv(\l'al 

gencrations before her hu,th and had long standing COJ1lll'l'tIOIIS tü tilt' 

Hostmen's gUlld, which cont rollc-d the coal tradl' Bot h lH'r f:ltlwr and Iwr 

mother, Mary I~~rnngton, also had CO IlIll'C t ions to the lanc!t'd 1~(,llt J'y of 

Northumberland. Wll1lt· her father liv('d. lwr fallllly (llljoyl'd a cornf()Jtahl .. 

life. Howevcr, he died when Mary was twelve, and IH'r l110tJwr had to struggll' 

to rnake ends meet for her daughtcr and her husband's maidpn Hunt, a1s1 

callcd Mary AsteU, who lived with the family. Mary Aslell'H brothl'r's (':lre('r 

was Laken care ofby relatives. He fhllowed in the ()()tstcps of many of Ills 

male relations and hecame a lawyer.~1 

It lS not known how Mary Ast(·l1 was able to get what formaI 

education she had. She was a studious young hrirl, so prohahly did not rwed 

much urging to read as many books as she could gel lH'r hands on SlIP was 

likely taught by her uncle Ralph Aste)), who was a <:uratl' Hl' direcled her 

22Rogers, Sclecü'd Pocms, p XIII 

23Lonsda1e, p 6 
24 Perry, The Celebrated Mary A,<;lf'/l p 29-40 
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towards royalist sympathies and the ideas of the Cambridge Platonists, 

among whom was Damans Masham's father Ralph Cudworth.25 

Mary A~tell probably abandoncd any hope of marri age during her 

tccns, sinee her f~1ther's death rncant that .:;hc would not have an adeq'..late 

dowry to marry a man of her own social class, and she would not marry 

bem·ath hcr. When she was twenty-one, she did something that was very 

unw;ual for a smglc woman of the middle class. She 10ft her family in 

Newcastle, travcl1(·d to London and settled there, where shc lived for the rest 

of hpr lif<". Why she dic! thls 1S uJH.'C'rtain, she may have been sccking to 

CHcaJW from tlw h II nnhatl ng lift' of a ::;ingle woman, a burden on her relations. 

She may havp bcen spcking a comn1unity ofintellectuals that she did not 

havf.\ in N ewcastJ (' 

Once in London, aflcr an ini tially difficult period, she was able to find 

enough fi nancial support and a group of friends both female and male who 

encouraged her writing. Mary Astel1 is generally considered the "tirst 

feminist" of modern English history, the fi rst woman t.o writc systematically 

about. WOrl1<' IÙ; prohlems and what the solutions to thl'm should he. Her 

wnt.ing Ig <hstmguislwd by its vigour and fort.hrightncss. She had a gift for 

pointcd Rareasm, which t-.he uscd at t.he cxpcnse of men's attitudes towards 

and LJ'(lat nH'l1t of' wonH'11 throughout her works. She published ni ne books, on 

politicH and rdl/,'1on as weil as thosc chiefly concerned with the position of 

womell. Hel' most important on es concerned with women wereA Serious 

Proposa/lo the tudles (1694), A SeruJ/lS Proposai to the Ladies Part Il 

(1697), Let/ers COllcernm{t the Love ofGod, Bc/ween theautlwrofthe ProposaI 

to Ihe Dadll's and AI,.. dohn Norris ( 1695), Some Reflections Upon Marriage 

25perry, p 46-51. 

1 9 



• 

• 

(1700), and The Clmstian Religioll, As Professed nv a Dallghtcr ofthe Church 

ofEngZand (1705). 

Other feminist authors looht'd to Astl'll for inspiratIOn Both '·:Iizalwth 

Thomas and Mary Chudlcigh Wl'otl, poems l'xprl'ssing tlll'ir a(hl11l'ation for 

her. Part of Thomas' poom is quotl'd abovc. 

Sarah Fyge Egl'rton (1670-172:3) 

Sarah Fyge was born four years arter Mary AstC'll, in 1670. IIl'r 

father was Thomas F'ygc, I~sq., a physlcian in London who was dl'scpndl'd 

from a family at Winslow, BllckingharnshiJ'c, which oWl1rd land t111'rp. Hl'r 

mothcr's name was Mary Bcacham.2G There is no l'vidpllcP of lwr l'ducation. 

She claiml'd shc was a prl'cOGIOUS child who was writing pOl'try around tlw 

age of fourteen. Ifhl'r father helppd her hccOIne cducatC'd, Il(' dld Ilot appl'OVl' 

ofall the rl'sults. Her first Pllbltshed work ofpoctry was 'l'he Fen/ah' 

Advocate, (16R6), a responsc to thl' mis()gyni~:~ pOl'1ll IAJ/I/' G/l'l'/l ()'n' hy 

Robert Gould. The appearance orthe book Il'd her 1;1 ther tl) spnd lH'r ou toI' 

London to stay with relatives in the country. However, this discouragemcnt. 

did not stop hcr from wliting and puh1 i shmg poetry Sh<· contrihul.pd to t-wo 

books ofpocn'ls in 1700. and published her own jJ()(,Il1S on S/'Pl'ral ()('C(Lswn,<; 

in 1703. 

She was married twicc, neithl'r time particularly happi Iy. Hpr fi r!-,t 

husband was Edward Field, a 1awycr. Aficr hi s dcath sh(' marnecll{pv. 

Thomas Egcrton, whom she unsuccessfully sucd Ibr divorce on grounds of 

cruelty.27 

26Lonsdale, p 26 
27Con!'>tance Cla rk,lntroducllOll to the repn nt of Surah FYi~e Egcrton, Popms 
on Several Occaswns (170.']) ,(Delmar, NY, 19H7J, P 3-7 
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~~li1.Ubeth Thomas (1675- In1) 

Like Sarah Fygc Egerton, Elizabeth Thomas was born in London. Rer 

father was also a profcssional. He was a lawyer of the Inner Temple, narned 

Emmanuel Thomas. Thomas's father did not participate in her education 

since he cliN) when she was very young. However, she remembered a very 

carly inl<>rpst in rearling, which was encouragcd by her mother Elizabeth 

Osborne- Thomas Elizabeth Thomas wrote about hersclf as a child, "Give 

her a book, and she would sit poring over it fronl noon t.o night, without 

knowing one k,ttl'r This carly passion was improved by her mothcr, who, 

hersl'If, taught lwr how tn rcad hetimcs: so that bcforc she was fivc years 

nid, she had n'ad tlll' wholc Bihll' three tImes over; and befof(~ she was six, 

finished tll(> hUll' 11':lJ'lllng that was ever bestowed on her; which was sorne 

Latin, wntmg and êtIithmetic ... She transclibcd chapters, complled liUle 

common-plaee books, and was forever a scribIing."'28 

SIl(' contmued to improve her education in adulthood, with the 

assistance of ,John Norris' advice. She int.roduccd hcrsclfto Norris in 1696 

hy sl'l1ding him an ode dt'dicated w him which she had writtcn, and asked his 

advice about how Lo procl'cd wIth IWf studies, which he gave her.29 He 

suggt'stC'd tItat sIl(> should l'ead Malebl'anche's Recherche de la Verité, then 

ncscart(\s. and a numb0r of other books induding Lockc's Essay on Human 

llndersfa mir 1If-r He also gave }lC'r directions on how Lo teach hersclfFrench 

so ~;)1l' would !w abl(1 t.o l'l'ad in that languages as weIl as English.3o Thomas 

~~Eh1HlH'th Thorn .. "" "'l'Ill' LIft, ofCorInna" Pylades and COrllwa (London, 
Inn, p VIII 

~9Acworth, p Il 
:10John Noms to Elizabeth Thomas, No date. Pylades and Corinna, p 203-205. 
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also wrote to John Dryden, who suggcsted to her tlll' litl'rary nanll' 

"Corinna," which she adopted.:l1 

Elizabeth Thomas correspond cd \\"1th fl'minist author Mary 

Chudleigh, who a180 knl'w ~John Nol'l'Is. Slll' lwcan1l' acquailltl'd wIth 1\11l1'Y 

Astell through N0111S, and wrote a POl'1ll addn'ssl'd to lwr, quotl'd ahoVl', 

though apparcntly the two womcn did not lwconw c10sp hl'c:lllsP Ash'l1 did 

not like Thomas's politics, finding her "too mu ch a Wllliamitl"" (leeording t.o 

Norris' wifc.32 

Thomas was nevcr ll1aJTÎcd. She had a very long l'ngagl'Il1PIlI of' 

sixtcen years to "Richard Gwinnl't t, who wantpd to dl'i('r Illal'l'Ia/!,t' unt.illw 

could support her wpll. Unf(ll'(ul1atply. he dipd shol'tly aflpr COlllll1g into Ilis 

estatc, beforc the couple couIc! bl' man'll'd. Ill' Idl IH'I [(iO() III hls wtll, but 

due to t.he Interference ofhis fhmily sl1l' was only abll' 10 l'olh,t aboul t::lOO 

ofthis. Shc spent the 1a~t decadp orher IIfe strugghng agalllst hankruptcy, 

being imprisoncd for debt from 1727-29. 

Her puhlished works include an anonymous poem cOIlt.nbut('d in 

Drydcn's mcmory to Luctus Bnlanlllci (1700). She puhhslwd Iwr Mls('('lIany 

Poems in 1722, (eoltIons 172G, 17'27). Her last book was 'J'lU' Mctamorp!7O,'.;{s 

of the Town: or, A Vww 01' the J>r('senl Fusllwns (17:Hl) l'pr COITPspollc!('ncp 

with Gwinnctt and other I('U(lr~ and works by both of'tlH'lll, 1Ill'ludlllg an 

incompletc autob1Ography hy Thomas, wen' pubh slwel post.h li III 0 w .. 1 y in lwo 

volumes. Pylades and Corznna (1731) and The l!o!1()umh!e !,()/!('rs, or l'y/ruh's 

and Corinna (17:32) :J:l 

31John Dryden to Elizabeth Thoma~, Novembcr ]2, 1699 "The Life of 
Corinna" in Pylade,'; and Corl1lna, pi. Dryden doc~ not bTJVC any r('a~on why he 
thought th i s wou Id be an appropriate nam(' 
32Perry, The Celebrated Mary As/ell, p 42 
33Lonsdale, 32·33 
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Elizabeth Elstob (1683-17!J6) 

Ehzabeth EI~tob, born in Newcastle like Mary A~tell, dcvoted her 

intellectual lif(· prirnanly tn the study of the Anglo-Saxon language. Her 

defenses of WOBWl1\ ll'armng were wntten as part ofher books which were 

translatlOns of Anglo-Saxon wnt mg"', (lnd an Anglo-Saxon grammar. Her 

otJlPr impo,"t:mt contnbutlOn to (lady modern fcmimsm was in inspiring 

George Ballard to Wl1 te IlIS MeIJ/Olr,'i of SeLlcraZ Lad[('s o( Great Brztazn w/w 

have' 1)('('11 Cclehralcd [or tl/('I r Wntlng<; or SIn Il ln the [,car!led Languages, 

Arts (Jnd SCU'l/l'l','>, (17G2J a "landmark in the history offeminism," which 

gave accou nts of varylllg ]pl1{..,1,hs about over sixt Y learned English womcn 

(rom Uw Illlddlp ages tn the btp sl'venteenth century.34 

Llkp Elizabeth Thollla:-:, l'~lizabeth Elstob remcmbered a love ofbooks 

that hegan (·arly 111 her hfl'. "From her childhood she was a great lover of 

books, which IWlIlg obsPI"Ved by her mother, who was also a great admirer of 

learning, C'spccially in her own sex, tlll're was no!.lung wanting for her 

improV<'Jllent, so long as hel' ll1ot!H'1' hVl'd " Howevcr, hpl' parents dICd wh en 

she was a child and she \Vas raised by her uncle, Rev. Charles Elstob, D.D., 

prebendal"Y ofCantl'rhury, of'whom shc \Vrate that he, "was no fl;end to 

women's learning." Hel' requests to him for more education wcrc "being 

al ways put offwith that common and vulgar saying, that one tongue is 

(-'t1ough for a woman " Howcvcr, despite her uncle's discouragcment she 

contillUl'd to l'l'ad and t-.tudy, and eventually she was crcdited with having 

mastc)'pd Sl'\'('n languag'l-'s. ~15 

34Pt'rry, ('cl 1 ntroductlOll to (ieorge Ballard, MemOirs of Seueral Ladies of 
Great Bnta /1l, P 1:1 ,me! 21. 
35Mnry Eh7alwth On'l'Il, "Elizabeth Elstob ''The Saxon Nymph" (1683-
175()) " III .J 1{ Brink, cd Ft'male Scholars, (Montreal, 1980) p 144. 
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In 1702 she went to liv(' \Vit h her brother William in London. l'Ill' 

contrast between their formaI t'ducatlOlls I~ ~t rikmg. \Vlllwtll was al Eton 

for five years, then blieOy at Cambndgl" and fln~llly at qlll'l"Ù; Collpgl" 

Oxford, a celltn' of Sa"\o!1 ]earnlllg. lt was pl ohabh' l'ro!ll hllll th;l! ]·:ltzalwth 

learned Old Enghsh Dunng tlll' }Jl'l1od fi'()Jll 170~ 11Iltll W,lham's (il'alll in 

1715 the Elstohs lived togdlwl' and worh·d on Anglo-Saxoll jpxt~ 11('1' work 

was also supported by tllP scholar Ueorgl' Ihek ... 's, but hl' also dlpd 111 171G,:u; 

During her productIVe period Ehzalwth Elstob pubh~lH'd Ail "_:1/~!tsh-

Saxon 1l0lmly on .11(' Hlrthday ()rSt Gn'No')1 (170!)), 11l'l" tirst Anglo-Saxon 

translation In the Prcfhc(' to thls book shI.' <)('fpndl'cI WO!ll('n 's I(,;lrnlllt~, and 

the usefullless oftlw study of'Anglo-Saxo!1 :17 Slll' abo wl'olt' 'l'hl' Hudlll/f'nls 

ofGrammar j'or the }i;nN!I.'-;!I-Sa.wlI TOf/NW' ( 171!»), wlllch W:1'-' 1](·1' las! 

complete hook, Hl'r n('xt pro,wel wa~ to haH' h(,(,11 a ('oll('cIIO!l of'tlH' Anglo­

Saxon homiheH of AelfiIc, Archlm,hop ofCantl'rbury J lowl'Yt'r, hl'r hrotJwr's 

death l~ft he!' wlthout a way to ~llPP()l't hl'l'!:'ll'If and ('or1tIllIH' h .. r WOl'k, Vl'J'y 

little is known about lwr lift· b('tw('('n t1ll' j'l';l!'S 171K and 17:~!), ('x('('pl that 

she struggled wIth pO\'Prty, and may have I)('('n III clvht Th(, ~t()1 Y lllcks \Ip 

again in 173:5, when George Ballard found Elstob (,paching Hl a :-'/Ililll school 

in Worcestershirc, Ballard had bcen direct,(·d to find lwr wlH'1l Il(' h('('anw 

interested in learning Anglo-Saxon hlJllSelf,:IH Hp and }11:-' fiwnd Sar ah 

Chaponc dccided to find lwr a better position, which Ul('Y l'V (' Il 1 liaI! y dld, as 

tutar to the children of the Duchess of Portland, SIl(' lwld tIns positIOn f'rom 

1739 until she diC'd, In 17GG,:19 

36Green, p 144-145. 
37Green, p 148 
38perry, ed "IntroductlOn," to Ballard, p 21 
39Green, p 155 
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Daniel Defoe (1660-1730 

Daniel J)cf(Jè 1::; inc1udcd among thls list ofauth.lrs, even though he 

cannot he ddinitply calle,d a fCIl1ITlIst. It i8 dimcult to determine exactly what 

Defoe thought about wompn, as it lS dlmcult to know cxactly what he 

thought abou t other sub.Jects, S1I1CC hp wrote contradictory things. There i8 

no douht that he wa~ conc('rnpd about women's place in society, because he 

wrote a larg(' volurnp ofmatcnal about thcm, for example two major navels, 

Items lfl hls p('nor1!c(lls, and conduct books.40 Whatcvt'r his attitude~ finally 

wer<" If l'VPJ} IH' kl1PW for :'U!'l', he wrote several thl ngs that are important to 

the st.udy of ('arly modern fè'J11111IS!l1, mdudmg Mol! Flandcrs, (1722) Roxana, 

(1724) "An Academy f(J)' \Vollll'n" 1I1 Ills J.;.<;.';ay ujJon Pro.lccts (1697) . and 

sorne mentions of wonwlù, r01es in The Complete En{!ltsh Tradesman 

(172(). 

It will not br nccessUly tü go i nto a greut deu} of dctail about his lire 

herl". sinee there are many biographies available. Defoe was born in 1660 in 

London. Unlike thr f('Jl11l11st aut.hors, he was not a mcmber of the Anglican 

Church. Hl' WHS l'ducated at an aeademy for dlssenters and was a supporter 

of Whig polit les th, wrote on a wide variety of Rubjects, both non-fiction and 

fictIOn, though 11(' 1~ m()~tly }"pT11l'Jl1bl'red as one of th(' first gnglish novelists. 

Why Ill' had a partll'lIlar 1J1tl'l"est m the status ofwoI11l'n is not known. It 

may haVl' I)('('n b('Lall~(' 11<-' had sl'veral daughters. and smce he was al ways 

in flnancial dIfliculty hl' worrü'd about thcir futures, and those of other 

wOllwn likl' thl'Jll:11 

40Shlrlcnr l\1a.,on, ValUC! Defoe and the Status of Women. <St Alban's, Vt, 1978), P 1. 
41Mas. p 4. 
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Lady MaryWortley Montagu (1689-1762) 

Though sh€' was younger than thl"' oth('r fcminist authors oftlll' tatC' 

seventeenth and carly eightl'(\nth centuries, l'vIa!'y Wortk,\' l\1ontagll {'an lw 

includcd among OlC'lll l)l'cause 8lH.' \Vas i Tl flUl'IlCl\d hy t tH' H"kas of' l\tary 

Astell. who was a dOSl\ fnpnd. i\bry Wort !Py MOlltag'u was tIlt' dallghtl\r of 

Evelyn Pierrepont, who hl'came Earl of K1l1gston shortly :lnl'!' Iwr birth. and 

la ter MarqUl'ss of Dorchester and Duke of' J(lIlg:-.tOll • h'r moi IH'I"\; 1\:ll1lP was 

Lady Mary Fielding, Likl' Ill:lny oftlll' otl}('rauthoJ"s, Mont:l!.~l1 \Vas fill" tlH' 

most part self-educated, u~lIlg }1l'r fathel"s llbl arIes Am()I1~~ 0111('1" 1 hlllgs, slH' 

taught herself Lat in Shl~ wrote to a flwnd in 1709, "1 :llll 1l0W sn 1l111('h 

alone, 1 have lcisure to pass whole day::; in readmg Illy sIndy aL pn'sl'Ilt IS 

nothing but dlctlOnaries and grammars. 1 am trying wlH'tlH'1' II, Il(' }>osslbh' t.o 

learf1 without a master; 1 am not certain (and dan' hanlly hop!') 1 shall malH' 

any great progress; but 1 find tht' study so divertmg, 1 am Ilot only (lasy, hut 

plcased wIth the solitude that mdulgps If "'l~ 

She married Edward Wortley 1\1ontagu ln 1712, dllSpitt' 11<'1' f:ltlH't"S 

objections. Un{())'tunall'1y, the marnage was Ilot w'ry happy 'l'IH' Montagus 

eventually ~cparated, and Lady Mary !Jvpd III IUlly from 17:~~) 1,0 17H2, 

returning tü London shortly hef()re her dpath 

Mary Astell became a clos(' flwnd of Mary Wortley MOlltag-u dpsplt.e 

the difference in thelr ages. Montagu's granddaught('r Lady Lotllsa Stuart 

wrote that Astell "fdt for Lady Mary Wort1ey that ((md partialtty wh\(;h nId 

people ofardcnt tempcr~ sometimet. entprtain for a n~1l1g g(mlUS irl their 

own linc. Literaturc had hcen hers, and she triumplH'd \Tl Lady Mary's 

42Mary Pierrepont dater Wortl(.y MontaguJ lo AmI(' Wortl{lY, Augu.,t H, 170!l 
Robert lIalsband, ed Th!' C()mplete l,ettl'n ()f Lady Mory Worth'y Ml/fltfl~11 
Volume 1 (Oxford, 196fi), p b 
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talents as proof of what it was her first wish to demonstrate, namely, the 

mental equality of the sexes; if not the superiority of woman to man."43 

Lady Mary had a widp 1iterary acquaintance, and sorne of her poetry 

and prose was publ ishrd d Ul;ng her 1ifetime, but for the most part she 

shunned publication, dl'::-,plte the ur~~ng of Mary Astc11. It is dear that she 

wanted her Emba.<,sy l-elters, writtcn in 1716-18 while she and her husband 

had lived in Turkey to br published, but not until aft,(>r her death. The first 

edition of this book apPl·ared in 1763 with a Preface that Mary Astell wrote 

for it wht'n shc first ~aw Il ln 1724. In this shc wrote, " .. .let us freely own the 

Huperiority ofthis suh1nlle gemus as 1 do in the sincerity ofmy soul, plear,ed 

that a woman triumphs, and proud to follow in her train."44 

As a hrrouP, these au th ors had severa1 things in common. T'hey were 

ail mcmht'rs oftlw nlldd1c> and upper classes. Orthe six whose educat.ion we 

know anything about, Mary Chud1elgh, Mary Astell, Elizabeth Thomas, 

Elizabeth Elstob and Mary Wortlt,y ~1ontagu were mostly responsible for 

thelr own leél1'lling beyond the carly stages. Only Damaris Masham had 

tuton; 1,0 Iw1p devplop her intellect. By their own account their learning set 

th('J1l apm1, froIll most other women oftheir social classes. They were like 

other wonwn oftheir classes in that the majority were married. Only Mary 

Agt.C'lI, r:1izabeth Thomllf; and Elizabeth Elstob never married, Bathsua 

Makin, Mary Chudlt'igh, Anne, Countess ofWinchilsea, Mcll)' Wortley 

Mont.agu and Damans Masham were married once, Sarah Fyge Egerton 

mm"rJl'd twice. 

4:1Lacly Louha Stuart. "lntroduclory ArlC'cclotp,>" to Mary Wortley Montagu, 
I.t'tlcrs al/d W()rk~ of'l.ndy Mary Wortlcy Montagu, ccl Lord WharnchfTe 
(Lont!ol\ lS;l~), :lne! l'{btlOl1 ('d W. l\loy Thoma<" (London, 1893), Volume l, p 
R!) 
44l\1ary A"tt'll. "PI ('1:1C(' .. III lIal ... band, l'cl Complete Letters, Volume l, 
App<,ncl" III, p ,Hi7 
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Though it might Lw an exnggeration to calI l'ady modern fl'minism a 

movemcnt, the fcminist author::; W('I'(, not ~imply a numlwr of lwopll' who 

happened t.() hold similar opi illOn:::. They klll'w l':1('h ot Iwr and \\t'n' awal'l.' of 

each other's work. IL 1S mon::- appropl1:ltl' to call tlH'1ll a group, ~inl't.' tll1~ 

implies a looser, less self conscious association. 

One of the hest sources ofcvidl'IlCP for the flil'ndship and support. (()r 

each other's writing betwc('n thCSl' authon;; tS tlw coli l'ct ion of I%zalll'th 

Thomas'letters which was publis:"ed immedtatcly altl'r Ill'I' cf(·at.h as J~vlad(>s 

and Corinna (17;31-32)1s. These Il-t t ers ~how that Thomas k Ill'W Mary 

Astell and Mary Chudlll lgh, and l'l'ad at kast SO'lll' of t hPI!' fl'mmlst books. 

There is a reference to Astl'1 l's Sl'rwus j)mposa/ , ~h()wi ng t \1" t Thomas s('nt 

the book to her fiancé Hichard GWlI1TWtt f()r him to l'P~HI :IS W(ll\ -11; Tholll:ls 

a180 wroie a poem 111 tribulp to Astt'll, quot.ed at. t11l' Ill'gllllllllg oft his 

chapter. They n1Pt lJ1 person at.lca~t once according to an (lCCOllllt. III 

Pylades and Cormna,47 and sincc thcy both hved in London t.1H'Y may have 

seen each other there. The two had a fillhng out, huI. thls disagn·plllpnt 

seems to have been over poliücs, not femimsm.1H 

The friendship beiween Elizabet.h Thomas and Mary (~hudll'lgh is also 

documented in Pylade ... and COl'lnna. They rcacll'ach ot.lH'r's l)()('try and 

exchanged lett('rs, and also olet in pt'l'son at Mary Ch udlPlgh 's hOIlH' ln 

Essex and in London. On her De(cnse o/the Female Sex, ThoJll:ls wrotp 1.0 

Chudleigh, 

45ThlS book appeared ln two yolum(',> 'l'hl' fir~l WH" call1'd j'ylwl!-.\ and 
Connna, the <,econd The l/onourahle Lm'en Corlflna wa<, Thom a <,' Illf'rary 
narne, Pylade .. wu<, the htprary n ame of hf>r fiance HI<;hard (;w 1J1I Il oU. 
46Richard GWlnnptt to Ellznhelh Thorna", SqJlpm!)('r :~, 1700 l)ylllrl(·.~ flnrl 
Cormna, ILondon, J7:nJ, p 21 
47Elizabeth Thoma,> to lüchard (]wlnllf'lt, ~u daLe' The lIuf/ourahle Lotlf'rs, 
(London, 1732), p RO·SI 
48Richard Gwmnett to E!J?nhplh Thoma.." Oc:tober ~6, 1700, and ,,(Mor\ 
footnote to thls lettpT Pylades and Connna, (London, 17:l1), p 29 
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1 could again rencw my thanks for that elegant Defense you made for 
us; hut when you Hccm to dedine our vindication by wishing us a beUer 
champion, 1 must take leuve to complain that your modcsty is too 
partial to hejudge ln its own cause; no, Madam, wc can never wish for a 
more expert General .. Pursuc then that conque st you have so 
auspiciom;]y begun, ancl dehver your poor scx fronl the insufTerable 
insolence ofour nlu!JeiouH cnemies ... 49 

An incident descrihed in the Thomas lctters at which Mary Asten, 

Elizabeth Thomas arJd Mary Chudleigh were ail present shows that 

Chudl(ligh and ASLl'11 knew each other.!iO They probably knew each other 

filirly wpll, ::-,mc(I 1';lizalwth Thomas asked Mary Chudleigh when she wanted 

to know why Mary A~tl'll was upset with her. Likc l'~lizabcth Thomas, Mary 

Chudl('igh also wrot.e a pocm U1 tribu te to Astell. Though it is Ilot her best 

poetry, it shows agmn that the fcminists were inspired hy each other's 

efforts. 

But taught hy you, she nlay at length improve, 
And imitate t.hose vil'tues sho üdmires: 
Your hnght cxnmple lcavcs a tract divine, 
Shc secs a b(larny blightness in each linc, 
And with aJllbitious warmth aspires, 
Attracled by thc glory of your namc, 
To follow you in an the loHy mads offanle.51 

The influence of Mary Astell's ldcas can be secn in Mary Chudlcigh's other 

writ ing For <.>xamplp, Chudll'lgh's essay "On Knowlcdgc" reOects Mary 

Astell's idpas about pducat1oJ1 !i:J 

AH thret' also had a ronlll1on acquaintance in John Noms (l657-

171 :.n Norrls was synlpathetlc to the cause of women's education, and 

became fl;ends with several orthe feminist authors because ofthis. He 

4flEhzalwth Thoma .. to !\Iary Chudh1lgh, No date, P:,/lades and COr/li na , p 265 
1iOEhzalwth 1'horna .. to R \('hard (1\\ lJllwtt, No date The lIollou rable Louers, p 80-81. 
1iIMary Chudll'Igh, ''To Am) <,11(1a," 1'0('/11.<, Ol. Sclwal OccasIOns, 3rd editlon, (London, ]722) p 
24 
1i2Mary Chudl<llgh. "On I\:ncmll1dg(I," Essays 011 Several Subjects, (London, 1710) p 1-19 passim. 
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became rector of Bemertcn, Exeter in 1705 thnnks to a rl'enmll1PIHiation by 

his friend John Locke, with \vhom lw lakr qU~lITl'lh\d.s:l ~lm'Y ('hudh-Igh 

visitcd him thcl'c, 8uppl~'ing tlH' only SUl'\I\'ll1g dl'SCnptwll (lI' h1111 III a Il'tkr 

to Elizabeth Thomas, who lOlTC~p(mckd \VIth hilll hl,t 1H'\'l'r md hlllllll 

personJi4 Mary Astell began COl'J'l'SpOlldlllg wlth hlln 111 !(;!):l aOl')' ~lll' rmd 

one ofhi8 books, [)lscollr:·ws llpOfl the /lealrtru/I's (1(i!)()) TI1l'lr Id tl'I'S W('J'{' 

publishcd in 169;' as Letter,,,' COfl(,l'lllll/J.f thl' LUI'I' of' (;ocl. Iktu'/'/'I/ Ih., AlIl!tor 

orthe Proposai (0 the Ladll's al/d Jl.lr .John Norr/.-;. A~klrs f'nl'ndshl p was 

im~ortant to NOl'ris Sile "b(\came a capable dd('ndpr of'lm; \'Il'WS III OH' 

controvcrsies which did not Cei.lSl' lo surround him ";,~, Norns wa:-. Illlportallt 

to Astell and the other femi ni sls bl'ca 1I~(' Ill' t ook 11)('1 r II1l!' 1 h'l't \laI 

aspirations sel1ous]y and provlded m;l'ful advll'p.:I:-. t1lu:-.tlatl·d by hls Il'ttt'l's 

to Elizabeth Thomas about how to PJ'(H'('l'd wlth IU'I :-wlf'pdut':ltlOll, IIlcllldlllg 

his mcthod for lcarning to 1'<'ad Fn>nch 111 a pt'rJod of 1ll0llt hs r,t, .Johll Norns 

was a1so fHenclly \VIth IJamal'l:-' :\1~1~lwlll bl'fo!'l·!m. aq';llllu·llt will! ,John 

The writing of Darnaris Masharn was also kllOWIl tAI 1{ldwl'd (~WIIlIJ('tt 

and Elizabeth Thomas. Howevl>r, wlwl1 t1ll',V n>ad :'v1 a:-.halll's ()cm."rm/(t! 

Thought8 (170S), thl'Y clear1y thought Il Iwd hl'('11 wnUt'n by ,Johll 1 Jock(" A 

footnote in Pylade,'; and Corznna mdlcaU's tlll' cor"('ct :\uthon,hql, ~o 

Thomas may have learned of the rm:-.take afler ~IH' fi r!'lt J'(';ld t IH' book ;.H 

Damans Masham was aware of 1\1ary Ast<.'ll, tltollgh no dlJ'C'd 

53Acworth, p 9 
54Mary ChudleJ~h lo Elizabeth Thoma,>, No datl' Th" IIIJI/IJ/lrrthl" IA)/".r~. (London. 17;\:lJ, Il 
250 
55Acworth, p 10-11 
56,John Norn" Lo Elli'abdh Thoma ... ,:-";o cial!' 1'1/1' 1I11nourahlP 1,/JliI'r~, Il,l)/lr!IJII, 17;\l!J, JI ~(J:l 
205 
.57 Acworth, p 9 
.58Richard G Will n('tt lo EllI.ltlwth Thorna ... , ,June 2, 170f) fly/ru/l''''' and 
Cormna, p 92 
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communication between them i5 known. They disputed each others' 

positions on theolof-,rical is!->ues, partly fucled by the disagreement bctween 

A~te))'H friend Norns and Masham's friend Locke.59 Masham'8 Occasional 

TlwllUhts appeared arter Astell's SerlOus Proposai and Re/Zertions on 

MarrUlge, and may have been influenced by thern since their views on 

education and marriage, as expressed in these books, are similar. 

'l'JH' re1ahonship hetween Mary Asten and Mary Wortley Montagu 

has already been notcd m the hiography of Lady Mary. Another feminist 

known to Mary AstC'1l was Elizabeth Elstob, who is mentioned in a letter 

from AHtpll to Lady Anne Coventry, which shows that Asten was helping to 

collect. subscnptlOlu, fbr Ebtob's translations of Anglo-Saxon homilies.6o 

~:Iizal)('t.h ~~Istob was al80 familIal' with the poetry of the Ccuntcss of 

Wmcllllsea SIl(' lISl·(j an example from one ofWinchilsca's poems in the 

Prefhcl' to The Hudllnenls o(Grammar (or the Engllslz Saxon Tangue (1715), 

not to makl' a point about womcn but because shc was giving exarnples of 

aneiPlll and contcmporary poems using monosyllabic words to defend 

againsL thosc who crihcized the Anglo-Saxon language for its monosyllabic 

nat.ure.!>l 

Sarah Fygc Egcrton moved in a diffcrent circ1c, a group ofwornen who 

wcrc plnywrights and poeLs, and who also supported each other's efforts. At 

UlC' bcginmng of EgcrLon's Pocms upon Several Occaszons (1706) there are 

poems w1'Îu'ell by thl'~c fricnds praising Egerton's talents. She was aware of 

!i9For (l<'tad~ of thplr dl<;agrl'l'nwnt on theoloh'lcall'>''mcS seC' Ruth Perry, The 
Celehratl'd Mary Astell, p 87-97 
tiOMary Af'tt'II to Lady Anrw Cowntry, JUIl(' or.July 1714 (?) printed in Perry, 
Th(' Ccll'hmtl'd M,'ry lb!!'!l, Appcndlx C "I\tary Astell's Letters 1693-1714," 
p :16t) 
6l1~hzalwth EI~t()b, Rud/1l!ellts ofGrammar for the Engll.';h-Saxon Tongue, 
(London, 1715), P "Will 
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John Norris, as a poem she wrote in tI;bute to him 8hoW8.62 Sinet' sh(' was 

an admirer ofhis she might also have r('ud the lA.'tters Cm/l'l'mlTlg /he IA)l'(, o( 

Gad by Mary Astell and Norris, and perhaps Astcll's other books as wl'll. 

What gave this group of women the courage to sp('ak out against 

women's disadvank'lges whcn thcy sel'med 80 firmly t'ntn'nchpd III J·:nglish 

society? None of them could renll'01ber the tllnc w\wn c1asslca\ t'ducat 1011 for 

women had been acc('ptable among OH' upper c1ass, yd t Iwy bdH'Vl'd 

unwaveringly in the importance ofbctter education for WOIlll'n's wpll-twing. 

It took courage to puhhsh t.hl'ir feminist wlit.mg, even anonyllloll~ly, in a 

period when puhlishing of any wl;ting by WOTlll'n was consldl'rl'd lmmodl'st., 

and by extension unchaste, the worst dl'fcct. of eharadpr that a WOIll:lI1 

could he guilty of, according t.o contl'01porary Jlloralists. 

Some explanation can be found 111 changes m the intd\l'dua\ 

atmosphere of the carly modern penod. Femi nists wen' abJp to Ignore tlH' 

male "authorities" who told them t.hey wcre hopelessly int,(·lIectually inft'nor, 

and embraced those who confirmed th(>ir feelings that their mimis could h(~ 

developed, and that their ideas could be valid Fol1owillg the IllPlhod of 

Descartes, they carne to be1le\'e that ]t was posslblc for SOIllt'OIH' who clld not 

have formaI education tn dl'vclop her IIltel1(·ctual POW('IS Along wlth t.he 

advice of sympathctic men hke ,John Norris and the support they ofl('r('d 1,0 

eaeh other, th]s gave these WOIllC'n a reassuranCl' that allowl'd tllPJn to 

challenge those who lahe1ed women as naturally ignorant. 

The direct influence of DescartA:s on the thlllklllg ofone ofthl'He 

women ean he seen in the record of her the deve10pment of her religious ideas 

62Sarah Fyge Egerton, "1'0 Mr NOl riS, on hl'> Idea of lIappme<,<,," Ponns on 
Several Occa..·uons, (London, 170:3), p 27-31 
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in I--:1izahcth Thomas' autobiography. In it she described how she was 

concerncd about whcther a belief ln predpstination was correct. She decided 

it was not reasonable to cxpect to know God's will for certain in this life. 

Aftcr that, she decidcd tü continue inquiring into the correctness of the 

Anglican (üith 

1 t.hink, therefore, 1 am; was the postulatum on which Des Cartes 
((mnded hlS wholC' system. 1 have a rational soul, (thought she to 
hen;('lf,) a will of e1ection, and must be saved by my own faith, and not 
another's: 1 am bred a Protestant, and hope 1 am right, but 1 may be 
wrong: ShaH 1 therefore go on, errare CUnt patrzbus, and not make use of 
the facu1tlCs God has given men, by judging for myself; and being able to 
say, why 1 am a Protestant, and not a Quaker, or a Roman Catholic.63 

She read fo:Oll1e more, then "arter thlS, she app1ied herselfwith the utmost 

integrity, tl) sl'arch mto tlw three chief branches of the Reformation, viz. 

The Church of England, the Lutherans, and the Calvinists; and having 

impartially consldcn'd a\1, found no truc satisfaction, but in the first, as by 

lawestahlislll'd On which she entcred into, and lived al ways in communion 

with Iwr."(it! This kmd of confidence in their ability ta read, think, and 

ultimatply trust tlH'lr own judgcment had to he a contributing factor in the 

feminists' confidence in theIr convictions about women's disadvantages in 

society, and l'ducation's power tn Improve their position. 

Sincp rehl-,rion was anothC'r important cultural and personal influence, 

it might seem strangc at firsl glance thnt a11 the feminist authors were 

rnembl'rs of the Church of England rather than disscnters. Since women 

wC're promirlC'nt in many of the Puritan sects eal'her in the seventeenth 

cl'ntury, and t hes(l Sl'cts were less hicrarchical than the established 

Anglican church with its bishops and archhishops and its tie with the 

Illonarchy, t hey would seem to be likely vehic1cs for late seventeenth 

6~JEhzat)('th 1'homa .. , "Th(' Lltè of Connna," Pylades and Cormna, p xvii 
64'l'homa .. , '''l'ht' Llfp ofConnna," Pvlades and Connna, p XIX. 
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century feminism. However, membership in the Anglican church may have 

provided more freedom ofthought th311 it might appear at first glance. TIll' 

Anglican church and the univen;;ities, t'specially through the Camhridge 

Platonists, had accepted the new philo::;ophy oftlw scvl\nt...\cnth c(\nh.:ry 

which was so important to the femmists' self-confidence. Mary Ast.ell 

expressed this in a letter to John Norris, who was a member orthe Anglican 

c1ergy, 

For though 1 can't pretend to a multitude of books, varicty oflanguages, 
the advantagcs of academical education, or any helps hut what my own 
curiousity affords; yet, thinking is a stock that no rational cn'aturt' (~an 
want, ifthey know but how to use it; and this, as you have tHught 111(', 

with purity and prayer .. ois the way and method to true knowlpdg('Yi 

Cartesian philosphy was also important 1Il the books writt(\n by Anglican 

women su ch as Mary Astel1. In contrast, a book about. WOIlll'n wriUcn by 

the Quaker leader Margaret FeIl Fox, Womens SpC'alnng ./USI1/Ï('d ( Hi6(i), 

contained arguments based only on Scripture. It i8 al80 noteworthy that 11'OX 

was imprisoned more than once for her Quaker activities arter the 

Restoration.66 As members of the established church, the feminists wcre 

free from this kind of persecution. AIso, the atmosphcre of toleration 

encouraged by the latitudinarianism orthe Cambridge Platonists may have 

helped them feel they could publish thcir ideas without being condcmned hy 

the Church. 

The feminists were certainly aware that other optIOns exist.ed, hut 

they chose to remain with the establishcd church For example, ~;hzah(>lh 

Thomas mention cd Quakerism in her consJd(~ration of n»ih1"JOn, but rCJccted 

------------- -

65Mary Astell to John Norri!>, Septcmbcr 21, H193 ln }>l'rry, Thr C('[('hmlN! Mary Ast('ll, 
Appendix C, p 355 . 
66 David J Latt, Introduction to the reprint of Margaret Feil Fox, Womms 8praktnl! .Justt(ied 
(1666), (Los Angeles, 1979), p iv. 
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jt. Mary Astel1 stated repeatedly in her books that she was an Anglican 

bccause her reasoned consideration of Christian theology had led her to 

bclievc that it was the right church to be10ng to. She was against any 

woman hcing a Chribtian simply bccause it was customary. She urged aIl 

womcn to use the1r God-hriven reason to read and discover why Christianity 

was to be helieved. "Most of, if not a11, the fo11ies and vices that wornen are 

subject ta (for 1 rneddle not Wlth the men) are owing to our paying too great a 

dcfcrencl' to other peoples Judgements, and too little to our own, in suffering 

others to judge for us, whcn Cod has not only allowed, but required us to 

judgp f()r ourse1vps "b7 Agam, th18 arhTUment shows the importance of the 

heliefthat usillg ind1vidual reason to discover truth was better than simply 

relying on estabhshed authonly. 

Ifit is paradoxical that Mary Astell stayed with the Anglican Church 

and Tory polities, as has bcen noted by more than one modern author,6B the 

sa me paradox seems to apply to several of her eontemporaries in early 

femmism. Another pohtical cvent that may have cncouraged the feminists 

to pubhsh the1r books and poems was the accession ofQuecn Anne in 1702. 

TIl(' existl'nCl' of a fl'male monarch helped to justify the idea that women had 

a place 111 publle hfc.ÎJ!1 

FlIlu11y, whcn hlstorians attcmpt to explain why certain people act 

against the prcvailmg opinions and expectations of their Ume there i8 

al ways an aspect ofpersonality involved that dcfies easy explanation. What 

gave WOlllel1 likl' tlH'sl" and perhaps many others of whom no trace remains. 

thcir unusua) convictlOns, and the courage to stand by them in the face of 

67Mary Ast(>lI, The Chnstzan Reltgwn as Professed by a Daughter of the Church 
of England (London, 1705), p ~6 
681hlda SmIth, Rmson's DtSClples (Chicago, 1982) p 117 . 
69 PC'rry, Th«' Ce/comicd Mary Astell, p 188-189. 
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ridicule and scorn, cannot be completely explained by cultural and or even 

personal influences . 
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Chapter 2 

Occupation 

Alas! Il woman that attempts the pen, 
Su ch an intruder on the rights ofmen, 
Such as presumptuous creature is esteemed, 
The fauIt can by no virtue be redeemed. 
They tell us we mistake our sex and way; 
Good breeding, fashlOn, dancing, dressing, play, 
Arc the accomphshments wc should desire; 
1'0 wnte, or read, or think, or ta enquire, 
Would cloud our beauty, and exhaust our time, 
And mterrupt the conquests of our prime; 
While the dull manage of a servile house 
Is held by sorne our utmost art and use. 1 

- Anne Fll1ch, Countcss ofWinchilsca 

At the end of the seventeenth century, the long transition from the 

situation of the wonwn of tlH' middle ages, whose activities were essential 

to economic life al ail but the very highest fanks of society, to the 

situation ofwomen in the nineteenth century when aIl those above the 

working class were expcctcd to concern thems(~lves only with domestic 

life, was already underway. It i8 not clenr exactly how these changes took 

place, hut it lS cIral' that ft.'mil11sts authon, like the Countess of 

Wmchilsea and otl1l'r wr1ters ft.,lt that wom('n lacked useful things ta do at 

t}l<.' middl(' and upper dass )cvl'1s of society in the carly modem period. 

Thh, discontl'l"ü with the socially prescribed l'ole for middle and upper class 

womcll !t'd to the (hSCUSSlOll of occupation as one of the most important 

thclllPS 111 the wntings oftl1(' l'arly feminists. 

tAnne Fmch, Count('~~ of WlIlcllllsca, "The Introduction" in Katharine 
Rogf'rs, ('d. Se/('cted l'ocms of Annc Fmch, Countess ofWmchtlsea, (New York, 
1979), p 5 
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This change in the role and status of women which concenled the 

feminist authors formed a part oflargl'r sOcÎetal changt's which took pInel' 

during the sevcntecnth and carly l'lghtccnth c('nturi~s. Ont' important 

characteristic of the carly modpr!1 penod 18 t hat it l"l'pn'sl'nh'd a stagl' in 

the graduaI tran~ition in English society from t.hl' nwdil'val, agrlcuIturl\ 

based economic and social system in which most pl'opl(' livt'd in thr 

countryside, to the modern commp)"cIaI b~lS('d syst('1ll III WlllCh most. of t tH' 

population lives in cities. Though this proCl'SS lwgan bt'foJ"(' UI(' 

seventeenth ccntury, it acceleratcd dUl;ng Uns pel10d Although Uwn' is a 

great deal of debate about exactly why and how t.hls happl'l1pd, sl'vl'ral 

important changes t.ook place in the sevent.ccnth and carly ('ight.l'c.llh 

centuries about WhlCh wc can be fairly certain. One of tlll'st' was an 

incrcasc in population. By H;80, the population or I1~ngland was about fi 

million, approximately twice what it had been in the lfi20s 2 Wlnlp Uw 

overall population doublcd, the population of London mcrp(ls('d almost tcn 

times, from 50,000 - 60,000 in the 15208 to 57fi,OOO by 1700,:1 ~howing 

that the city was becoming more important relati vc to the rest of the 

country. Other important changes wc)'e increaS('8 in hoth extprnal and 

internaI trade, and improvements in Hh'l-icultul'e, ail of w}lH:h madp UliS a 

wealthier society than that of the mlddle ages. Howeve)', UliS HlCrl'(Jse Hl 

wealth was not evenly distributcd Hmong the populatIOn. It Se{'fllS that 

this more populous society was bccoming li more polanzed Ofll' as weil, 

with the upper ranks of society bccoming wcalthier, while the lower l'anks 

became poorer.4 

------------
2Keith Wrightson, Engllsh SOCtety 1580·1680. (New Brunswick, N.J, 1982), p 
122 . 
3Wrightson, p 128. 
4Wrightson, p 140 
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An mcreasmgly important part of the upper ranks of society was 

the mlddle clas~, includllig merchants, professionals and prosperous 

trade~ml'n, who Wl'r0 increasmg in numbers, wealth and influence. Sorne 

older occupatlOn~ such as tradp expanded, and new ones, such as the civil 

service, were created. As the income ofthese people, the rniddle class or 

the "middlmg sort" ln contemporary language, was nsmg, their living 

standards lIlcn'ased along wIth it.s They in turn became customers for 

the goods and S(lrVICCS of others, furthcr stimulating trade and commerce, 

and fueling urhan growth (j For the women of the middle classes, these 

changes nl(~ant tlH'y led different lives from those of the women of the 

upper ranks of socwt.y of the pust. Overall, tll(' increased weulth meant 

that thcse women lost tlwir productive work \Vhere women had been 

partners with thei!' husbands 111 business and trades, they were becorning 

dependent,s whose status as ornaments was more important than their 

possible contribution to economic activity.7 

Many members of the middle class continued to practice 

occupations that were not new to this period. What was different was that 

there was a tendency for women to withdraw from business as it 

developed H ln the towns of the rniddle ages, craftspeople lived and worked 

in the sume place. The women ofthcse households shared in the 

shopwork. lfher husband died, a widow onen carried on the trade, 

continuing her membership in the gild and taking apprentices ifshe 

wantcd tlll'm.!J Also, women practiced various trad es thcmselves, with 

5Wrighbon, p 140 
6G('offre)' lIo1m('~, AlI~lIsta71 England: Pro{essums, State and SOCLet~/ 1680-
17.10 (London, 19H2l, p 14 

7 Ah ('(' C'lmk, Workmg Lire ofWomen /Tl the Seventeenth Centllry. (London, 
1982), p 9-10 . 
RClark, p 10-11 
9 .. .,. W TICklll'r, Womell ln Engl1sh EconomIe llistorv. (London, 1923), p 51. 
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their own apprentices. thcir own property. and n'~pongihility for tlll'lI' own 

debts. These occupations were orten indicated by the suflix "stl'r," as \11 

brewster, webster, baxter. The Statuh' of Al'tIfiLl'rs, WhlCh was passpd III 

1364 in an attempt to reg-ulate 1I1dllS\ ries <Incl wagl'S all()\wd WOllll'1l to 

act as brewstcrs, bakprs. canlers. spinners and workt'ys 1Tl wool, lllll'n 01' 

silk. lO 

Evidence of the extent to which WOIlH'll wen' partlH'l's in 111l'ir 

husbands' busincsses is seen in the frequency wlth wInch wHlows 

conductcd business after their husbands' dcaths. and in tl1l' CllstOIll of 

assigning widows as executrixes in wills EVH!l'nCl' of change IS Sl'('n in tlll' 

dec1ine of tlus eustoll1. 11 Furtlwl' slgns oC l'hang(' l'an Ill' :-i('t'Il 111 tlu' 

history of the bri1ds. TI11s shows a prog-resslV<' wl'ak('llll1g of' t Ill' pOSItIOn of 

women in sueh a::-,soclatlOns l'ven thollgh tlH' corpont\lOllS oftllls pt'l'Iod 

still regarded a wife a~ her husband's partlll'r.l~ OWI ail, ,ll'COl'dlllg (,0 Ahcp 

Clark in Worhinu Ure OrWOI1WIl W thl' 8('L'en/cl'tl/1l n'nlul'Y, still 1Jw 

standard work on thls subject, WOI1ll'n's contact wlth bUSIIWSS W'IS 

dec1ining in the seventpl'nth c(lntury, especwlly artel' 1.111' 1{('sl,orat.JOn 1:1 

Work th3t has bpcn done since Clal'k's with tlH' Idpa of examming in 

more dctail the nature of women's wOl'k und the changl's that l,ook placp 

has shed more light on thls process In a study of UH' cIty of Oxf<H'() from 

1500 to 1800, Mary Prior discovcred that sexual divi~i()n of'lahour did 

exist, but that it was Ilot u l1f-,,,d diVISIon. Il was thp nalun' Of'woIllPll'S 

work to adapt itselfto the needs of th l' sItuation What WOI1H'n dld was 

determined by changes wÎthll1 the fiullJly, such as the death ()f'th(~ 

10Tickner, p 53-54 
llClark, p 39 . 
12Clark, plO. 
13Clark, p 35, 38 
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husband, and aIsa by change in the ecanomic fortunes of the town as a 

whoIe. 14 The eVldence, taken from apprenticeship agreements, indicates 

that the pattern was for wornen to occupy a stronger role as workers both 

for the farnily and for the comrnunity in bad economic bmes than in 

goodY' If the cxarnplc of Oxford is applicable to otlwr areas of the country, 

it hcIps to cxpImn why, in a time ofincrcasmg prosperity, there was anse 

in idleness and ol~namental status among midd1e clasH wornen who would 

traditlOna))y have bel'n more 1I1volved 111 their husbands' busmesses. 

Incr('asmgly, what feplaccd businl'ss activIty was a life of leisure. 

}1'or these wonwn who h"d beeTl "dIspOSSessl'd of all meaningful activity 

save Illarrylllg and bn'('ding,"J(i romantlc 10\'(' and marriage came to 

occupya c('ntral plaee 1I1 theIr lives ThIS preoccupation meant that the 

education of h"rlS tcndcd to l'ocus on pretty "accomplishments" rather 

than practical knowledge This served to reinforce women's status as 

ornarnents ratlH.'r th an fit them for any serious occupation. 

l~xI)('etatlOns for upper cbss women were simila:- afler the 

HcstoratlOn. The nll'dIcval occupation ofupper class women was the 

sup<'rvIstOll of the ülInIly l'stat(', especially while the lord was away 

fightmg. This could include supl'rvünng food preparation and preservation, 

kecping the accounts, di rectinf; servants, child care und ('arly education, 

and disp(,l1sing charity 17 For example, the Pw:~ton Letters, a record of the 

Jin., of a Norf(jlk fwmly ov(,1" several gcnerations, show that a mcdieval 

woman like Margaret Paston rould take care of the business and 

14Mary PrlOr, "Wonwn and the Urban Economy' Oxford 1500·1800" in Mary 
Pnor, {'cl WOlllell /11 Ellf{lIsh Soc/et Y ]500-1800. (London, ]985), p 98-100. 
15prior, p ~)6 and 109 110 
ltlRuth Pl'rry, \\'Ol1lCll, [A'llers and the Mn'el (New York, 1980), px 
lÎRuth K{'lso, Doctrine for the Lady of the Renmssance. ( Urbana, 1956), p 
111 
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protection of an estate very capably, even adding tn Ïts value t.hrough 

good management. IR Women were traditlOnally l'xcIudl'd t'rom puhlic and 

political matters, in which thl'y \Verl' l'xhortl'd Ilot to Illl'ddll' b.v 

moralistsYI In ~plte oft1l1~, I1wdll\\'aJ \\,(\IlWI1 cOllld :--han\ III thl' (,It'r!lOIlS 

for ofHees sueh a~ churchwardel1, Shl'l1ff, l\1ar~hal or } Ilgh ('on:-.tabll" or 

hold thcse oflicps tlwmseJw\s"'u Dunng tilt' Ci\'1l \Var and Int(IITlIgnum, a 

number of nobh' women defpnckd tl1l'11" hOIl1l'S and ph'adl'd on bl.'half of 

their hushands who were impri~oned (li" fightlllg on tll(' royah~t sldl'. Olll' 

example is Lady Herbert, whose advpnt un's arl' told 111 IH'r 1lll'lllOirs. Afl(\1' 

the battlc of Naseby shc \Vent there herself and f(ltilld Ill'r woundt'd 

husband. Later hl' was capt ul"l'd and put in t Ill' '{'ow(\r, and slH' IH'lplHi him 

escape. Finally, artel" tlH.' l{pstoratlOl1 !->Ill' pd itlOlH'd to ~wt t IH' f:lIlllly 

estate haek, and ::-,ueceeded.~1 However, wlH'11 pohtlcal stahllity rd unwd. 

and with the court atmosphen' ofCharh's Il,1,11(' ('lllphaSIS on upJlPr c1ass 

leisured living increa~ed~:? Although upper clasH WOIIH'1l !-itIlllllaintallH'd 

a supervisory role over tlH'll' estat0s. t1H' IIH:rl':lSP III tlH' 1l11llllwr of 

professional estatl' manager::" a new occupatIon of tlH' latt· s('vent('('nth 

and carly eightl'enth cl'nturü\s,~·l may hav(' rl'dllc('d UPI)('I' c1ass wOllwn's 

productive work when they were away from court l'ven more 

This was the situation to which t1ll' feOlimsts werp responding. 

Within their writing about occupation severalldpas were promirwnt. The 

first was the feeling that the autho,'s lacked anything nwamngful 1,0 do, 

--- -~--~-~ - - -

18Ticknpr, p 3~3 
19Kelso, p 110- 120 
20Tickncr, p 3:3 
21Lady Stcpn<,y, MemOlrs of Lady Russell and [-lady llerbert 162.'3·172.'3. 
(London, 1898), p 209-244. Sec Antonia F'ra,>cr, The WealU'r Vesse[ (London, 
1984) for others 
22Tickner, p 66-68 
23H01 mes, p 24 
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and that the things they were expccted ta do; needIcwork, visiting, 

dressmg, were shallow and ~tupld. Several of the authors were 

unequivocal If} blaJl1in~ cu~tom, wlllch thcy often refen-ed to as a tyrant, 

for their pn·rllcarnPllt For exampk, Sarah Fyge Egerton wrote: 

Say tyrant cll~tom, why must we ohey, 
The i m pOSI tlOllS of thy ha ugh ty s way, 
I<~rom the first dawn ofhfC', unto the grave, 
Poor wornankind'~ in every f-ltate, a slave.24 

Saymg that It was customary for women ta Iack worthwhile 

occupatIOn ~('('m," lo be at ooels with the image of the woman of the middle 

ages as very hllsy, and abo wlth tlw opinion exprcssC'o by some of the 

authon; that WOIlH'll had lost oCctlpat ions practIced by them in the past. 

Howl'vpr, by blaIlllng cus(om tl1l'.Y were cmphaSlZll1g tllat the situation 

was a creation ofhuman SOCll'ly, Ilot Cod or nature, and it could be 

changeo Both t11l' ldea that WOIlH'Il'S status had declll1ed and the idea 

thal eus! ml hl'Id tlWIll 111 c1wck w('rc cxprcssNi by playwright Aphra 

Bchn III SU' Palu'lIt F{[!I('V (1 GH()J, 

\Vhat has pOOl' woman dO!l(" that shc must be 
IkbarrN] t'rom SPl1se, and sacred poetry. 
Why in this agp had lleaven allowcd you more, 
And women less of wit than herctofore? 
Wc onCl' WP}'(' Ü\med in story, and could writc 
}1:qllal to mNl; could govern, nay, could fight. 
Wc still havp passive vaIou)', and can show, 
Would eustom hrive us leavp, the active too, 
Binct' we no Pl'ovocatiollS want from you. 25 

'l'Ill' qllt'st IOn of' pdu('atlO!l was <tIso Important within the occupation 

thenll'. Many of t Ill' <lut hors saw bettc)' t'dllcation for women and the 

ehnncl' to l't'ad and writl' st'l1ously that came with it as the answer to 

WOllWIÙ; lack ofworthwhilt' activihcs. Howcvl'l', thcy belicved that 

2"Sarah !'\gl' EgPI ton, ·'Thl' Emulation," Poe11!s on S<'l'cral OccasIOns (London, 1703), p 108 . 
2!)Aphrn B1'I1I1. Sil l'atmlt Fa Il l'." (1686) 111 Angehne Goreau, The Whole Dut y ora Woman, (Garden 
CIty, N"\', 198fl), p:216 
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women's attempts to learn \\lere impedl'd by 111l'Il'S contl'lllpt ttH' tlwlI-

mental abilities and thel!" lwliefthat WOIlll'n'S PUIl)()St.' \Vas to l'ntt'l'tain 

men, and that they should COTH'pm t ht'll1!"l'1\'t's \\'1 t h t hat ,md Il'an' Ilwrl' 

scrious matters aIOlll'. In tlll' POt'1ll by tlll' ('llllnt(':-.!" Of'\\'lIll'lll!:-.(':1 quot('d 

above, she condenllll'ù + ~w ldl'a t hal Ol"n:lllll'nt al 'll'l'Olllph:-.hllH'nts Wt'rt' 

the appropriate pastmll's f()r \VOIlH'I1, not rl',ICilllg and \\'rlt mg 

The fpmimsts ulso wroil' about tl1l' rt'stdh of' t Il(' Iack (If 

occupation. These incluol'd ~pl{'('n, bO!"l·doll1 alld fi·l1:-.t ra t IOn f(1I' Ill:lny, and 

a lack of money for soml'. Tlll~ a~p('d lbd Ilot S('PIIl to l'OJh'('rIl tilt' : \Il 1 hors 

as much as tlw qUl':-.tlOll of l'OUcatlOll dl'''PIIt' tlll' fin:lllnal Iwnlshlps 

suffcred by many of them 'l'hl' qlll'~t]()n of' how HI1('l1l':-':-' a fl'(,('\l'd a 

woman's l'elihrious IItr <.'ollcl'rnl'd .:\1ary A:-.t<,'11 ln p'l\·tll'ldar, who was 

worried that hves wastt'd on unworthwllll<' thlTlg~ ('ollld pllt WOIlH'IÙ, 

salvation in jeopardy 

A11 of the mo~t prominent tlwl11l's Wl'I'l' c\ (',\l') Y ('Xl)}'('s:-'l'd hy tll(' 

poets, as the following example:-. will show AIlJH', C()llllt(':-.~ Of\VIIIChdsl'a, 

Sarah Fygc Egerton, }<]izabeth Thoma::-. and Lady .:\-lary Chudh'lgh 

dcscribcd the problems (hced by WOllll'Jl who wantl'd lo d({y :-'O(wt y'S and 

p~vticularly men's expectatlOns ofwhat they shollld ~J)('nd th!'lr tlllll' 

doing. 

011<.' of the cntJcs of socwleXpl'ctatlOIls of WOIl\('1l was Anru', 

Countess of\Vinchilsea In "The Sple('ll," on(' of'tH'l' P()('I\I~ knowll h('~t to 

her contcmporaries,26 she wrote of her dl'sll'l' to wntl' pol'try ('VI'Tl though 

26rrhe preface "The Büokseller tü the Rpadl'r" m Mlscl'llafly /'rWrr/S 

on Several Occastolls (171a) the only book un ~H'r popm., puIJh"~lI'd 
in her lifetlme say!>, "TIl(' town huvlI1g :dready don!' JU.,tIC(~ 10 th(' 
Ode to the Spleen, and ,>orne few pipce,> ln thl'> volume, wh!,11 
scattcred ln othpr rnl,>cpll<lnle!> 1 think It wdll)(' 1>ufTiCl!'llt (1l0W 

th,jL !)erml'>1>ion 1'> at last obtmru'd for th!' pTl Il tlrlg thl'> collptllon) 
to acqua1l1t the read(·r, that th(~'y are orthe .,ame hand, whJ(;h 1 
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it was unusual, and she condemned the uselessness of the activities a 

woman of her status was expected to engage in. 

Whilst in the Muscs' paths 1 stray, 
Whilst in their groves and by their secret spl;ngs 
My hand de1ights to trace unusual things, 
And devwtes from the known and common way; 
Nor will in f~lding silks compose 
J.'aintIy the irumltable rose, 
Fill up an Il1-drawn bird, or paint on glass 
The Sovereih'l1's blurred and undistinguished face, 
The threatening angel and the speaking ass. 27 

In another poer.l "A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapestry at 

Long-Leat.." Wmchilsea expressed a definite sense oflass of the genuinely 

artistic occupations ofwomen of the past, as opposed ta the useless ones 

descrihed ahove. She seems ta have been inspired ta write a poem about a 

particular tapestry, to ilIustrate the contrast hetween the tapestry­

maker's lime and her own. She a1so expressed the opinion that men were 

at teast partIy responsible for the change by deliberately keeping womcn 

from dcveloping the;, talents. 

Thus tapestry of old, the walls adorn'd, 
Erc noblest Dames the artful Shuttle seorned: 
Arachne, then, with Pallas did contest, 
And scm'ce th' Immortal work was judg'd the best. 
Nor Valorous actions, then, in Books were fought; 
But all the fame, that from the field was brought, 
Employ'd the loom, where the kind Consort wrought: 
Whilst shming in the toit, she shar'd the fame, 
And wi th the HerDes mixt her interwoven name. 
No longer, F'emaJes ta such Praise aspire, 
And seldom now we l;ghtIy do admire. 
80 mueh, AB arts are by the Men engross'd, 
And our few (,(llents unimprov'd or cross'd;28 

doubt not WIll rt'IHlpr thl5 nllScellany an acceptable present ta the 
public." 
27 Anne Fmch, Couilles!' ofWmchil1-l('a, "The Spleen," Poems hy Anne, Countess ofWinchilsea, ed. 
Jùhn Middlpton Murry, London Harper & Brothers, 1928 p 59 . 
2MAnne FlIleh, Countl'hS ofWmchllsea, Mu;cellany Poems on 
S('lIeral OccasIONs London 1713 p 66-67 . 
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She wcnt on ta compare this 10ss of the art of tapt"'8try , ... eavi nJ~ and the 

raIe as recordcrs ofhistory with "the censures oftlw world" that 

discouragcd her from writing poetry. 

Another poet, Sarah Fyge Egerton, aiso denoum'(.'(l sodal 

expectations ofwomen's activities and expressed her intt'ntlon to clery 

them, with an emphasis on personal conduct in thi8 poell1 which is 

different from WinchiIsea's pl"imary conccrn wlth rcading and writing. A 

similarity to Winchilsea's poem is her comment ell the empti nl'SS of the 

expected activities for women and condemnation of eustolll for 

perpetuating the se expectat.ions. 

Sha11 l be one ofthose obsequious {ooIs, 
That square their lives, by custom's seant y ruIes; 
Condemned forever, ta the puny curse, 
Ofprecepts taught, at boarding-schoo1 29 , or nur::-;e, 
That ail the business of my life must 1)(', 
Foolish, dull, t.rifling, formality. 
Confined to a strict maf,ric complaisance, 
And round a circle, of ni cc visits dance, 
Not for my life beyond the chal k advance: 
The Devil censure, stands to guard the same, 
One step awry, he tears my ventrous fame. 3o 

In a poem called, "On Sir J- S- saying in a Sarcastic Manner, My 

Books would make me Mad. An Ode," anoth('r poet, Il:lizaheth Thoma!-i, 

addressed each of the main thernes regarding occupation. 'nwse were the 

tyrannyof custom, the stupldity of the things wompn were required tn do, 

how they wcrc denied tht' opportunity to Iearn hecause men beheved thal 

education was their prerogative, not to he shared with women, and finally 

29See Chapter 3, page> 6, for rnoJ'(' about girl,>' boardlng' ~choob 
30Sarah Fyge Egerton, ''The LIberty," Pocms on Se veral Occa.'iwns . 
(London' 1703), p 19 

46 



• 

• 

the idea that one of womcn's important purposes in lire was to entertain 

men. 

Unhappy sex' how hard's our fate, 
By Custom's tyranny confincd 
1'0 foolish needlcwork and chat, 
Or such like excrcisc uS that, 
But sti Il dcnied th' improvemen t of our mind! 
'Women!' men cry, 'ulas, poor foolsl 
What are they but domcstic to01s? 
On purposc made our toi1s to sharc, 
And case thc husband's cconomic care. 
1'0 dress, to sing, ta work, tü play, 
'To watch our looks, our words obey, 
And wi th their Ji ttle tomes dlive dull thoughts away. 
Thus let them humbly ln subJection live; 
But learning lcave to man, our grcat prerogative.'31 

Anothcr poenl, by Lady Mary Chudleigh, also contains sorne of 

these themes. 7'he Lad/Cs De(ence: or. The Brlde·Woman's Counsellor 

Answerwl, was w\; tten in response to a wedding sermon preached by Rev. 

John Sprint, in which he dec1arcd that complete obedience to her husband 

was a wife's duty. The poem is a dialogue between four speakers, Sir John 

Brute, Sir William Lov('ull, Melissa, which was Lady Chudlcigh's 

pscudonym in sorne ofher popms, and a Parson, representing Sprint. In 

one part of the pOCITI tilt' author has the Parson expressing his contempt 

for women's intdligpnCC' compured to men's and his opinion that women 

should only do unimpol'Umt things. 

Notlllng's too hard for our almighty sense: 
But you, not bll.\st with Phoebus' influence, 
Withcr in shadps; with nauscous dullncss curst, 
Rom fools, and by \'cscll1bling ideots nurst. 
Then taught to work, to dance, 10 sing and play, 
And vainly tnne ail yours hours away; 
Proud thal you 've lcarned the li ttle arts to please, 

31l<:hzalwth Thollla." "On Sir .J. S- ~ayJllg ln a Snrcastic Manner, 
My Booh would mak<' me Mad An Ode" In Elghtcenth Century 
Womell Pot'ts. Ed. Roger Lon~dal(>. (Oxford. 1990). p 40. 
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As being incapable ofmore than thcsc:32 

Several pages later Melissa exprcfŒPd her \'egrpt that even 111('1) who Wl"'rl' 

more syrnpathetic tDwards WOIlll'Tl thnn the Pan~on still clid Ilot try to hplp 

them ÏInprove thcir lot. The conlparison ofwomen's lot with slavl'ry and 

the idea that nlen thought that womel1 '\.Vl'l'l' made to ('Ilt,l'Itmn tlwlll 

appear in this work as weil us in thosl' of tlll' other pOl't~. 

Those gencrous few, whom kmdl'l' thoughts lIlspirt,. 
And who the happiness of all dl'sire; 
Who wish we were from barh'rous usage fi'p(" 
Exempt from toils, und shamcful slavery, 
Yet let us, unreproved, mis-spend our hours, 
And to mean purposes imploy our nobler pow'rs. 
They think, ifwe our thoughts can but express, 
And know but how to work, to dance and dress, 
It is enough, as much as wc should Inind, 
As ifwe were for nothing cl sc desihrned, 
But made, 1ike puppets, to dlvert nlankind. 33 

The poets were not the only Dnes to condemn the lack of RcriouH 

occupation in middle and upper class women's lives. Other authors were 

concerned about what the results oftoo much leisuJ'1' wpre fhr WOJlwn 

whose economic contI;bution was not needcd. Mary Astpll was 

particularly conccl'I1cd that H' e ornamen tal, non -intpll('ctual adi vitics 

expected ofwomen kcpt them l'rom J,>ivlng thmgs orthe fllllld, especially 

religion, the serious consideratIon thcy dcserved. 'l'Il(' boredo!ll and 

frustration resulting from idleness concerncd Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu, and also sorne non-feminitit authors Ruch as Richard Stecle. 

Like the poets, Montagu and Astcll bclieved that education was important 

for women who did not have tG work. 

32Lady Mary ChudJclgh, "The LfHl1cs Defl>ncC' or, the BTld(>· 
Woman's Counsellor An!>wered." ln Poems on Several Occaswns by 
the Lady Chudletgh (London, 1722) p245. 
33Chudleigh, p 257-258 
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Another si milarity betwecn Mary Astell and the poets was that 

Aste]) refused to fi Il her time with things she considercd trivial. What she 

preferred to do was rend and write about religious and politieal subjects, as 

her puhlished books show. She be1ieved strongly in the value ofthese 

occupatIons, and it distressed her to sec other wonlen spending their time 

and ahilities on 5uperficial, ornamental things. In her Serious Proposai to 

the Ladres, she urgcd wonlen to rebcl against social custom and turn their 

attention from their physical appearances to intellectual and rcligious 

pursuits. 

F'or shame let's abandon the oId, and therefore one would think, 
unfashionable employment of pursuing butterflies and trifles! No 
longer drudge on in the du]] beaten road of vanity and folly which 80 

many have gonc heforc us, but dare ta brcak the enchanted circ1e 
that custom has placed us in, and scorn thc vulgar way ofimitating 
a11 the impertinencies ofour neighbours. Let us leam to pride our 
selves in sOInething n10re excellent than the invention ofa fashion, 
and not cntel~t.ain such a degrading thought of our own worth, as to 
imahrine that our souls were glVcn us only for the service of our 
hodies, and the best improverncnt we can make ofthese, is to attract 
the eyes of men. We value them too mueh, and our selves too littIe, if 
wc place any part of our dcscrt in thcir opinion, and don't think our 
selves capable ofnoblcr things than the pitiful conquest of sorne 
worthl(\ss heart.34 

Lady Mary Wortlcy Montagu had first hand knowledge about the 

difficultics ofhaving too liUle to do. In Ictters to her husband in December 

of 1712 she Wl'ote about how she had littIc else to do but read and write, 

and about her ('fforts to kecp spleen and rnclancholy at bay. 

This long Lettcl' 1 know must be particularly impertinent to a man of 
business, bu t idlencss is the root of aIl evil. 1 v.rrite and read till 1 can't 
sec, and thell 1 walk; s]eep succeeds; and thus my whole lime is 

34Mnry Ast('ll, A SerUJlIs Prop()~al 10 the Ladies, 4th edition (London, 1701, 
R(>pnnt 1970) p 3·4 
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divided. IfI was as well qualified ail other way~ as 1 am by idlclW88, 1 
wouJd publish a daily papercaJled the J\feditator.:l5 

Despite her compIaints about too much l"eading and wliting, it wa8 

important cnough to her that later in her life she wrotc to her daughtl'r 

Lady Bute from her home in ltaly advising her to (\llcouragl' 1wI" daughtPI"8 

ifthey had any interest in l'eading, 1wcausc she knL'w fi'olll t'XIWIWllC(\ how 

important it was that they be abl(\ to kl'l'p thl\Ill~l'lvl's hllsy 111 Ihls way 

and avoid the unhappiness that could otherwü;p ovp}"w}wlm t IWIll 

Ignorance is as much the fOlllltaill ofvic(' as idh')H'HS, ;·nd indt'pd 
generally produces Il. Pcoplt.~ that do Ilot rend or work {()J' a liVl'lih,)od 
have many hours they know Ilot how to pmploy, l'slwClally wonll'n. 
who cornmonly fall into vapours or sO!ll0thing worsl'.:lti 

It was not only feminist Hllthors who noticl'd the discont('nt. among 

middle and upper class worncn. 'l'he impres~ion of the bad dT'l'cts of 

idleness on a woman's statc ofmind was also expresscd by anot.!wr 

contemporary author in The Taller of Novenlher 9, 1710. RIchard St pe!p 

contrastcd the virtues of ex('rci~e and activity lo the f:u,hiol1:1bh', aff('dpd 

languidness ofmany ladies of the upper classe::.;. 'l'he <luthor dl''icribpd t1w 

situation of young wornen "who spend thei .. hour::.; in an Îndol('nt ::.;t.at,(· of 

body and mind, without eithcr recreatiol1::'; or reflpctions." Hp contintll'd: 

It is with great indif,'l1atiol1 that 1 see sllch crowds orthe fernalp world 
10st to human society, and condemnl'd to a lazi nes::.;, which lIIak('s hfü 
pass away Wlth 1ess reli~h than in the hardest labour J>all'stns, III 

hm' dra wing room, is supported by ::.;pin ts to kPl'P ofT' t hl' n'lurns of' 
spleen and mclancholy, bpf(m: ~he can get ov('r Iwlfof the clay for 
want of somethmg 1,0 do, whde the wench in tht, kJt,dH'Jl smgs and 
seo urs from mormng to mght.:n 

35Lady Mary Wortl<:y Montugu to Edward Wortley 1\1 olltag-u, J)1·t('rnl H'r fi, 171:l and J)f'C(! mb(·r H, 
1712, Complete Letias o{l,ady Mary W()rtley Moltla,4u J';d Hohert /lalc.,h,tnd Volume 1, 170H 1720. 
(Oxford, 1965), p 172-175 . 
36Mary WortJey Mantagu ta Lady Bute, .Janllary 17S0, Comp!r'le /'dtf'r ... Volurnf> ".1) 4!)0 
37The Taller, no 248, Thur"day, NoV!'mlwr 9,1710. 
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Rtccle's propm;cd solution for Pal cs tris' distress was physical exercise and 

bctter cdueation. This would provide both the "recreations and reflections" 

that wcrc missing from middle and upper class womcn's lcisured lives. 

Whilc unhappincss and frustration arising from idleness were a 

problem f(lr wl'althH'r wonwn, mirldle c1ass women coulà experience the 

more urgC'nt probJpTll oftrymg to support themselves despitc a scarcity 

of employmcnt and the unn,liability of othe}" sources of income. 

Contprllporary authon; were also interested in the more practical side of 

the lack of work for middle class women In An Essay in De(ence orthe 

F'ema!c 8l'x, .Judith Drake wrotc that she thought it was to the 

disadvantage of r:nghsh women that they wcre not illvolved with the 

husmesses of thmr husbands like Dutch wornen were. 

Let uS ... view our sex in astate ofmorc irnprovement, amongst our 
neighbours the Dutch. There wc shaH find thern managing not only 
the dOITIestick affmrs of the farnily, but rnaking and receiving aIl 
paymcnts as Wl'lI grcat as small, keeping the books, ballancing the 
accounts, and dOll1g ail the business, cven the nicest ofmerchants, 
with w, mueh dt'xtel~ty and exactness as their, or our, men can do. 
And 1 have oft('n hear'd ::;ome of our consIderable mm'chants blame 
the conduct of OUI' countrymcn in this point; thnt they brced our 
wonwn ~() ignorant of bU~IlWSS.:JH 

SIl(> addt'd that If wornen could take over the sedentary jobs occupied by 

men, Ow men would be free to pUl'sue more physically demanding 

emploYIllt'nt. which would benefit the nation, Also. women themselves 

woulrl al80 hendit l'rom under8tanding thoir husbands' businesses ifthey 

became widowH 

B('sidc that lt might prevent the ruine ofmany families, which is 
orten occasion'd by the death of mm'chants in full business, and 

3RIJuchth Orakl'I, An Es,'wy l1l Defelle/.' of the Ji'l'male Sex, London, 1696, p 16-17. 
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leaving their accounts perplex'd, and embroil'd to a widow and 
orphans, who understanding nothing of the husband or faUU'r's 
business occasions the rending, and oftentiml'8 the llttl'r confounding 
a fair estate; which might be prevented, did tilt' wifl' but undt'rstand 
merchants accounts, and wt're made acquaintl'd \Vith the books.:J9 

One author who was awal'c of the changes taking place in tIlt' 

economic role ofwomen in the carly modern period was Daniel Defoe. Hl' 

expressed opinions similar to Judith Drake's in 7'he Comp!de f;f1~lish 

Tradesman, in which he inc1uded an entire chapter on the importance of 

tradesrnen's wivcs having a knowlcdge oftheir hushands' busilll'Ri:WS. 

Defoe thought there had hcen a change in the role of tht' wives oftlll'se 

middle class businessmen. He believed that in the past the WiVt'R of 

tradesrnen had heen involved in the running of the buslIlPsses and klH'w 

aU about how they worked, but hy the time he wrow tlw book in tlH' pady 

eighteenth centul'y the wives would "scorn to he seen in tilt' cOllllting­

house, much less bchind the counter; despise the kl1()\vl('dge of tlH'ir 

business, or act as if they were ashamed ofheing tradeRll1erù; WIVPS, and 

never imagined to he tradesrnen's widows."4o He thought this WWi a had 

thing because tradesmen's widows were increasingly unable ln Lake over 

businesses and provide for themselves and thcir children, as nrakp also 

wrote. 

In former times tradesmen's widows valucd themsclves upon the 
shop and trade, or the warehouse and trade that was left tlwm; and, 
at least, if they did not carry on the trade in lhC1r own mImes, they 
would keep it up till they put it off to advantage ... And 1 rnay venture 
to say, that whcre there is one widow that kecps on the lrade now, 
after a husband's decease, thcre were ten, ifnot twcnty, lhat did it 
then.41 

39[Drake l, p 17 . 
40Daniel Defoe, The Complete Engllsh Tradesman, (London, 1765, Reprint New York, 1970) p 213 
41Defoe, The Complete Englt.';h Tradesman, p 216·217 
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He thought that the reason for this situation was not any lack ofability 

on the part of the women, but rather that both the wives and the 

tradesrnen were rnotivated by concern about social status rather than 

the practical needs of business. He thought that sorne of the tradesrnen's 

wives who c.Jid not know about their businesses did not wish to leam 

because thcy had bcen born to higher ranking families and thought that 

learning about trade was beneath thern even though it supported thern. 

However, he did not assign the blame to the women only. He also thought 

sorne tradesrnen did not want their wives involved in business because of 

a rnisl:,:ruided desire to keep thelr wives idle and thus to appear more 

gcntce1. 

The tradesman is foolishly vain ofmaking his wife a gentlewoman, 
for~ooth; he will have her sit above in the parlour, receive visits, drink 
u'a, and entertain her neighbours, or take a coach and go abroad; but 
as to the business, she shall not stoop to touch it.,,42 

Th18 evidence indicates that people were aware that rniddle class 

women were losing thcir place in economic life, and that there was nothing 

to replace this but the kinds ofthings the feminist authors condemned. 

The chapter from Defoe's book shows that the middle class idea orthe 

desirability of female idleness and its association with increased social 

status th3t we usually think of as a feature of nineteenth century cultural 

life was 3180 present in the pre-industrial period. 

Thus, the carly feminists' discontent with the socially prescribed 

role for middlc and upper class womcn took several forms. The poets 

wrote about thcir anger at the custom they relt confined thern to things 

the y disliked. Others wrote about the effects of idleness on wornen's 

happiness and financial security. One common theme was 

420cfoe, The Complete English Tradesman, p 219. 
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disparagement of the things women were expectcd to do: vigiting, fashion, 

dancing, needlework, another was the bc1iefthat better education and 

social acceptance of WOll1en 's efforts at writing would lw tlll' best way to 

improve thetr situation. 

This stregs on intellecual pursui tg ratlll'r than on t ra(h' and 

commercial adivi ty might have arisen lx'cause tilt' fl'mlllist.~ W(,l'P 

mernbcrs of a leisure class, and wcre still inflllenCt'd by the aUitudt,s of 

that class even thought they sought to rpj('cL Home of tlH'lll. llowl'ver, this 

cannot be the only explunatlOn because sevpral of tlH' fl'I1111l1sts 

experienccd poverty in th('ir own lives and Wt're thus awal'l' oftll(' 

practical problcms facing women in 01('ir socwty. It S('('HlS lik('ly that 

thcir belier that intellcctual activity wus the most important aHJwd of 

life, following t.he influence of Descartes and the Cambridgp Platonis!'s, Il'd 

thern to be more conccrncd about it than about economic activity . 
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Chapter 3 

Education 

Say tyrant custom, why must we obey, 
The impositions of thy haughty sway; 
From the first dawn oflife, unto the grave, 
Poor womankmd's ln every state, a slave. 

Wc yicld hkp vanqUlshcd kings whom fctters bInd, 
Wh en chance ofwar is to usurpers kind; 
SubnlJ t in f(wm; but thcy'd our thoughts control, 
And lay restraints on the impassive soul: 
They fcar w(' should excell their sluggish parts, 
Should wc attempt the sciences and arts. 
Pretend they were deslgned for thrm al one, 
80 kc('p us fools ln l'aise their own renown.1 

-Sarah Fyge Egerton, Poems on Severai Occasions, 1703 

ln The [,ady's New- Years Gl{t; or, Advice to a Daughter, first 
published in 1688, Lord Halifax wrote, 

You must. first lay il down for a foundation in gcneral, that there is 
inequality in the st'xcs, and that for the better economy of the 
world. th(l nll'n. who were to be the law-givers, had the larger share 
ofrcasoll bcstow'd upon thcm; by which means your sex is the 
bettt'r prcpnred for the compliancc that is neccssary for the better 
performance of thosc duties which secm to be more properly 
assigrwd t.o it 2 

Thus, Lord Halifax urgcd his daughter to accept that men had greater 

powers of renson than women. However, he went on to reassure her that 

women could still cxcrcisc power over men dcspitc their stronger reason 

through ~mch acceptably f(>minme avenues as influence over boys in 

carly childhood, and tlw persuasive power of female beauty and tears. 

"You have mort' strength in your looks, than wc have in our laws," he 

1Sarnh Fy/.{e> Egt'lton, "'l'Ill' Emulation," Pocms on Several Occasions (London, 1703), p 108-109 . 
2Lord Hahfax, Thl' l,ady's New Years Glft; or, AdUlee lo a Daughter. (London, 
1700, Hf'pnn t Stamford, Conn, 1934) p 16. 
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wrote, "and more power by your tears, than wc have by our 

arguments. "3 

Furth2r, Halifax beheved that tl1l' dlfll'l'l'l1t naturt'S of nwn and 

women were complen1cntary, an idca that l'Onlllllll'C\ to lw popular 1nlo 

the ninetecnth century. "Wc an' nUH.h' of difll'nng t(lmpl'rs, tlwt om" 

defects may the better be mutul1l1y supplil'd· Yom SPX \\':lIltt>th OUf 

reason for your conduct, and our strenglh for your protl'ctlOn: ours 

wanteth your gentlencss lo soften, and 10 entl'rtain us."" 

We have already HC'cn that the feminIst authon; did not accl'pt 

the idea that one of women's important PU1"P0Sl'S in li ft' \Vas to pntprt.ain 

men, and we shall .sce in this chapü~l" thal tl1l'y also did IlO!. :lCCPpt. tilt' 

idea that rcason was the so1e provmce ofmcn, and that wOllwn should 

sim ply concentrate on theil' appearancC' as UH'II' only SOUITP ofpow(\r 

and personal satisfaction and be content to 1eave lhillgs of' Uw lIlind to 

the men. 

The educational situa tion of women 111 tlll' lall' Sl'Vl'I1t('('nth 

century was the result ofseveral centurü's of changl' 1 n tilt' phIlosophll'S 

and provision of education. Through the carly modern perÎod hrl ris could 

receive primary education, which was bUHic rcading and sornetill}('s 

writing, in English only. There is evidel1cc that they did this and that no 

objections were generally made about the sUltability of it as long as they 

did not continue beyond the primary lcvel. For exampl<·, tlw !-.tatu!'t's of 

one grammar school eXlsting ll1 lfj94 statcd that h~rls could hl' adrnittcd, 

but none werc to stay there "above "he age of nirw nor )ong('r than they 

may 1carn to read II~nghsh." Howevcl', not ail of the grammar schools 

3Hahfax, p 17 
4Halifax, p 17 
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admitted girls for even this much training.5 ThE' area of contention in 

carly modern writings about women's education was whether women 

should he f.,TÎven access to education beyond a basic lcvel ofliteracy. The 

question of the appropriatel1css ofwomcn's study oflearncd subjects 

was considen'd by writers sueh as Juan Luis Vives, Erasmus, Thomas 

More and Thomas Becon. T'hose who opposed wornen's study said that it 

was not neccssary because wornen were not involved with public or 

church Hfc. Counter arguments strcssed the influence of learning on 

pCf::;onal charader and re1igious piety. While this dcbate was going on, 

education fol' boys ('ontinued to develop, both in provision and in social 

import.ance, whdl' eùucatlOl1 (()l' ~rirls did not.6 

In t.he Iat.e 1111c1dle ages an import.ant change took place in 

education for upper c1ass boys. The grammar schools and universities 

began to teach studcnts who dld not intend to enter the church, but who 

were there to acquil'e a basic knowledge of arts and letters. There was a 

corresponding risc in mterest in books and education among the upper 

class. Litcrary and Htatutol'y eVldence shows a growth in literacy among 

the middlc and lower classes as weIl. 7 Although women did not have 

accef:;S to most grammar schools or the universities and had less rnoney 

for books, there lS pvidence ofliteraey and book ownership among 

women.H Cirls could learn to rcad from nunnery or village schools, or 

fathers, brotl1l'rs or !'amily chaplams.9 There was also the custorn of 

placing cll1ldl'l'1l in otl1l'r faJl11hes for education and possIble social 

!)J)orothy GarclllH'T. /<;l/~llsJl Gu/hood at School A Study of Women's Education 
Throll~h Twelul' Ct'Iltllf/!'S (Oxford, 1929), p 200 
60ardllH'T. p tH7 
7h-ttcluH'1 van Clcvc AlpxalldeT, The Growth of English Education 1348·1648. 
(London, 1990), p 28-:38 
8 Alcxand('T, p 40-41 
9 Alrxand(,T, p 40 
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advancement.10 Girls could get ba..;ic education in thl'Sl' ways. hut 

grammar schools, univcrsities and 111l' lnns of Court did not admit 

women. Thus, the sysu>m ofhiglwl' education thnt was l'xpandll1g and 

playing a more important roll' m ~('culal' lifl' in tl1l' lail' Illiddlp ages madp 

no provisions for them Wonll'11 playt'd important \'Oll's as pal mns of 

these institutions, showing that they be1il'Vl'd III tl1l' importam'l\ or 
education despitC' thei r lnck of ac('e~s to i t 'l'Ill' gl"l'a 1 ('~t of t IH'Sl\ pa tnms 

was Lady Margaret, Countl'ss of RIchmond, the mot Ill'I' of Hl'nry VIl.11 

In the sixtcenth century, 11lghl'1' education l'or bolh Sl'Xl'S III 

England was am'ctL·d by Humanlst id('(ls and Uw n-vlval of lIÜl'I'('st III 

the c1assical period which charad(\nzed tlw Hl'nals~(lJlcP 'l'Il(' 

fundamental stress ofthe Humamsts on the educatlOll of1ayllll'n for lifl' 

outside of the church reinforced C'ducational dl'velopnwnts that wen' 

already underway.12 Some Humanist thinkers advocatpd dassical 

education for women as weB as men '{'h(,til' incllllh'd ,J\lan 1 AilS VlVt'H, 

Erasmus and Thomas More. They b0)jpved tlwt an ('dUCiltpd woman 

made a better compuOlon to her husband, and that ('chlcatlOll would 

improve women's charadel' and caIXlclty for !·wlf cOlll 1'01, an :11'(':1 111 

which women were bc1ieved to he naturally defic)l'nt 1:\ A nUJl!hpr of 

very capable women bpl1cfitcd fi'om c1assH:al in~truct\On, su ch as Morc's 

daughters, the daughters of Sir Anthony Cooh .. Lady ,Janl' Gn'y, and 

Queen Elizabeth. However, in SpItC ofthesr examph's of f('Jlwlp 

capabilities, no permanent change ln the provision of lllglll'r ('ducation 

for womcn took place. 14 Higher education for woml'n contmued to he 

10GardlOer, p 114-115 
11 Alexander, p 67-71. 
12Alexander, p 43 
13Gardincr, p 159-163 
14Gardiner, p 189. 
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subject to changmg fashions, and to rely on the goodwill of a father or 

other male relative ~Ince no institutions equivalent tü the grammar 

schools, Inns of Court or the ul1lVersitlCl-l eXI~ted for women. 

'l'Ill' m'xl !l1aJor mtl'lIt'ctual movement to afiect English education 

in the sixteenth c('ntury wa~ the ReformatIOn. From 1529 to 1547, 

progress that had been made slowed down as the dissolution of the 

monasteries and convents destroyed the schools they had housed and 

scatlered their librariesY; While the dissolution orthe convcnts hurt 

women's education, men's was less affccted. This was partly beeause 

Henry VIII's use of edueated men in his governmcnt regardless oftheir 

social background cncouragcd educational advanccs to continue. 

Training for boys was hecoming c~;_;ential, either at the Inns of Court, or 

the universities Although some m;stocratic parents still fearcel that 

boys would he persuaded to take holy orden; If they wc nt to the 

univennties, mon' boys from landed famihes were entel"Ïng them aner 

the Hd(mnatlOn than before it lb Anothcr effect of the Rl.'forrnation was 

the increaspc! emphasIs on reading abIlity for both sexes in order to allow 

people to rcad the BIble fC)J° thcmse1vcs. By 1538 all churchcs wcre 

rcquired to obtain 1~:nglish Bibh's for liLrate panshonel's to read. Sinee 

women W('l"l' inc1udecl in earlier govemll1ent attempts to restrict Bible 

reading, it sPl.'ms t1wrl.' was sorne literacy among thern. 17 However, 

evidencp gathcn'cI by counting how many people could make signatures 

on dOCUl1wl1ts and how many made only marks shows a very low 

literacy rate for wonwn that did nol improve until the seventeenth 

15Alpxandl'r, p 11:3 
16Ah'xandt'r, p 116, 122-124 
t 7 Alpxandpr, p 107-112 
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century. However, slnce this information 18 undtfTl'rentiatl'd by class,18 

it is not very useful for detenl1ining the educationallevpI among middll' 

and upper class womel1 

Artel' the dissolution oftlH.' mmnl'I"ll'S in tlw 1l11d Slxtl'l'Ilth 

century, replacing them with 1'rot(,8tant in8tit utlOllS bl'came important 

especially since some noble families had bee11 s('ndmg their dall~~ht('rs t.o 

the continent for Catholic education. 19 'J'he first known "public school" 

for girls was the Ladies Hnll at Dl'ptford in I<ent, foundl'd about Hi 17. ln 

the London area, Hackney, Chelsea and Putn<.'y l)('canw popular 

locations for girls' 8choo18 and rl'm:l1ned so throughout tilt' sl'vl'nh'l'nth 

century. However, thcse schools Wl'rl' difll')'ent {'rom boys' public sl"hools 

in that the curriculum focused on accomplishml'nts such as music, 

dance, needlework and dcportment and manners. }{('adillg and wlitmg 

were taught, but the focus was not on aCadl'llllC aCh1l'Vellwllt ~o ln olle 

account of education at these schools brlWJ) 111 a dialoglH' lwt,w('('11 two 

young ladies, one of them de8cribe~ her tin1(' ut s('11001 hy saying, "there 1 

learned to dance and sing; to playon the bass, viol, viq.,'1llals, spinl't and 

guitar. 1 lC31"11(~d to make wax work, japan, puir~t upon glass, to raise 

paste. make swcetmeats, sauces, and everything that was gl'ntl'C'I and 

fashionablc,"21 Descriptions likc this one ofwhat the young ladies at 

school f:lpent most oftheir time doing bear a striking }"(>sl'Illblance tu the 

things the femmists denounced in t!H'II" wnt1l1g about occupatIOn 

Thus, the opportunittes for edul:ation for mo~t Illlddle and Upp<'f 

class womcn were cl,'ady inferior to thut of mo~l men of OH'i .. da~ses. 

18Davld Crei>sy, Dlteracy and the S()cw! Ordpr (Camllrlr!g(', 1 ~JHO), P 121-12H 
19Gardiner, p 207 
20Gardiner, p 209-214 
21Myra Reynoldc" The Leamed Lady ln Enu!and, 1650-17(iO. mo~ton, W20J, p 
259-260. 
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Since there continucd to he no institutions ofhigher leaming accessible 

to worncn, the obtaining ofsuch an education was a haphazard matter. 

A wornan of talent w1th a sympathetic father, hrothcr or husband could 

becorne quitc weil educated. Ifparents or other relatives were 

unsympathetic, it could be more difficult, though not impossible if the 

woman was persistent enough. If a wornan was not determined, she was 

Iikely to wind up "educatcd" only in how to rnake herselfpretty and 

channing. 

ln the scvpntcenth ccntury worncn Wl1tcrs entered this 

discussion for thcmsclvcs. The contrast betwecn educational provisions 

for womcn and men was obvious, and the feminist writers were stung by 

the contempt ofmen for the intelligence ofwomen, and frustrated by a 

Iack ofworthwhile things to do, as we saw in the second chapter. 

Darnat;s Masham, in light orh"r own good education provided by her 

father, condemned upper class parellts for allowing their daughters to be 

poorIyeduca!t'd 

How fcw parents arc there of quality, even among such as are 
csteellled the most virtuous, who do not permit their daughters to 
pass the best part oftheir youth in that ridiculous circle of 
divl'l'sions, Wlllch 18 preHy gcnerally thought the proper business of 
young ladies, and which so engI'osses them that they can find no 
spart' hours, when'lIl to make any such improvcments oftheir 
und{')'standlllg, as the leisure which they have for Jt exacts from 
them as ratlOnallT{'atUl'es 22 

Danil'l Dl'foc agrecd wlth this assessment. He echoed other 

writers' accounts of the infl'};ority of education generally given to 

WOI11<.'n, '''l'I1l'ir )'outh is spent to teach them to stitch and scw, or make 

22()lIman" Ma"hnrn, Occ(lslOnal ïflOtl.~hts l1l Reference to a Vlrtuous or Christtan 
[,Ifi.' (London, 1705), p 151 
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baubles: they are taught to rcad indC'cd. and perhaps (,0 "\Titl' thl"ir 

names, or so; and that i8 the hl"lghth of a woman's cducation "~.I 

The popu1anty of th: kind oftrummg hrlVl'1l at tlw prIs' schools 

may have come at l('(1st in part fi'OIll tlll' populanty of CastigllOIll"S Tht' 

Courtler, which first appl'ared in Enghsh translatlOlllll 1!)1)1 In this 

book the importance of manners and aUYlInplishllll'llt S Wl'rt' st rl'ssl'd 

over academic knowledge.24 Howl'vl'I', tl1l' fl'Illlllists lwhl'\'l'd t hat tllt' 

issue ofpower was a more important rl'ason why 1lH'11 favouJ'('d UliS kind 

of education for girls over the ]earned education that had l'l1joYl'd a hr'ipf 

vogue in the sixteenth century. Some authon, suggpst('d t hat Illl'Il 

deliberatc1y kept women from learning out of' ft'at' t.hat WOIllPI1 would 

outdo them, or out of a desin' to cont 1'0] them more l'asdy Orll' of'tllP 

most c1ear1y reasoned statements ofthlS idea was madl' hy,Jlldlth 

Drake. 8he wrote that "nolhing Illakl'S OIH' party ~lavl:-.hly dq>n'ss 

another, but their fl'ar that t1H.'y ma.\' al OJ)(' linlt' or otlH'r Iw('olllP 

strùng or courageous enough to make themsl'Jvl's ('quaI lo, If' not 

supedor to their mastl'rs." 

This is our case; {()J' men being sensible as w(·11 of' tlH' ahIlitil's of 
mind in our sex, as of the strcngth ofbody in Owir own, bpgan to 
grow jea]ous, that wc, who In the infhncy of 01(' worlel Wl'n' tJH'ir 
equa]s and partners 111 donllnJon, nllght ln Uw proC(,~S oft.IIlH', by 
subt]ety and stratagcm, becomc their supcriol's; alld th('l'pfore 
began in good tIme to mak(' use off())'ce (the orlf-,'ln of powpr) to 
compel us to a subjcctlOn nat ure never Jlll'ant; and mad(' llS(' 

natures Iiberality to UWI1l to take the bendit of }I('r kmdrH'ss from 
us. From that time t}wy have endeavoured to tram liS up 
altogether to case and ignorance; a~ conqu(,l'ors use to do to those, 
they reclucc by force, that so thcy may disarm UH'Il1, 1>oth of 
courage and wit; and consequent]y make thcm tarnely ~~ve up their 
liberty, and abjcctly submit their necks to a ~Javish yokp ~.'i 

23Daniel Defoe, "An Academy for Women," Hl RSM1Y uplJn Pr/}JI'(·I .... ( Lcmdon, Hi!17 J. P 2H2 2H:J 
24Lawrence Stone, The Fantlly, Scx and MarrlC1f.!e tri ElZlJlaruj, 15{){)·IH{){) (NI'w York, 1977), p 20:S 
25[Judith Drakel An Es<,ay III Defenee of the Pemale Sex, (London, lfi9fiJ, p 20·~1 
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One who agreed wlth Drake was Elizabeth Johnson. In her 

Introduction to an (;(htlOl1 of' ElIzabeth Rowe's poems, she equated the 

lack of knowledgl' wlth a lack of power, U~Ing the metaphor of slavery 

that was common ln HlIs hterature. 

We arc not unwIlhng to a]]ow mankind the brutal advantages of 
strent,rth; they arc superior to ours in force, they have custom on 
their side, and have ruled, and arc like ta do so ... But wh en they 
would monopolise sense too, whcn neither that, nor lr~aming, nor so 
much as wit must he allowed us, but ail overruled by the tyranny of 
the proud('r sex .. we must then ask their pardons Il wc are not yet 
so cOlllpletely passive as to bear a]] wühout so much as a murmur. 
We complain, and we thmk with reason, that our fundamental 
constitutIOns arc destroYl'Ù; that here i8 a plain and open design to 
render us mûre slaves, perfect Turku;h wives, without properties, or 
sense, or HouIs; and are forccd to protest against It, and appcal to 
a1l the world, whl'lhel' these arc not notorious violations on the 
libPI"tips of freehorn Engllshwolllen?2() 

'l'hus, t1H' fi.'minists bel1e'vl·d that If women were as wel1 educated 

as men, men would no longer have' the chance to use their knowledge to 

takp advantage of t.h(·m \Vhatevcr the motives behind them, late 

seventeenih cl'ntury arguments against women's education being 

lmprove'd as summm;zcd by Jonathan Swift were that women should be 

too busy \'..th their children and households ta have time for leaming, 

and that readmg books \Vas had for their characters and would make 

them prt'ientiou::-i and J)('dantir.27 The fcminists dcnied that these 

ar~run1('nts Wl'n' vahd. For t'xamplc, Eli7abcth Elstob addrcssed them in 

the int rod uct.lOn t.o her fi rst book. 

But there arl' two t.hmgs usually opposcd against womcn's learning. 
That it makes OW111 impertinent, and ncglect thcir household 
affairs. Will'I'l' ihis happens it IS a fauIt. But it is not the fault of 

2tlEhzalH'1 h .Juhn"oll. "pI(·f'a('(''' ta ElJzabeth Smg('r Howe, Poems on Several 
OccasIOns. \\'nttl'Il hv PJIIlolllt'l/a ILondon, 1696) in Angeline Goreau, The Whole 
Dut Y 0/ a WOlllilll l((;all!en CIty, NY, 1985), p 90 . 
27 Jonathan SWIft, "Of the EducatIon of Lndws," ln A Proposal for Correctmg the Enghsh Tongue, 
Pol/te ('()fIl't'rsa/101l l'/c cd Hprbert Da"is and Loui~ Landa. (Oxford, 1964), p 226-227. 
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1eaming, which rather polishes and l'l'fines our natun" and tl'ud1l's 
us that method and ref:.,rulm;ty, which dIsposes us to l-,l1'l'ater 
readiness and dext~l;ty in al! kinds ofbusin('ss,2~ 

Like Drake and Johnson quoten aboVl" Elstob \Vas ~USpIClOUS of tlll' 

motives that might be behind arguments madl' agall1st wOIlll'n's 

education, She added, "1 do not observe Il, 50 fn'qul'ntly obJPl't('d against 

women's diverSIOns [ie. vistting, drl'~sll1g, cards!. thal tlH'Y tal\.l' ttWIll of1' 

from household aflhirs."29 

As we1l as challen/-,ring the commOll argulIH'llts lIsl'd by oppollt'nts 

ofwomen's education, the femmists dainwd a tlH.'ologlcal b:1Sis (H' 

women's right to educatIOn. They argued t hat Cod crl'aü'd ail pt'opll', 

men and women alike, with rational HouIs. Women Wl'rl' ('ntltlpd t,o as 

much learning as ll1C'n becau8c of thi8 spirit ual and ratIOnal ('quahty of 

the sexes. For example, Bathsua Makin wrote, "Ilad God intt'ndpd 

women on1y as a finer sort of caUle, he would not have mad(' tlwm 

reasonab1e."30 Mary Astell argued, "Fm since Cod has givl'Il WO!llen as 

weIl as men intelligent s(mls, why ~-;hould they hl' f()rblddl'n Lo improv(\ 

them? Since he has not denied us the faculty ofthinkmg, why should we 

not (at 1east in /-,TratItude to him) cmploy our thoughts on hlnlS('lf tJwlr 

nob1est obJect, and not unwol'Ullly bestow tlH'lll on lnf1ps alld gmtH's and 

secular affairs?,,:11 She concludcd, "Let such UH'r<'f'on' as dpllY us Uw 

improvemcnt of our intellectuals, l'ilher lake up llls paradox, who smd 

that womcn have no souls, which at a tinw wlll'Il the lno!-tt contend 1,0 

have them allowcd to bcasts, would be as unphllosophical as Il IS 

28Ehzabeth Eh,tob, An Enf{I/.~h·Sa:wn lIonuly on the Ulrthday of Si (;n'f{ory 
(London, 1709), p II-ill 
29Eh,tob, }{(lmûy, p III 

30Bathsua Makm, An Essay tl) Revwe the Anttent lùlumtwn ofOenliewomen, 
(London, 1673, Reprmt Los Angeb" 1980), p 2:~ 
31Astell, SerLOus Prop()sal, p 18 
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unmannerly, or cIse let them permit us ta cultivate and irnprove 

them.":J:l. She was confident in the correctness ofher reasoning, and 

hclieved theref(we that men could only oppose women's learning out of a 

desire to pres(~rv(' thelr pnvIlege "The.' Iad1C:", l'm sure, have no reason 

to dishkp this proposaI, but 1 know not how the men will resent it ta have 

their enclosure broke down, and wonwll invited ta taste of that tree of 

kTlow)('dg<' Uwy have so long UTlJustly monopolized. But thcy must 

excuse m<." if 1 he.' as partIal to my own scx as they arc ta theirs, and 

think women as capable of Icarning as men are, and that it hecomes 

thern as well.":l:l 

However, not a11 nwn acted this way. Daniel Defoe agreed with 

AHtel1 in hiH argument for womcn's leaming, that they had God-given 

rationality which they should he able tü develop "And ti~ manifest, that 

as the rational soul dlstingUlshes us fi'om brutes, sa education carries on 

the distinction, and makes SOIlW less brutish than others: This is tao 

evident to rl<.'cd any dClllonstratlOn. But why then shüuId women be 

denipd tllP bpndit ofinstl"uction? Ifknowledge and undersktnding had 

hcen USpIl'SS addItions to the sex, Gad Almighty would never have given 

t.hem capacitH's, for Il<.' nwde nothing needless."34 

Thus, the fC1l111llsts argued that women dld not have less capacity 

for rational thought th,lIl men dld, and that women were deserving of 

education to develop thei l' powcrs of reuson. They cmphasizcd that since 

women wen' not made Il'SS intelligent than men by Cod or 11ature, only 

the misg'uidpd ctlstom of educating women poorly stood in their way. In 

this conü.'xt, tlwy orteIl rl'f(>r1'cd to custom as "tyrannical" or 

:12i\htt'1l, ,scrIOIIS !l!oposal, p 19 
:1:1 i\ht('ll, ,sl'rlOlI S l'ro/JO.wI!, p 20 
34l)('f()(', Essay 011 ProJ('c/s, p 28:3-284 
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"barbarous," for exnmpll>, ll1 the poem by Sarah Fygc Egl'rton qlwtl'd at 

the beginning of t lm; chaptl'r Mary Astl'll justlficd Hl(' n'.wei ion of 

eus tom by aq..,'1.l1ng that rca~on, not tradition, ~hould dl'krmilll' nght and 

wrong. " ... Custüm cannot aut hol'lsl' a practlcl' if l'('uson l'oneil'lllIlS It, t Ill' 

following a multitude is no ... )XCUSl' for the doing of t'vil ",IS 

The theological argul1wnt wa~ a st}'()n~~ Olle {'Ol' 1\\'0 l'pasons. 

Anyone who wantcd to oppose it would l)ltlwl' haw to dl'l1y that 

education was good for spIritual dewlopnwnt, 01' dl'ny that WOIlll'll wpn' 

capable of spiritual development, as Mary Astell {'xplallled S('('oncl, it 

was useful bccausc the fcminists ",-'arltpd to pmplwslZt' t1H' 1H'l'd fol' 

education outside ofIts usefulnl':-'s (li' publIc l'lllploYI1ll'llts 1{:ltIH'r than 

arguing that women slwuld ('l1t('I' public hfl' and t.1ll' pI'Ori\~SIOIlS, as Iatpr 

feminists did, they cmphaSIZl\d the value of\'dllcatl(lIl ((»)' l)('r~()llal 

happiness and spÏl'Îtual devclopment. Mary As!'ell t1lOlIght pOOl' 

education put women at a disadvantagc for the n':!s()ns of pOWl'r st.atC'd 

above, and also because it denicd thenl tlw pl(·(\sUl'(' to 1)(· d('llVl'd l'rom 

the exercisc of a rational mind. It IS c\ear that A~t<,11 bl'lH'wd th:!t t1w 

greatest, most l'l'liable and ('ndUl'Îng sourcp ofhappin('ss was tll(> 

exercise ofreasoll, especially used III cont,elllplatlllg t'('hgl()fl ,md by 

extension, political issues connccted to t}WIll Mary Ast!'11 al~() got a 

sense ofpridc from her abihty to d(,(l'nd wOllwn fro!ll nH'fl who CIWlllPd 

they lacked intellectual abihty. In (Ill(> poern she wrote, "'1'11<'; r sopillstry 

1 can control,/ Who ntlsely ~ay thnt WOIll('n hav(' no soul ":11; 

Mary Chudleigh also wrot(· about the l!llp()rt~lTlc(, ofreadmg and 

writing tü her happiness. Shc began I]l'!' h's.'my ..... un 8('(1('1(// .';ulye('{s with 

35Astell, Ser/(iU.~ Propo.\ul, PUll Il, Il n 
36Astell, "Amhltlon," In Perry, 'l'hl' CeLehra{(·d Mary A.~{dL, App('ndlx /) "Thf' 
Rawhm,on Manu~crJpt of Mary A...,U·II\ PoC'try, 16H~J" p 4US 
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a statement to the f(~adcr about the enjoyment and sense of 

independence she got from study. 

That the pleasures of the mind are infinitely preferable ta those of 
sense, int.clledual delights, the joys of thought, and the 
complacencies arising from a bright and enlarged understanding, 
trancendently greater and more satisfactory than those of the 
body ... has, through ail ages, becn an acknowledged truth, a truth 
that cornes attcndcd with aIl the convincing evidences that can be 
desired, and wi1J soon be founù to be undeniably so by aIl such as will 
be at the pains of making the expedment.37 

Mary Chudleigh also rnentioned in her letters to Elizabeth Thomas how 

important her books were to her, contrasting her Iife with those of 

women who did not have the su me opportunity. 

The greatest part of my time is spent in my closet; there 1 meet 
with nothing to disturb me, nothing to render me uneasy; 1 find my 
books and my thoughts to be the most agreeable companions, and 
had 1 not betirne accustomed myself to their conversation, perhaps 
1 should have becn as unhappy as any ofmy sex: But now, 1 thank 
Cod, 1 cannot only patiently, but cheerfully, bear a great many 
things which other8 would calI amictlons ... 38 

Having discovered the value ofre,lding and writing, the feminists 

want<,'d other women to be able to have this expedence as weIl. As we 

have seen, institutional provision ofsedous education for women did not 

exist. '1'0 people who belicvcd so strongly in the importance of education, 

thpre WélS an obvious necd for something more. In the late seventeenth 

century tl1<.'re was ut least onc effort to run a public school for girls that 

would cmphasizc acadcmic achicvement. Bathsua Makin, former tutar 

to PI;ncess Elizabeth, published a pamphlet called An Essay to Revive 

the Antient Educatwn of Gentlewomen (1673) as a defense of leaming for 

37Mnry Chudleigh, Essays on Several SubJects, (London, 1710), p 1. 
38Mnry Chudl<'lgh to Elizabeth Thomas, No date. The Honourable Lopers, (London, 1732), p 252. 
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women and an advertisement for her sehool. She used the word~ 

"ancicnt education" to emphasize the idea that there had h('l'n many 

intellectual wornen in the past, and the1'(, could he again if tl\(' rl'cl'ntly 

estabHshed custom ofpoor education for wonwn was changl'd. In lll'r 

school gÜ'ls would lcarn the cxpcctcd social gracl'S, but also sub.Jl'ds 

such as Latin, history, mathematics, and gpography.:m Makm llSl'd a 

teaching method for language instruction which was different l'rom tilt' 

usual memorization ofgrammar, and which she clmnwd allowed gll'\s to 

learn Latin as well as rnodel11 languages in less t.ime .. han hoys Ipanwd 

by the usual method.4o It is not known how many studellts sIl(' may 

have had, but her school probably did Ilot exist for very long, since she 

died sometime around 1675. 

Probably the most well-known proposaI for an institution of 

higher education for women was Mary Aswll's. In hpr Serums ProposaI 

to the Ladies (1694) her vision of an educational institutIOn (c)r women 

was opposed to the existing schools wht>l'C all aUt>ntion W:1S (()cwwd on 

the outward attractiveness of the studcnts and almost 1I0JW on tlll'ir 

minds. She began by explaining what ~he thought was wrong wlth 

women's situation, narncly that too much attentIOn was paid by WOlllell 

to their outer selves, and not cnough to thcir minds. SIl<' bl·lipv('d this 

was not because women were innatc1y empty-headcd and vain, as somp 

men alleged, but becausl' they had heen deliheral Iy k<'pt l'roll1 Iparmng, 

and encouraged instcad to be fnvolouH. Aiter explmning thls stw made 

the serious proposaI orthe titI<.', which was that an institution of Ipan1ing 

for wornen should be estabHshed. There, she told the ladies, "You WIll only 

39Makin, p 24 
40Makm, p 36-41. 
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quit the chat ofinsignificant people for an ingenious conversation; the 

froth offlashy Wlt for rcal wisdom; idle tales for instructive discoùrses."41 

"One great end of' thi s institution shaH be, ta expel that cloud of 

ih'Tlorance which cllstom has involved us in, ta furnish our minds with a 

st.ock of so1id and useful knowledgc, that the souls of women may no 

longer he the only unadorned and neglected things."42 Anticipating 

oppositIon, shc used two arguments to support her position. One was 

that WOffien had heen well educated in the past, and thus were capable 

ofit, the other was that women had reason as weIl as men, and therefore 

should be allowed ta develop it. 

Astcll's ProposaI attracted interest among the feminists and 

many others. 11., went through three editions betwecn 1694 ar'd 1696. In 

1697 Astell wrote a Part II to her proposaI, whieh mstruetcd women 

about how 1.,0 go about improving thcir minds themsc1ves sinee there 

wn8 Htill no academy fol' thel11 ta go ta. Two more cditions with the two 

pnrtH togl'thcr Hppeared. in 1697 and 1701. After he l'l'ad the book, 

Richard Gwmnctt wrotc to l~lizabeth r~'homas. "I. .. give you my thanks 

for the agrccable entcrtainment which Mrs Astell has afforded me. 1 am 

pl<.':ls(\d with her projcct, but do not think it likely ta sueeeed, for 1 hardly 

ever knew a multitude cho08e the same end, and the same means of 

aUaining it, where thel'(, was no worldly advantage to be gaincd 

thel'eby."·J:1 I\lthough thcrc was a lot ofintcrest in Astell's proposaI 

among London Hocil'ty, Gwinnctt proved tu be right. She was never able 

ta est.abhsh her acadpmy. Thcrc was apparently a wealthy woman, 

41Astpll, SCr/OIiS Proposai, p 15. 
42AstrIJ. ScrwlIs Proposai, p 17 . 
43Rlchard GWtnlWlt to Elizabeth Thomas, September 3, 1700. Pylades and 
Cor/1WU (London, ln n, p 21 
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possibly Princess Anne, who was prepared to provide mOlll'y for the 

academy, but was talked out ofit by Bishop Bm"net, who was convinCl~d 

the plan was too much like a Cutholic convent.41 

Despite the [ail ure o[her plan, ano1her prop,)sal for an inshtuhon 

for women came shortly after Astell's. Dame1 De[(,e's "An Acaot'my for 

Women," published as part ofhis Essay Upon PnUt'cts (HlB7) shows that. 

the subject was ofinterest to olhers besiops UH' fl'Jl1mist aut ho!"::.; ano 

their friends. He agreed with them that UH' cllstom of allowlllg wonwn to 

remain uneducated was to blame for apparent (~l\llts in thl'Ir charadcrs. 

"1 have often thought of it as 011<.' of the most barharolls clIstoms in tlll' 

world," wrote Defoe, "considenng us as a civlhzl'd and a Chl1:-.twll 

country, that we deny the advantages oflearning to WOI1ll'Il. We 

reproach the sex l'very day with folly bnd impertmpncl', wh de 1 am 

confident, had they the advantages of education l'quaI to us, they would 

be guilty ofless than ourselves."4fi Defoc's propos<,d acadl'my was I('ss 

convent-like than As1dl's, and was to hl' modelled aner tJH' publIc 

schools for boys.46 His curriculum included languagps, pSI)('('ially French 

and ltalian, "1 would venture the injUl)' (Jf briving a woman mon' tongues 

than one," he, ided.47 "They should hl' hrought to l'l'ad books, and 

especially history, and so to l'l'ad as to make 1h(,111 understand the world, 

and be able to know and judge of1hings wlwn tlwy hear oftlH'rrl." No 

subj~cts were to be denicd to any studen1 who had abihl,y, hut tJH' chief 

purpose was to cultivate the studcnts' understandings. 

44perry, Celebrated Mary Astell, Note 35, p 502. Elizabeth Elf>tob f>upplipd thl!> 
informatIOn to George Ballard. 
45Defoe, Essay on Proj('('ts, p 282 
46Defoe, Essay on ProJeet:.;, p 286 
47Defoe, Essay on ProJeets, p 292 
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Despite the interest in them, these efforts to establish serious 

schools for bTÏr1s were unsuccessful. The feminists' response to this was 

to urge women 1.,0 work on lmproving their intel1ectual abilities on their 

own. I·:lizabcth Elstob wrote her Rwllments of Grammar {or the English­

Saxon 7hnpue (1715) In EngJü,h rather than Latin so that other women 

could use it to study the Saxon language.48 ln 1697 Mary Astell 

puhlished a second part 1.,0 the Serious Proposal in which she wrote that 

Hhe waH dIScouraged by the failure of her proposaI despite the attention 

it received Shc stIJl thought her colIegc was important for women and 

might eventually he huilt, but untJI the11 womcn would have to continue 

to study on thei r own. The purpose of Part II was to supply in the mean 

time more specifie directions for developing the ability to think critically 

for women who wanted tolearn.49 

11., i8 obvious that the early feminists had an overwhelming faith 

in the power of educatIOn to improve women's lives. Their helief in the 

importance ofeducation was a reflection of the philosophical climate of 

thmr times, but It was not Just based on theory about the nature of 

Immun undcrstanding and the effeds ofleaming on it. The power of 

education was proven by the ddfcrence it had made in each oftheir own 

lives. The pll'asure the ferninists got from learning provided intellectual 

independcncc and a happiness that did not depend on circumstances. It 

ahu, puf worncn at less of a disadvantage in their relationships with 

men. In t.hl' poem quoted at the beginning ofthis chapter, Sarah Fyge 

Egcrton comparcd Iack of knowlege to capt.ivity. For her and the other 

feminit-:t. writ.crs, the keys to frcedom were found in their books. 

4R"~lizaL)('th Ebtob, Rudmwzts orOrammar l'or the Engllsh·Saxon Tangue, 
(London, 1715), p il 
49 A !-t(' Il , Serums Proposai, Pa ri Il, p 59. 
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Chapter 4 

Marriage 

To the Ladies 

Wife and servant arc the same, 
But only differ in the name: 
For when the fatal knot is tied, 
Which nothing, nothing can dividc. 
When the word ohey has said, 
And man by supreme law has made, 
Then all that's kmd is Imd a::o.lde, 
And nothing lpft but state and pnde: 
Fierce as an eastern prince he grows, 
And aIl bIs innate rigour shows: 
Then blJ~ to look, to laugh, or sp(lak, 
Will the nuptual contract break. 
Like mutes she Sil-,TJ1S alone must make, 
And ncver nny fr('edom take: 
But still be governed by a nod, 
And fcar her husband as her God: 
Him still must serve, him suU ohey, 
And nothing aet, and nothing say, 
But what her haughty Lord thinks fit, 
Who with the power, has aIl the wit. 
Then shun, oh! shun that wretched state, 
And a11 the fawning flattcrers hate. 
Value yourselves, and men dcspif;e, 
Vou must be proud, ifyou'l1 be wise. 1 

-Mary Chudleigh, Pocms on Several Occasions, 1722 

Mm'nage, like occupation and education, was anot,}wr important 

thellle in the feminist writing of authors likc Mary Chudll'igh, whose 

poem appears above. As illustratcd by Chudlclgh's pocm, fcmmists 

thought that men had too much power in the marnage relationshlp, by 

custom and by law. They thought that man;ugl' ~hould he a relationship 

based on mutual affection and respect, whlch would rnake both purtners 

-------- --- -- --
IMary Chudleigh, Poems on Several Occaswns :3rd EdItIOn (London, 1722), p 4fi 
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happy. The feminists were not the only wri ters of the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries to discuss marriage. Both authors 

sympathetic tü feminism, Bueh as Daniel Defoe and Elizabeth Thomas' 

financé Hichard GwinneU, and authors not apparfmtly interested in 

ferninist ide(]s Iike Lord Halifax, believed that there were rnany unhappy 

mm'riages, perhaps more than happy ones, and were concerned about 

what could he done tü prevent or improve them. 

ft is diflieult tü tell what marriage was like for most people in the 

Jate sev<,nteenth ecntury. Demographie histOl;ans have been able to 

determine that the average age for first marriages in the seventeenth 

century was 24 ycal'S for women, 28 for men. Upper class men and 

wornen married slightly younger.2 Apart from demographic infonnation, 

there has b('en disagreement. about what married relationships were like. 

Lawrence St.one be1icves that over the pCl;od 1500 to 1800, the 

institution of marriage in the middle and upper classes changed from a 

practieal economic and pühtical alliance in which emotion was secondary 

in import.ance, to a re1atiünship between spouses that was based on 

mutual affection. Othel's have argued that the idea of companionate 

marriage was net nl'W ta the late seventeenth century.3 

Stone argups t.hat the major change t.hat was taking place over 

the penod 1 SOO to 1700 was the increasing impürtdllce of the nuc1ear 

family, and the dpdinp 111 Importance of the kinst-.1j and clientage 

connections that. were sa vItal to medievallanded ~Jciety.4 By the late 

scventcenth century t.his change gave husbands more power over their 

2P('tpr La,,]plt, The WI/I'ld Wc Hall/.! Lost (New York, 1971), p 85- 86 
31((,lth WII~htson, 1~l/gl/sh SoC/ct Y 1580- 1680 (New Brunswick, N.J., 1982), p 92 . 
4Lawf<'nce StOIW, The Fam/ly. Sn and Marriage ln Englalld 1500-1800. ( New 
York, 1977). p 12:1 
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, rives and children than they had befol'C'. Howevel', in practice hm~bandg 

may not have had as murh powt'r Hf; SOllle evidenrp makl's ~t appear 

they did. For examplc, ait hOllgh \\'lfl' lwat ing was legal, It ~e('ms to ha'\'(' 

been disappro\'ed of genel':lll~ fi The la\\' gaw' husb:l1lds otlH'J" ad\':lIltagl's 

over their wives. For example, upon Inarriage a WOllHUÙ; kgalldentity 

was replaced by her husband's. Cornillon law put any pl'o~wrty a wOInan 

might own under her husband's rontrol, but cqllity couIc! om, .. ~(H1H' It'gal 

protection again::;t eompletp control over a \'VoJl1 .. m's prop('rt y by l1('r 

hushand. However, this was usually uSl'd only in tlw C:lSl'S of WOIlll'n who 

owned or were in the postlOl1 to inhel; t larg(' amounts of bml. Ii 

At one extremc, If a husband exploitpd his ll'gal and cust.omary 

rights to the fullest, the rc::;ult could hl' an intensely Oppl'l'ssivl' 

relationship. On the other end oft11P scak, happy, l'l's}H'dflll, lovmg 

relationships hke that of the Earl and Count('ss of'\VlIlchlhwa also 

existed. The most rpasonable a~~umpti()n I~ that mo~t pt"opll"'::; 

marri ages fe1l somcwhcre in bctwecl1 Lhl' extrenll'S 

Ideas about marriage did not exist independentiy of otlll'r socwl 

institutions. Furthet cIues about the nature of carly modern malTiages 

can he round in politieal and religiou~ idcas. For exarnpl(l, as OH' statc 

becarne more centra1ized, gathcJing nlorc power and d(lllwnding Illon' 

loyaIty for itself at the expense of the kinship conncctlOlls aJllon1~ the 

upper c1ass, it rcinforccd patJ;archy within individual f:lJniJies. 7 Il can be 

argued that "patriarchy within families is a charactcristic of societies 

with strong authoritarinn state systems, a phase of dev(·lopmcnt 

5Wrjght~on, p 98-9B 
6Janelle Greelllwlg, "'l'hl' Legal SLltU'> of ttH' ElIglr-,h Woman ln Early Elghtf'l'nth 
Century Common 1.11\\ and Equlty," 8tudln III f';If.!hll·(,llth C'f'fll//ry Cu/lI,n' 
Volume 4 (1975; p 174- 176 
7Stone , p 132-1:35 
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churacterislic of sixlecnth and carly seventeenth century England." It 

cloes not matU~r whl'Üwr (Jill' l!-> the cause and the other the effect, or 

which j s w}m:h, tH'mu ~(' thl'Y are Tllutually supportive idcé.ls and social 

syslenl!-..H Although the laLe ~event('enth ccntury, espccially aftcr the 

rcvolutlon of 1 f-iHR, wa~ a perlod lI1 vhich the authOlity of the king was 

being reduced in law by the upper c1ass, and the contract theory of 

governnwnt was gaming credence over the clivine right monarchy 

philosophy, the social ~y~tPTll did not irnmediat e1y disappeal', Defenders 

ofUlP rights ()fklllgs usee! the metaphor orthe kingas fatherofhis 

subjccts, li:Vldt,/)('c of' the erl'ed ofthis po1:fical phI1osophy on ideas about 

marri age can 1)(' st'('n in a lette}' written by Darnmis Masham in 1685, in 

wlllch ::-,lw u!->C'd the sam(' !lIctaphor in reverse, compa1"ing a husband to a 

k1l1g, and li WI fp ta il t->U bjPcl. 8lH' wrotp tü Locke that H[ shel (following the 

(lxamplL\o('son\l'()I~,l\l' SOVl'J'('lgn P()\\l'l's)lI1ight aflc'ra longand glOlious 

l'l'Ign I)(,l'chall(,(, n'~lgn }Wl' authoriLy, and sllbTlllt hel'sc1f1H'l1ceforwards 

to tlll' IlIOl'e hurnhIP qU<llity, and condition, of a subject."g Supporters of 

Whig politict; could Ilot he countcd on 1,0 cali for equality in marriage 

l'ithcr, éJccording to Mary Asll'll, who could not resist the opportunity ta 

point ouI an 1 nCO\1SlstL'lH'Y in Üll'ir POt;Î tions, "F'or whatever may be said 

against pas:-'I\'(\ olH'dll'llcl' in anuther eaf;(', 1 :-:.uppose there't, no man but 

likL,s 1 t V('I'V \\'l'11 111 1 Ill~: how m uch soC'vel' arbi irar)' power maY be 

dlshkl'd on a th 1'1lIH', 1101 MIlton, 1101' B H.-, nOl~ any of' the advocatcs of 

rL'sista nel', would li)' up lil1Prty to POt)}' f('male slaves, or plead for the 

lawfulnl'ss of' n\~·;j~ting <l pl'lvatL' tyranny,"IO IVlillon had written about 

HStolll', P 1[j~ 
!)n,lIl1:1 n~ ('tul\'" 01 th datl'l' l\1a~hall1) to .Johl1 Lockl', June 5, 1685 E.S de Beer, 
('cl Corr(,~pOl/dC'l(,(, 0/ .John lAiche, \'olurne II <Oxford, 1976), p 723 
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the relationship bctween the sexes, "Hl' for God only, she fol' Cod in 

him."ll 

Probably Il1t1l'C irnportant than politics ln changlng }ll'opll"S 

cxpcctations of n1al'riagl' \\'ere chang('s i Il tilt' C'hurch's vip\\' hl'ought 

about by the Reformation, 'l'Ill' Prot('~tant Vil'\\' ()flllarrjal~(' \\'as difl'l'l't'nt 

from the traditlOnal Catholie onl'. In Ihis \'1('W, vll'ginity was Iht' idpal, 

most holy statl' . .\1arnagl' t'xl~tl'd 10 hmit sPxltal al'livJty alld ln J)l'oducp 

legitimate childrcll In Pn)te~tant thinking, hoth Anglican and PuriUlIl, 

mm'riage was con:sider('d the idl'al sLate (()l'a Christian, and lts roll' in t.he...' 

happincss ofboth pal'tlll'rs was l'TlIphasized ln J!i,I~), Anhlllt->hop 

Cranmer adclpd to the Anglican PrayPI' Book tlwt 111:11 n:I:~(1 pXlst<'d f(H' 

"Mutual Hociety, IH'lp and eomfo l't, III pl'osperi ty and ad \'('l'~II y." 1 ~~ SOIlll' 

Pmitans, like l\1dtol1. carril'cI 1 his Olll' st I_'p fUI the\' (lnd advo('(l(,('d dlvol'c(, 

and remarriagc in the C<lt->t' of' unrcsolv:lbh' 1J1compat JI)) JI t v hPl wc '('Il 

spouscs. 13 Th1 s point of vit'w was pOSSI b Il' [)l'ca ww PIII"j t ails \)('1 i('wu 

that marriage was not a ~~aCrallH'llt, bu t c..;hould ollly \)(' a civIl contrad 

betwecn the spouses, During the Intl'tTegl1111ll t IH' MaITi:lg(' Act of' Wfi:J 

requircd marriagps to bl> perfornH'd by .IPs only, lllaIT"I~~(lt-, III ChU1('!J 

were dec1arcd il1C'gal HO\.\'l'Vl'l', this was \'(']'y Ul1JlOJlIl1al' :lIld w:ts 

virtually ullenforecabll'. H Thoug Il som(' Jll(,lllb<.'!'s of'j)<1 rllall\('n t al, t hl~ 

tirnc thought cl] VOITl' ~ hould Ill' permit t('d 111 C<I:-'('S of' ad 1I1 tNY or 

descrtion, thlS WélS not i nclud('d li) Lhl' 1 r;.s:l h'I-," :-,latlOll (l nel wa~ rwVl'I' 

madelegal. In contra~tt thcAnghcandoctrille ('rom t1lP till\('of't1w 

lOMary A~tell, UI'/7('('/w/lS (Jll A!(tlrw/-{c, 1th (·(blIlHJ, (Londull 17:W, Hf'prln!" NI'w 
York 1970), p :H·:l!l 
I1John :l\lilton, !'nrw!tse Lo . ..,t, hk l\', :l~~), JI) Myra l{r·y Il 0 1 rh, 'l'Ill' LNJrIJI'd L(Jdy /ft !~nJ.!lrllld J(;!j{) 

1760 Œo'->tol1, 1 ~~2{)), P 2[) 
1 2StOIH', P 1:36 
13Stone, p 1a8 
14Lawrence Stone, UI/('ertam UnIOns Marnage ln gnl!{and J(j(jO-17fi,'J (Oxford, 199~), Il 20 
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I~lizabethan seUl ement was that marriage was sacramental in nature, 

and thus should be perfonned by a clergyman and administered by the 

ecclesIastical courts. 15 Arter 16GO the Anglican position became 

dominant again and thl' possibihty of divorce being made legal was 

eliminatcd. 

Another influence of Protestantism on the family was that it 

sLrent,rthened the role ofhusband as the head of the household by making 

him the spi ri tuaI af: well as the secular head of the family. Further, 

Protestant preachers, Puri tan and Anglican as weU, stressed the 

subordination ofwives tü husbands in mnurncrablc sermons. For 

example, thL' "Homily on Marriage" that preachers were ordered to read 

in church ('vpry Sunday l:'tarting in 1562 statcd the> inferiority ofwives in 

no uncertaill tl'rms, "ye wives he in subjection to obey your 

husbands ... for t}w husband is the he>ud of the woman, as Christ i8 the 

head orthe Church." In the seventeenth century sermons such as the 

one pl'eached by I{pv Sprint in 1699 thut so infuriated Mary Chudleigh 

continued to cxhort womcn to obedience of thcir husbands. Of course, it is 

difficult to know exaclly whut effect the rhetoric of preachers and 

moralist.s had on Individllal women and men. 16 The writ.ings oft.he 

fcrnimsts are evidence thnt sorne women were angered by the public 

insü;tence on th0ir innate in fel'lol'i t y, both intcllcctual and spiritual, by 

variotls preadU'!'s and wntel's. Whether or not. the late seventeenth 

Cl'nt ury \Vas a Pl'lïOd whl'Il husbands had more pov.rer over wives than 

bl'f()l'l" tilt' fl'lllilllsts thOllght men had altogethcr too much power in the 

)f'l{olwl t ~llch('I./~·Ill!llsh AII/ludl'S TO/l'Grds Marnage 1643·1657. (MA Thesis, Montreal, ] 969), p 
74 
16Storw. JI 1~lS·199 
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custom and by law. The slavery Illl'taphol' \Vas uscd 11l'l'c t.oo. as in Mary 

Chudleigh's pocm, at the bChrinning of UlIS chapter, and in Sat'ah 

Egerton's "The EmulatlO!1," 

Then corlles the last, the fatal SlaVl'I'V, 

The husband \\,ith lIlsulting tyranl1y . 
Can have ill manner::; ju~tifil'd by law; 
Fm' men ail joill to kl'cp the wife in a\W. 

Moses who first our freedom dld rehuke, 
Was man;ed when he writ the Pentateuch; 
They're wise to keep us slaves, for wpll tlH.'y Imow, 
If we were loose. wc soon would rnak<, them, so.17 

The ferninisls also noted that eV('!1 though they tonk the salll(' 

vows men had morc frecdom t.han WOJlwn aftt>r 1l1:11Tlag<" ('sl)('cially t IH' 

fl'eedom to seek cmotlOnal and sexual l'l']P{lSl' wlth ot lH'r WOIlWIl 

For wh en two bind tlwlllselvcs H1 Ill(\]TlagP bands. 
Fidelity i 11 cach, OH' Church com mancls' 
Equal's the contract, l'quaI an' the vows, 
Yet Custom difl'en'nt licellces ail ow:-;: 
The man may range fi'om his un happy wi ft" 
But wornan's made a propel'ty fc)}' lil(· 
Ta no dear fricnd the grief may 1w rcvealPd, 
No, shc, pOOl' soul, must kecp Ill'r shanll' conccalcd: 
And, to the height of doting fc)lIy grown, 
Bclievc hef husband's charader her own. 1 H 

A contemporary suggestion for dcnling with this 1t'g~lI and 

customary power imbalancc wus made by Lord Hahfax, quotl'd aL tJH' 

beginning of the prcvlOUS chapter. Hc! told WOIlWII that although Il](,11 

technically had much more power, their f(·minirl(· Wdl'!-. could n·dllc!' t.helr 

disadvantagC's. "You havl' it ln yOUJ' POW('l' not only lO fn'(' yOIl r s(·lvps, 

but to subdue your rna~t(·J's, and wlthout vlOl('TH'P t!JnJ\v !Joth thclt' 

17Sara h Fyge Egcrlun, "The Emu 1 a tl UII ," p()(' ft/.\ Ol! Si' ( Na{ (J, 1 (J.~/I}I!S, (Londou, 170:1), p ) OH 
18Elizaheth Thoma~, "Epl<,tl<, ta Clemenll," JrI Lou"cLd(!, Il :11 
19Hahfax, p 17 
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Machievellian advice on how ta deal with various kinds ofbad husbands, 

among these wore alcohohc, ill-tempered, weak and so on. Halifax 

thought women should also accept the rloublc standard that applied to 

sexual hchaviour, finding satisHHtion in having the "honour offamilies" in 

their care. As Thomas wrote ahove, Halif~lx thought a woman whose 

husband was unfaithful had better keep it to herself. "Next to the danger 

of committing the f~lUlt your self, i8 seemg it in your husband. Do not 

seem to look or heur th:1t way. Ifhe is man of sense, he will redaim 

himsl'lf; the f()lly ofït, i8 ofitsC'lfsufficil'nt to cure him. ifhe Is not so, he 

will he provoked, bu t not refonncd."L!O Thus, Halifax thought that women 

::-.hould not try to gpt any of' th<.' legal or custolnary power enjoyed by men, 

they should Just learn to mak(' the best oftheir positions. He thought a 

c1cvcr wornan was one who kncw how to take advantage of the 

opportunitics she had within the status quo. 

Beyonci thi:.; matter of faet account of nlarned life were popular 

satires against marriage :md women's nature in general. One ofthose 

wa~ LotI(' Gw('n O'/,r (1682), by Robert Gould, which made Sarah 

l~~g('rt.on so angl'y she wl'ote a response to it, The Fcmale Advocate 

( WH7). 

Re,lders will not l)(' surprised 1..0 learn thal as far as Mary Astcll 

was concl'l11cd. the ide:.ls ofw)·itcrs like Halifax and satirists like Gould 

were not nt:ceptable. ,\stcll thought that marri age was ordained by Cod 

as a bll's~ang. "f())" mutual comfort and assistance," and as the only 

honourable way to continue the human race. 21 Ifmarricd people were 

unhappy. and the i:.,stitution had fallen into disrepute with the satirists 

20llahf:n,p2122 
21A~t('l1, Rc(lt'('t!01/S, p 15-16 

79 



• 

• 

and the wits it was only duc to hum an abuse ofit.22 Damans Masham 

a1so condernncd the prcvailing satitical opinion ofmarriagl', "It l'l'l'IllS 

therefore une of the worst marks that can he of tl1l' VIC(' and l'oll,v of any 

age whcn rnarriag(' is commonly condt'llltH'd tlw1'<>in, ~IllCl' l10thmg c:m 

make it to be so but Illt'n's aVl'rSellL'~~., to, or II1capaclty l'or 1 !los!' tlllng!-\ 

which most ùl~tIngUlsh tlH'1ll fl'om hrutL's. vlrtUl' and fru'lHislllp ":':1 

In her Re!7ecllOfl ..... on Marnage, (1700) which :-;Ill' wrok in n'actIOII 

to an account of the unhappy Ilwrnngc of thL' Dudll'sS of Mazarin, who 

had become a neighbour o1'hol's in Chelsea, Mary Astdl Wl'otl' about OU' 

causes of unhappy marnagC's as she saw tlWIll Slw LhoughL t hat. a llIan 

who married for lnoney, for love ofbeauty or wit, or who marril'd his 

parents' choice WI thout cOJl'iIdcration about wllC't.h<:>r Il(' could can' fol' Ul(' 

woman, would end up unhappy, "He who dOl's Ilot makl' fnpndshlp Uw 

chiefinducement to his choicc, and prefer il bcfon~ any ot IIPI' 

consideration, does not dûsel'Vc a good wife, and tlwn·fol'l' ~hOlild Ilot 

complain ifhe goes without one,"24 She pointed out that WOllH'1l could 

make bad choices too, but that aIl they couid really do wa:-. (I('('(lpt or 

refuse oflcrs, not makc them, thereforc men had filon' n':"IHlIlslbihty (()r 

bad marriagcs.25 Mary Astcll assumed 111 thls sta t ('IlH'nt t haL the peoplp 

who married, not their parents, were re..;ponslble f(lr dlOoslIlg UH'ir 

spouses. However, commcnts by Marv Chudll'igh 111dlCé:ltp that tJw; dic! 

not a1ways happen. She thought that il, was important for good 

marnages that people be able to make lhei r own ChOIC('S, "Thure lS one 

thing which 1 think dons more contt'ibute to the unhappm(>~os orthe 

22Ai>lell,Re{leclwlls. p 16·17 
230amélTl<, Masham, OccaslOnal1'hou{!hts ln Referen('e lo a VlrtU()US and Chrt.,lwn 
Lzfe (London, 1705 J, P 217 
24 AsteJ1, Re{lf'('t/()Il.~. p 1 H 
25Astell, RI'{lf'(·/lOn',. p 29 
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married statc ... and that is, parents forcing their children to marry 

contrary to th('lr 1 nclll1atlOns ... And is it rational to suppose, that such 

matche}; can l'Vf'r t)(' f(lI·tunale? .there cannot be that fnendship, that 

tcndernc};s, that Uliity of affection wlllch ought ta be in that sacred 

Astcll helievL'd what would makü a happy marnage was not tue 

Machiav('lIian manat.,YÎng ofhllsbands by wives suggested by Halifax, but 

a wise choice hased on Chnstian principles. "What th(m is to be donc? 

How must a Tllan choose, and what quahties must incline a woman to 

accept, that so our rnal'l'1('d couple may be as happy as that state can 

make t1H'Ill') 'J'his lS !lO hard qUl.'slion; let the soul he princlpally 

cons](!pn'd, and l'l'gard had 111 tll<.' finit place lo a good understanding, a 

virtuow-. mmd, and 111 al! other re::>pects let therü he: as much equality as 

may h('. If they al'(' good Chnstians and of suitablc tempcrs aIl will be 

wel1.":n Dall1:lIis .MlI~ham also agrcl'd that mal'l1ed couples could be 

happy llnd<.'1' t 1H'~e condlt IOIlS. "But when' t }IP)'(' l~ mutually that 

pn'clOIlIIIl<lnt (hsposltlOJl to virLuous love, wll1ch is the charaderistic of 

tlw most ('x('('\lpnt mincis, 1 think wC' cannot frame an idca of so great 

happiness to 1)(' fourni in anything in this hfe, as in a man;pd state."28 

TI1<.' CounLPss of \Vmchils('u also wrote about the happmess of a 

ma""Îagp that W:J~ a trUt' partnersillp OïlOV(l and respect. ln her 

"Pet.ition for an Ab~olllt{' }{ptrpat," ~11l' d('SCl;!wd the thmgs she would 

want III Iwr idp,d world. OIW of' t he~l' was one pl'r~on ta share her retreat 

wit h, companng t 1lI::., cOl11pamollship \vith Eden bcfi)l'(' the Fall. 

:'Wl\tnry Chudh'lgh, !'n'Lll'l' Lo 'l'hl' IJ(ldl(,.~ De/i'fIee, ln MOIra FC'rguson, cd. Fzrst 
FOllil/ls/s (~('\\ Yorh, l!ISfi), p 
27""ü·lI, H('/7tI'fIOII. ... , p ·lti-·lt) 
~H l\1a"ham. ()('('asIOfIO/ Thollghls, p 217. 
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Give me there <since Heaven has showp 
It was not good to be alone) 
A partner suited to Illy minci, 
Solitary, pleased and kind; 
Who partially may Homcthing Hl'C 
Prefen'cd to all the world in n1<.'; 
Slighting, by my humble sicle, 
Fame and splendour, wealth and pridl'. 
When but two the carth possessed, 
'Twas their happwst days, and best; 
They by busine:::;s, nol' by wars, 
They by no dOlllestIc C:Wl'S, 

From each other C'CI' were drawn 
But in sorne grove or flowery Iawn 
Spent the swift) y flying Li me, 
Spent their own, anci nature's til;n1l' 
In love: that only passIOn glVen 
To perfect man, whibt ('l1ends with Iwavl'n.~w 

Though the fel1limsts agrecd thnt this kmd of' PlllotJonal, mLpll('dunl and 

spiritual partm)rship was ideal f()1' marriagt', Mary Ast<·)] was }Jt'SSilllistle 

about the: possibility ofthcse kinds of'partlH'l'ships f()1' IlIOS\. WOlIlPll, 

because of what was missing from thcir educatIOn and t1ll' imhalancp of' 

power between the sexes that resultt'd fi"OJl1 il. Altel' de:-.cnblllg how the 

choice should be made, she went on 10 o.;ay that conduct al'lPr Illal'ria/~(' 

was a150 important. Men should be grateful to wonwn (H' tJl(' Hal'rifi('('s 

they had to make, and treat them with respect mst<,ad ofdpJ}wnding 

obedience. "But how can a man l'l'Spl'ct Ills wdi, wlwll Iw has a 

contemptible opll1wn of her and her Sl'X')" ~11l' ;I~k('d, 

When ('rom hIS own clevation Il(' loo}(:-, down on tlll'Ill <lS void of 
understandlllg, full of'Ij.,rnoranec <llId pas:-,\OTl, ~o that fi)lly and a 
wornan arc eqllJvall'rlt tt'rms wIth hllll') Can Il!' thmk t!wre is any 
gratitude duc to her whose uLmo::,(, !:>ervlce::, hl' exact!'> a:-. !-:.tnd dut y? 
Because she was made to be a slave 1,0 hIS WIll, and ha:-. no hlglwr 
end than t.o serve and ohey him?·.!o 

29Anne Fmch, Counte~,> of Wmt:hd,>ca, "PetltlOlI for Ali Ah,>olute Hl'treal," 
Miscellany Pocms on SeL'eral ()('('(JS/OflS, (London, 171 :3), p :3!J 
30Astell, Reflectwlls, p 52 
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Once again, education was the thing that would give women more power 

in their rclationships with men. Daniel Defoe ai-,:rreed that education was 

n('c:e~sary f<)r the sexe~ to live JlIore equally, and that a companionate 

relationshlJ) was more d('~irab](' thun sprvüudc "1 cannot think that Cod 

Almighly ('ver made them so de1icate, so glorious creatures, and 

furnislwd thC'Tll wlth ~uch charms, so agreeal)1e and so delightful to 

mankind, with sClUls capable of the same accomplishments w~th 'nen, 

and ail to he' only stl'warcl~ of our h(lU~l'S, cooks and slaves .. .I would have 

men takt' wOlllen ()r compllnÎOJ1S, und l'ducale them to he fit for it."31 

I{owpver, Mary As(('lI l'xpressed agai n the conviction that men kept 

women ('rom I(·arning ln orcier tü take advantage ofthen1, and would not 

casily hc ppt"suaded to hrive up this privllege. "It being a certain maxim 

with Hw men, though policy or good breeding won't allow thom to avow it 

al ways, that the women Wl'}'e made for their sakes and services, and are 

in ail respecb tJwir IIlfl.'!·io)'s. cspecIally in understanding, 80 that aIl the 

comphlllPnts tlwy make. all tlw address and compléll~ance they use, aIl 

Un' klfldn('s~ tht'y }Jl"Oft,::-;s, aIl the sl'l'vicl' they pretl'nd to pay. has no 

oUlC'r ml'anmg, no other l'nd, than to get the pOOl' woman into thcir 

powl'r, 1,0 govPl'n lll'r accordmg LO their discrction.":l2 Thus, Mary Astcll 

did not l'Xppct marriag(' tn l)l'come more equitable any time in the 

i III Il ll'cl! a t l' ru t tin) 

OVl'rall, (Ill' fl'mlT1i~b be1ievcd custom and law gave men too much 

powpr III marnagl" but tlwy conccntrated thcir suggestions for change on 

custom as II, applied to indiVldual relationships. With better education for 

WOrl1l'11 and WiSl'l" choices of partne!'s, they bel icved marriages could be 

:llnpfop, /<:.,sav on Jln!lt'cf.". p :302-~30:l 
:1:2;\ ... tt'II. IM7cctlOIIS. Il {i7 -68 
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made happier and more cquitable. Once again, thcy bclicved in tIlt' pow{'1' 

of education to improvc women's lives if custmn could he ovcrC01l\(l by 

reason . 
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Conclusion 

"How can you be content to be like tulips in a garden, tü make a 

fi ne show and be good for nothing?"1 wrote Mary Astell to hcr fcmale 

readers. ~he, and the other feminist authors, were detennined that it 

should not he the fate of their fellow mlddIc and upper dass women tü 

sp('nd t!H'Jr hvps JJ1 pursui t orIwautyand charm, but nothing cIse. 

))espIU' ot}wr dlfll'rencps of opimon, the fcnlinists a11 thought that 

heing denied ('ducn(lol\ W<lS the sourcc of women's disadvantages. They 

did not bl<1l11(' :lIlOJl\ mous social f()l'Ces f()r this, they thought that men 

were directly respollslblp for kecping W()Tl1ell fI'om education, and 

compoundt'd thpi r ~IJIS by ridiculing the efforts of those who managed 

any intel1(>ctllal achlCvcmenL Aecol'ding to the feminists, the "pleasures 

orthe mind" would providc personaI happirwss and fuIfihnent, as the 

phrase Sllggl'st~, and would also he a t,ource ofpower in women's 

rplat.ionships wlth men, in marnage and in the wider world. One orthe 

mm;t important reasons why they hc1icved this to be so has to be that 

education har! tl!esp dlt'ds on theÎr own lives. IL worked for thcm, and it 

could work I()r ot IH'rs too, if only the "barbarous eustom to brC'cd women 

IOW"2 could Iw changt'd 

1 f Sl'Vl'l1tl'l'nth century fenlinists authors eould cri ticize one 

custorn Uwl pl'rU\1Ill'd to WOl1len, then why not all oftheol? lfthey 

cl;ticiZl'd tlll' Iaw~ ",hlch g:we men so mueh power in marriagc, why 

didn't tlwy dl'Illand thaL thosl' la\\":::-. be chanl~cd? Il could be th:::lt they 

wen' IH'ld b:1Ck ('rom demanding sexual cquahty by the influence on their 

III mds of tlll' "Clu'Î stian pa t rwrchal politicaI and e~1tural system" and its 

1 A~t<.l1. 8tT/UIlS Proposa!, p :~ 
2l\tnkll1. E.""(/\' 10 Ht l'1l'l'. p:~ 



• 

• 

assertion ofmen's God-given right to rule owr WOl1ll'Il.:l HOWl'\'lT. tl1l'ir 

reasons for demanding change only in thi~ 0Ill' an'a may han' bl'l'Il Illon' 

pragmatic. For example, to Mary 1\::;1('11 \\,H!l)r ~o('wll'hal1g(' st !II ~l'l)nH'd 

heyond immcchate po:.-:sibdity, but not ul11I1lagmabh' lil!' ttH' fut un' III 

1700 wlwTl slll' \Vl'ote her Ut'j7ectlollS (III /\1a"/'/(/.I.[I', :\1ary A~Il'lIl()okl'd 

forward tü an age ofsexual equality, \\l11ch slll' dl'sClllwd as "t!JosP 

ha1cyon, or ifyou will, mi11('nuim cbys, in whlch 1 Ill' wolr and Ill!' Iamh 

shaH fccd together, and a tyrannous dOll1l natIOn, which nat un' Ill'Vl'l' 

meant, shaH no longer l'rnder uS0kss, if Ilot Ihll t fu\' tIlt' Illd\l:-.try and 

understandings ofhalfmankind!"<l That she Wl'O!<: t hls fi)}, publtcat IOll 

shows that it was not too outragC'ous a thought to pxpn'ss Pllbheallv. 

hut her use orthe \\'ord "Inilleniunl" Ln d('snibe a tml!' wlH'n sl'xual 

equality would C'xist ,mggests tl1at shc was ('ollvmcpd th:lt SlIC!J a t hing 

could not happen in her own hfdinH' 'l'weJlty two YI'dIS :1f't(,1' 1]('1' d('alh, 

80n1(' fi fty years l~ltl'r, UlIS was st III éI da 11 ng thollg hl a('( Cli dlllg Lo Mary 

Wortley l\fontagu, the WOllUlIl who in 11('r yo!lfh Il:1<1 hl'<'11 !\1:Jry Ast(·I1's 

friend and protegée. She wrou'1I1 a ll)(t('r to Iwl' dallghl~'I', 

The same characters arc fonl1cu by tlw sal1H' l('ss()n~, which 
inclines me to thmk (-i.fI clare ~W'y il) that natul'l' ha:-- no!' placpd liS 

111 an inferior rank La men, no more th il Il tilt' f('maks of 01 1H'l' 
aninlals, wherp w(' sec no d]~tlJldlOn Of'caP:It'lty, thollgh 1 am 
pcrsuaded if then) was a conlmonw('alth of' rat.lOnal hor:-'I's (as 
Doctor Swift !las sllpposl'd, 1t would lw an l':-.tah!t:-.h(·C) maXl1ll 

amongst thenl lhaL a marc cuuld not 1)(' t:lught to pact' " 

At the samc tinH' that shc expre-,secl her opinion t hat there was 

no diffcrence ln mcn's and WOl1ll' Il 's mnate abihLI('~, Shl' recoglllz('d that 

many men would no!' accl'pl the Idea Even Mary Astl'II':-. cornpant.ivdy 

3Sheryl O'DOIll1l'II, U!\lr Lockl' dlJ{J th( 1"ldj(''-, l fll' l!lill·ll' If' Wonl..., 01\ th/' 
Tahula Raso "SllIdll'" 11/ 1';I!{htf'('/Ilh (', 1/111/\ ('II/tllr!', V()]1lI1H' li r 1 (n~J), Il 
161 
4A!>tell, Rcj7ec//IJ/I,"', p lzH 
5Mary \Vort1(y ;\Iolltagu tü Lady Bulp, :\larlh b, 17G:! '1'1/1' C()!Ilpll'l(' /,l'lil'r .... of /,ar1y 
"'Jary WO("oy MonfaRu, Hoh/'rt I1nl,hand, pd \'ÙllllTll' JlI (Oxford, JCH,!i), p '27 
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mode st goal of the establ ishn1l'nt of an acadl'my for WOIl1l'1l had proVl'd 

to be unobtninablc, so It lS not um'cahstIc to say that slmpl!' 

pragmatislll \vas part of what Ill'ld hL'l bad ... l'rom makll1g h'1'patel" 

dcmands for change for WOll1eI1. 

In the years which followl'd Mary A::;tdl's death III 17;~ 1. many 

fcmale authors turncd to the novel as a form that was incrcasingly 

bcing written and l'l'ad by WOIlWIl. At tIns t1l11l' th('!'l' was also a n'action 

against the emphasis on t he ratIonal at t IH' l'X pt.'nsl' of tllt' PI110t lOnal 

that had charactenzcd seventcC'nth Cl'ntury thought. induding that of 

the fcminists of that cru. Hentiment was rcam nl1ed 111 tlw litpl'at un' of 

the eighteenth century as an important aspect oftlw hfp of the mmd.G 

The generations ofwon1Pn authors who followpd in tilt' <,'ightl't'nt h 

century, whether fcmini::-.t or not, do Ilot apppar to haVl' b(,(,11 <II n'ct Iy 

influenced by Astell and hl'r contemporaries. Howt'ypr. mally of tlll'ir 

important Ideas were exprcs~;('d 111 wO!lwn's novt.'l s of tlH' l'lghtpl·,llh 

century. For cxample, in Millenium lIall (17fl2) by Sarah ScoU, {ive 

women create a place for thcmselves that rcmsemhles Mary Ast,ell'H 

acadcmy, in which thcy pass thcir time studying and teaching young 

girls and providing a haven for pOOl' gentlcwomen 7 In /Jl' Valmurl 

(1800), Agnes Matia I3ennett's descnption of the happy marriagc orthe 

heroine Matilda sounds likc the seventeenth ccntury fcminists' ,dpal of 

intellectual cquahty. In thi~ rclationship Matilda and her hushand 

"constantly spent thelr mornings in pursu1l1g, separately, Home wH·ful 

employment or improving study; whllc the communication ofthcir 

progress in knowlcdge or utility fUl'nJshed t1wir eVl·nings wit.h ratwnal 

delight, and prevcntcd that yawning mdiflerence and stupld insipidity, 

which too often, in the marricd IHe, succecds the first months of 

SKatharine ROg(,TS, FemlnlSm ln Elghteenth Century f.:nRland (Ch Icngo, 19R2), p 119. 
7 Rogers, p 156. 
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rapture."H The seventeenth century fcminists' criticism of women's 

expectcd activities was a1so echoed in later novels like Euphemia (1790) . 

In thib book Charlotte Lennox created a character called Mrs. Bellenden, 

who was cducated in a11 the propel' accomplishments and nothing else, 

and was thus an inadequatc person because ofher "trivial mind and 

narrow sympathies."9 

These examples show that the seventeenth century feminists' 

concerns rcmamed Important to wornen writers in the century following 

the publication of thcir books. However, by the end ofthe eighteenth 

century ideas like these were being overshadowed hy the increasing 

importance ofpo1itical and legal rights in feminist thinking. The 

emergcnce ofncw ldeas 1ike the radical politics of the French 

Revolutionary period provided a differcnt basis for feminist arguments 

than ration a lit y or scntimentality had. As ferninist thought evolved in a 

new direction, the seventC'enth century feITlinists were forgotten. SUU, 

thelr ideas did not become complete1y irrclevant. The first college for 

women in England, Queen's College, was founded in 1848. Though it is 

likc1y that no one prcspnt wh en the college opened had heard of Mary 

Astdl, its (-'stabli~hnll'nt prcpared the way for her rediscovery by 

women seholars of the parly twcntieth century whose curiousity about 

intellectual women of the pa st lcd thern to open her long neglected books 

again . 

8Agnl'S Maria Bennett, De Valcourt (1800), p 265, in Rogers, p 157. 
9Ro~ers. p 159. 
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