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x i

I n t r o d u c t i o n

M
ary Astell is not a well-known figure. Something of a 
celebrity in her own day, she had fallen out of fashion by 
the time of her death in 1731, and although her memory 

was revived and preserved for a time by George Ballard in the 1750s, 
she quickly faded once more from view. Not until Florence Smith’s 
important biography of her was published in 1916 was interest in 
her once more aroused, and even since then the recovery has been 
slow. Astell was a political writer, a philosopher and an education-
ist as well an eloquent advocate for women, but it was principally 
as a feminist that she was brought forward again by Ruth Perry in 
her magisterial biography of 1986, The Celebrated Mary Astell. As 
for historians of rhetoric, they ignored her entirely until the 1980s, 
and even now she is not as well-known as she ought to be.1 Since 
the assumed audience for this book is rhetoricians and students of 
rhetoric, as well as, I hope, some feminists and even general read-
ers, the first task must be to introduce Mary Astell and to explain 
why it is important for us to study her. Why, after nearly three 
centuries of neglect, should we pay attention to her now? In partic-
ular, why should she be studied by rhetoricians and historians of 
rhetoric? Answering these questions is the purpose of the present 
enquiry.2

Astell was a native of Newcastle, a city in the far north of 
England.3 She was born in 1666 to a middle-class family that was 
coming down in the world. The family belonged to the gentry – 
they had the right to bear arms. At the time this was an important 
social distinction. Her standing as a member of the gentry affected 
not only her sense of her own identity but also her opportunities 
for employment. Peter Astell, Mary’s father, belonged to a highly 
prestigious guild known as the hostmen, associated with the coal 
industry, as was the family of her mother, Mary Errington.4 Peter 
Astell had served a long apprenticeship, and in fact qualified as a 
hostman only a few years before his early death. There were only 
two children in the family, Mary and her younger brother Peter. 
It was common practice at the time for girls to be included in the 
primary education provided for their brothers, and Peter and Mary 
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Astell were taught by their uncle, Ralph Astell, an Anglican cler-
gyman of a nearby parish. However, when Mary was thirteen her 
uncle died, and so far as is known she received no further formal 
education. From our point of view in the twenty-first century, it 
may appear that Mary’s education was cut short almost before it had 
begun. We must remember, however, that during the Renaissance 
young boys proceeded to university when they were not much 
older than Mary was when her uncle died. Francis Bacon went 
up to Cambridge at the age of twelve, Philip Sidney at fourteen. 
Astell, despite the end of her formal education, continued to read 
and to educate herself, though it appears that there was no one to 
direct her.

During her teenage years, Astell suffered many losses that 
determined the course of her future. Her father had died a year 
before her uncle, leaving the family not well provided for. Besides 
the children, there were two women to support, Mary’s mother 
and her aunt, another Mary Astell. Such small funds as could be 
saved would have had to be put aside for Peter’s education. Little if 
anything was available for Mary’s dowry, and without an adequate 
dowry a gentlewoman could not hope to marry well, if at all.5 
Some young women, naturally, were able to charm men consider-
ably richer than themselves into marriage, but Mary Astell was 
not one of them. No portrait of her remains, but such evidence 
as we have suggests that she was not particularly attractive. Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu’s granddaughter records her as having 
been “in outward form […] rather ill-favoured and forbidding,” 
though Astell was long past her youth when this observation was 
made (Louisa Stewart, qtd. in F. Smith 16). Furthermore, Astell 
had not only a keen intelligence but also a biting wit and a sharp 
tongue. Tender as she was with the women of her acquaintance, 
she could be unsparing in her attack upon men, and there is noth-
ing to suggest that she would have made a happy or successful wife 
to a man of her time.

Without adequate funds to support her, Mary Astell moved to 
London at the age of twenty-one to seek her fortune, trying to 
earn her living by her pen. This project was difficult at the time 
even for men, and not surprisingly, Astell soon found herself close 
to destitution. In this exigency, she appealed for help to William 
Sancroft, the Archbishop of Canterbury, a man known for his 
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charity, and he did not fail her. Ruth Perry quotes Astell’s letter of 
appeal to Sancroft:

My	Lord,

I	come	to	[your]	grace	as	an	humble	petitioner	being	brought	to	
very	great	necessaty	threw	some	very	unfortunate	cercumstances	
[that]	I	have	Laine	under	for	some	time	I	have	pawned	all	
my	cloaths	&	now	am	brought	to	my	Last	Shift	[that]	is	to	
desire	charity	of	[your]	grace	&	some	others	of	[the]	bishops,	
my	Lord,	I	am	a	gentlewoman	&	not	able	to	get	a	liflyhood,	
&	I	may	say	with	[the]	steward	in	[the]	gospelle	worke	I	
cannot	&	to	beg	I	am	ashamed,	but	meer	necessaty	forces	
me	to	give	[your]	grace	the	trouble	hoping	[your]	charity	
will	consider	me,	for	I	have	heard	a	very	great	and	good	
character	of	[which]	charity	you	have	done	&	do	dayly,	so	
[that]	I	hope	for	[your]	pitty	upon	my	unhappy	state,	&	if	
[your]	grace	please	to	admit	me	to	speak	to	you	I	will	give	
you	a	very	just	account	of	my	cercumstances	[which]	is	to	
Long	to	do	in	writing	so	I	humbly	beg	[your]	admittance	to

My	Lord
[your]	graces
most	humble	&	most
devoted	servant	(qtd. in Perry,	Celebrated	66)

Even in her destitution, Mary Astell shows a saucy wit, making 
jokes that the archbishop would certainly have relished. If he did 
not, perhaps, entirely approve of the punning of “brought to my 
Last Shift,” he would certainly have enjoyed Astell’s compari-
son of herself to the unjust steward of Luke 16:3. Similarly, when 
she thanks him for his help by sending him a booklet of her own 
poems, sewn together by herself, she refers to it derogatorily as “but 
of Goats hair and Badger skins”; but as Sancroft would immedi-
ately have recognized, it was of goats’ hair and badgers’ skins that 
the Holy Tabernacle of the Israelites was made.
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Aided by Sancroft, Astell was able to find a bookseller, who 
commissioned some of her works, and she also made a number of 
friends among the ladies of the nobility some of whom became her 
patrons. She made her home in Chelsea, then little more than a 
village but within easy reach of London by road or water. It was a 
pleasant place of gentlemen’s estates, with numerous gardens, and 
inhabited, it seems, by many of the intellectuals of the day. Mary 
Astell found congenial friends there, and except for one brief period 
when she lived by the sea, she stayed in Chelsea for the rest of her 
life, supported in part by her patrons. Patronage was commonly 
practised at the time, and in receiving it Mary Astell was doing 
no more than most of the writers who were her contemporaries. 
What is interesting about Astell’s patrons, and perhaps unusual, 
is that they were also her close friends. Lady Ann Coventry, Lady 
Elizabeth Hastings and Lady Catherine Jones were women who 
shared Astell’s High Church piety and her interest in the educa-
tion of women. Like Astell, they were, with the exception of Lady 
Ann Coventry, unmarried, preferring the independence provided 
them by their fortunes to the loss of freedom and fortune that 
marriage at that time entailed. It is probable that Astell met most 
of these ladies in Chelsea, possibly at church, though only one of 
them was permanently resident there.6 This was Lady Catherine 
Jones, the friend to whom Astell dedicated her published corre-
spondence with John Norris and, some years later, her magnum 
opus, The Christian Religion.

At least one of her friends, however, was not well-to-do. This 
was Elizabeth Elstob, of all Astell’s friends the most intellectual, 
and like her, a native of Newcastle. Working with her brother, an 
Oxford scholar, Elstob published in 1709 a translation from the 
Old English of the Homily on the Birthday of St. Gregory. Owing to 
its success she was encouraged to produce an Anglo-Saxon gram-
mar, written in contemporary English rather than Latin so that the 
language could be made available to women. This was published 
in 1715. In 1702 she had moved from Oxford to London, where her 
brother was rector of St. Swithin’s and St. Mary Bothaw. Here she 
became part of Astell’s circle of friends, and two of the subscribers 
to Elstob’s book were Astell’s friends and patrons, Lady Elizabeth 
Hastings and Lady Catherine Jones7 (Reynolds 174). Elstob’s career 
as a scholar came to an end with the death of her brother. Although 
she was never in a position to act as Mary Astell’s patron, in one 
respect she made a greater contribution to Astell than any of her 



xv

I n t r o d u c t i o n

other friends, for it was she who provided much of the information 
for Astell’s eighteenth-century biographer, George Ballard.

These, then, were the friends, companions, and patrons among 
whom Astell worked and shared her life. She was fortunate to find 
women who shared so many of her interests, some of whom were 
also able to provide for her financially. In this setting she prospered, 
developing as a scholar and a writer. Between 1694 and 1709, she 
published nine works, one of them in collaboration: not a large 
output, but of a quality that ensured her status as a celebrity at the 
time and enabled her to put into practice one of her most cherished 
projects, the education of girls. For after 1709, Astell abandoned 
her career as a writer to undertake the headship of a charity school 
for girls in Chelsea, a position she held until 1724. In her last years, 
she lived with her great friend and patron, Lady Catherine Jones, 
and it was in her house that Astell died of breast cancer in 1731.

During the early part of the eighteenth century, Astell was a 
noted figure in the intellectual world of London, engaging in poli-
tics (she wrote four political pamphlets supporting the Tory posi-
tion) and promoting the cause of women whenever she could. She 
had a certain reputation for eccentricity: George Ballard records 
that

when she had accidentally seen needless visitors coming, whom 
she knew to be incapable of discoursing upon any useful subject, 
but to come for the sake of chat and tattle, she would look out 
at the window and jestingly tell them […] “Mrs Astell is not at 
home,” and in good earnest keep them out, not suffering such 
triflers to make inroads upon her more serious hours. (385)8

Another incident related by George Ballard demonstrates not 
only Astell’s intellectual powers but also her peculiar position as 
a woman of greater ability than many men. One of her friends 
was the wife of Dr. Francis Atterbury, later Bishop of Rochester. 
Atterbury gives the following account of his humiliation by Astell 
in a letter to Dr. Smalridge:

I happened about a fortnight ago to dine with Mrs Astell. She 
spoke to me of my sermon (which I suppose by what follows, is 
that which he preached and afterwards printed, against Bishop 
Hoadley’s Measure of Submission) and desired me to print it; 
and after I had given the proper answer, hinted to me that she 
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should be glad of perusing it, I complied with her, and sent her 
the sermon the next day. Yesterday she returned it with this 
sheet of remarks, which I cannot forbear communicating to you, 
because I take them to be of an extraordinary nature, consider-
ing they came from the pen of a woman. Indeed one would not 
imagine a woman had written them. There is not an expression 
that carries the least air of her sex from the beginning to the end 
of it. She attacks me very home, you see, and artfully enough, 
under a pretence of taking my part against other divines, who 
are in Hoadley’s measure. Had she had as much good breeding 
as good sense, she would be perfect; but she has not the most 
decent manner of insinuating what she means, but is now and 
then a little offensive and shocking in her expressions; which I 
wonder at, because a civil turn of words is what her sex is always 
mistress of. She, I think is wanting in it. But her sensible and 
rational way of writing makes amends for that defect, if indeed 
anything can make amends for it. I dread to engage her, so I 
only wrote a general civil answer to her, and leave the rest to an 
oral conference. (qtd. in Ballard 387)

The letter is more revealing than Atterbury could have guessed, 
and not only of Astell. Obviously he, as a man of his time, believed 
that Astell’s superior intellect did not entitle her to the respect 
due to an outstanding intelligence: he, as a man, and a cleric, 
expected to be treated with deference rather than honesty. One 
wonders how he would have responded had his critic been another 
man. Particularly telling is his decision to “leave the rest to an oral 
conference.” In person, he would have all the advantages of stature, 
dress, and voice to support him: she would have her intelligence 
alone. One longs to know what happened. In fact, he would have 
done well to pay attention to her criticism: Hoadley was far more 
skilled than Atterbury in argumentation, and the advice of Astell, 
the skilled polemicist, would have been invaluable.

Mary Astell, then, was a considerable figure in her own time, 
though like many other women writers she was ignored by the 
public for nearly two centuries after her death. Ruth Perry calls 
her an early feminist, as indeed she was, if outrage at the plight 
of women and eloquence on their behalf qualify her. Yet some 
modern feminists find her an uneasy heroine. She was a Tory, a 
Royalist, fully supporting the Stuarts and the Anglican church.9 
She believed not only in the divine right of kings but also in the 
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divine right of husbands. The idea that a woman might speak in 
public as a lawyer, a politician, or a preacher seemed to her little 
short of insane. On the other hand, she championed the cause of 
women’s education and gave the latter part of her life to it. Devout, 
charitable, and hardworking, she devoted her life to the alleviation 
of that ignorance which in her view was responsible for much of 
women’s suffering. Most of her writing was intended to support 
this cause.

This brings us to the second question: why is Mary Astell so 
important in the history of women’s rhetoric? She was not the first 
to publish her work, and although she was in the context of her 
own time a feminist, she was certainly not the first to plead on 
behalf of women. Nor is she particularly well known as a woman 
writer. The fame of Katherine Phillips (“Matchless Orinda”), of 
Aphra Behn, even of Margaret Fell Fox, the Quaker, far exceeds 
hers. Nevertheless, I believe Mary Astell contributed to women’s 
rhetoric in a way that makes her the most important woman rheto-
rician of her time. For Astell excelled in a number of ways, all of 
them important to the history of women’s rhetoric. First, she was a 
highly accomplished practitioner. Her various works are models of 
rhetoric in argumentation, structure, accommodation of the audi-
ence, and style. Then, she was not only a practitioner of rhetoric, 
but also a theorist – and a theorist, moreover, who anticipated the 
rhetoric of care of the late twentieth century. Beyond this, it is 
important to study her career as a writer because it demonstrates 
the progress from one kind of rhetoric to another, a path taken by 
many other women writers, both in her own time and since.

What were these kinds of rhetoric, and why do they matter? 
Until fairly recently it was assumed that women were absent from 
the history of rhetoric, that there was no record of their having had 
any importance as public speakers or writers on public affairs. This 
assumption has been successfully challenged in the last two decades 
by women scholars who have shown that, although not prominent, 
women were by no means absent. These scholars include, among 
many others, Andrea Lunsford, Molly Meijer Wertheimer, Jan 
Swearingen, Patricia Bizzell, Jane Donawerth, and Cheryl Glenn, 
whose Rhetoric Retold is a landmark in the scholarship of women’s 
rhetoric. The chief concern of such scholars has been to show that 
there have indeed been women speakers, writers, and teachers of 
rhetoric as far back as the time of Plato, and even before that.
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However, these scholars have chiefly addressed the kind of 
rhetoric known as contentio, or public speech, typical of the law 
courts and the legislative assemblies. Contentio in fact has been the 
subject of most of the histories of rhetoric as it was practised and 
theorized from before the time of Plato.10 It has traditionally been 
regarded as the whole of rhetoric: it was assumed that rhetoric 
meant public discourse, usually with an adversarial flavour, a battle 
of words. The forensic model of rhetoric was particularly strong in 
the Roman period, when most politicians worked their way up to 
power through the law courts. Yet there was, and has always been, 
another form of rhetoric, one acknowledged by Cicero himself: 
sermo. This is what he has to say about it:

The power of speech in the attainment of propriety is great, and 
its function is twofold: the first is oratory; the second, conversa-
tion. Contentio is the kind of discourse to be employed in plead-
ings in court and popular assemblies and in the senate; sermo 
should find its natural place in social gatherings, in informal 
discussions, and in intercourse with friends; it should also seek 
admission at dinners. There are rules for contentio laid down by 
rhetoricians; there are none for sermo, and yet I do not know 
why there should not be. (qtd. in Tinkler 284)

The root meaning of sermo is conversation, and conversation is 
a kind of discourse that has always been practised by women, in 
which, indeed, they have often surpassed men. If sermo is taken 
seriously as an essential part of rhetoric, it is obvious that even the 
greatest orators received their early rhetorical training from hear-
ing the conversation of their mothers: sermo, in fact, is anterior to 
contentio. Sermocinal culture, as John Tinkler points out, “inevi-
tably operated on the margins of instituted power” (295). And it 
is on the margins, of course, that women have usually operated. 
Often influential, they have seldom held great political power, and 
their voices have not often been heard in public. Yet increasingly 
in the seventeenth century, this marginalized form of discourse 
was moving toward the centre, becoming more important in the 
formulation of ideas about both politics and art. Indeed, conversa-
tion itself was becoming an art, and by the late eighteenth century 
it had become formalized, with its own set of rules (Redford 3). 
Furthermore, the art of conversation, especially as it developed 
during the seventeenth century, was the particular province of 
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women. It was in the salons of seventeenth-century France that 
women had a particularly significant role to play. Carolyn Lougee 
asserts that “the salon of seventeenth-century France centred on 
women” (qtd. in Donawerth, “As Becomes” 305). The key figure 
here is Madeleine de Scudéry, who “develops a rhetorical theory 
[for women] by modeling discourse on conversation rather than on 
public speaking” (Donawerth, “As Becomes” 307). Scudéry’s “On 
Conversation” is an especially important document in the history 
of women’s rhetoric. In fact, as Jane Donawerth points out, Scudéry 
“revisioned the tradition of masculine public discourse for mixed 
gender ‘private’ discourse in salon society, emphasizing conversa-
tion and letter writing” (304).

Conversation and letter writing: the connection between these 
two forms of sermo, the oral and the written, is especially impor-
tant in the history of women’s rhetoric.11 The familiar letter may 
be said to be a form of conversation: Samuel Richardson calls it 
“the converse of the pen” (qtd. in Redford 1). Like conversation, 
the letter was a form of discourse particularly appropriate to the 
circumstances of women’s lives, essential in maintaining family 
relationships at times when travel was particularly difficult. Of 
all the forms of discourse, it was the one most useful to women, 
and one that did not carry the restraints imposed on their public 
speaking. In a private context, and among their families and 
friends, women did not need a public reputation in order to get 
a hearing. Conversation was their particular province, and letter 
writing, because it was originally conceived of as a private form, 
usually having an audience of only one, was also open to them. 
As early as the fifteenth century, women engaged in correspond-
ence, a practice not only allowed but also positively encouraged by 
their men folk: “[I]n this period [the fifteenth century] men both 
tolerated and positively expected women to partake in letter-writ-
ing” (Truelove 44). And even women who were not literate could 
and did write letters by dictating them. Madeleine de Scudéry is 
again important here, specifically her Conversation on the Manner 
of Writing Letters, in which she opens up for discussion and theo-
rizes the writing of letters by women as well as men.

However, although originally a private form of discourse, 
the letter could be made public, and was in fact often intended 
for publication. Cicero himself had used the form in this way: 
De Officiis, for example, takes the form of a private letter to his 
son.12 Furthermore, as Judith Rice Henderson explains, during 
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the Renaissance the letter became a highly important form for 
the dissemination of scholarship: “At a time when there were 
no learned journals in which scholars could have their articles 
published, letters, whether intended to be printed or merely to be 
circulated in manuscript, served much the same purpose” (339). 
This tension between form and intention – a private form used as a 
public vehicle – provided for women an opportunity to move from 
the private to the public sphere of activity, from sermo to contentio.

Mary Astell was one of those who made such a transition. Her 
first experience as a writer was as a correspondent of John Norris, 
and when a few months later she wrote A Serious Proposal to the 
Ladies, she again used the form of a letter, as she did also for A 
Serious Proposal, Part II and even for her major work, The Christian 
Religion. A recurring theme throughout this book will be Astell’s 
gradual move from sermo to contentio, a move she completed with 
her political tracts, the last of which she wrote in 1709. Her mastery 
of letter writing, a form of sermo, contributed to the success of 
her published work. Similarly her skill in the art of conversa-
tion, another form of sermo, was the foundation of her style. She 
provided in her home a “sort of minor learned salon” (Reynolds 
304). And it was this experience of conversation that rendered her 
style voiced, usually intimate, and often even colloquial.13 Astell’s 
career, then, demonstrates how it was possible for a woman of her 
time to move out of the private into the public sphere, using her 
expertise in private and semi-private forms and conventions to 
address a wider public.

A word of explanation about my method and organization: I have 
used a rhetorical perspective. I deal with questions of inventio, how 
Astell finds her subject matter and how she uses her sources and 
supports her arguments; of dispositio, the organization of her work, 
including considerations of genre; and of elocutio, matters of tone, 
diction, and the use of rhetorical devices. Above all, a rhetorical 
perspective involves the study of rhetorical situation and audience: 
Mary Astell must be seen in the context of her own time and in 
terms of the interests and assumptions of her contemporary audi-
ences. To understand her achievement, therefore, it is necessary to 
know something of the political, philosophical, and cultural issues 
of her age, and I have accordingly given some attention to these 
matters. The book is organized in three parts. Part I gives the 
background to women’s writing. The first chapter demonstrates 
some of the peculiar difficulties experienced by women writers 
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during the late seventeenth century. In chapter 2, I discuss Mary 
Astell’s own approach to these problems of ethos. Part II, the long-
est section, discusses each of Astell’s works in turn as instances of 
her rhetorical practice. I have used this chronological scheme in 
order to highlight her progress as a rhetorician. Part III, consisting 
of two chapters, deals with her rhetorical theory. I have organized 
the material in this rather unusual way because I want to highlight 
the fact that Astell was an important theorist of rhetoric as well as 
a fine practitioner. Her theory forms part of A Serious Proposal to 
the Ladies, Part II. I discuss this work, then, in the second part, and 
again in the third, with a different focus. Astell’s theory demands 
sustained discussion, and therefore, I believe, requires separate 
treatment. Several themes recur throughout the book. One of 
these, as I have suggested, is the development of contentio out of 
sermo, Astell’s progress from semi-private to fully public discourse. 
Another is her feminism, most apparent in Some Reflections Upon 
Marriage, but present to some extent in nearly all of her writing. 
Since it is important to note these characteristics in each of the 
works, the reader will notice a certain amount of recursiveness.

The study of Astell’s rhetoric is, I am convinced, not of anti-
quarian interest only. Certainly it is important to remember and 
celebrate women writers of the past, especially those as eloquent 
as Astell. However, a study of her work has a more practical appli-
cation. Much of her advice is still relevant in the twenty-first 
century, and as Erin Herberg has pointed out, it is as useful to 
men as to women (156). If Astell’s rhetorical practice can still serve 
as a model for eloquence that few of us can equal, her theory also 
is timeless. Serious study of her technical expertise as a writer, as 
well as of her guiding principles in her craft, can benefit aspiring 
writers even today.




