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Co n c l u s i o n

t is time to revisit the questions asked at the beginning,
to evaluate what the evidence shows about Mary Astell’s
importance in the history of rhetoric, particularly women’s
rhetoric. What is there of lasting interest in her writings and her
theories? Can they cast light on the progress of women’s rhetoric in
general, and have her ideas any practical application in the twentyfirst century? Finally, what benefit, if any, can modern feminist
scholars derive from the study of one of the earliest of their kind
in England? In addressing these questions, I shall recapitulate the
themes in this study and bring them to bear in finding answers.
To this end, I shall review her address to the problems of ethos, her
development as a writer, her achievements both as a practitioner
and as a theorist, her standing as an educator and as a feminist, and
finally her contributions to women of our own time.
One of the most interesting aspects of Astell’s career is her
negotiation of the difficulties presented by the woman writer’s
lack of a good ethos. The low view of women, combined with the
strong – indeed, growing – sense of the bourgeois culture that they
should not intervene in the public life of the community but should
stay at home and mind house and children made it difficult for any
woman writer to gain a respectful hearing. A woman venturing
into print required great courage and self-confidence, which the
society of the time did nothing to promote. Mary Astell drew the
strength to embark on her career as a writer from various sources,
none of them mainstream. The earliest influence on her was no
doubt that of her Neoplatonist uncle. She therefore was brought
up to believe not in the low view of her sex that belonged to
Aristotelian philosophers but rather the much more positive ideas
of the Platonists. This positive approach was strengthened by the
contribution of the Cartesians: encouraged to think of her identity
as grounded in the soul, not the body, released from the necessity
of studying Latin and the complexities of scholastic logic, Astell
had an opportunity to participate in the life of the mind that had
rarely been open to her sex before. Beyond this modern development, however, she looked to the medieval model that honoured
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the unmarried woman and tried to bring it back. What lay behind
her work, therefore, was a rich web of philosophy and theology, old
and new, that gave her the superb confidence that is one of most
remarkable features of her writing.
Astell’s development as a writer has a particular interest because
it illustrates one woman’s progress from the kind of private writing
long recognized as appropriate to her sex to a full participation in
the genres traditionally belonging to men. As we have seen, Astell
moved from the practice of sermo to the practice of contentio. She
began her career as a writer by engaging in correspondence with a
prominent philosopher. Already in her time, intellectually ambitious women had begun the practice of using the private letter to
further their education by corresponding with learned men. In this
Astell was not unusual. What was unusual was the publication of
such letters. Astell certainly did not intend them for publication and
agreed to it only at the insistence of John Norris. And the benefit
she derived from this correspondence was not the launching of her
career as a writer: though begun earlier than A Serious Proposal, the
Letters were published later, and on her part very reluctantly. What
she gained was training in the rhetoric of scholarship: she put
herself into the hands of Norris, who was delighted to instruct her.
Her style was already well developed, and Norris praised her for
it, but her treatment of subject matter was grounded in the practice of conversation and therefore tended toward the superficial.
Norris taught her to discuss each topic thoroughly, a lesson she
later passed on to her female readers in A Serious Proposal, Part II.
Profiting from her instruction by Norris, and no doubt encouraged by her success – his praise must have been deeply reassuring
– she went on to produce A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, also in
the form of a letter, but this time addressed to women. Her audience is not yet the general public: specifically, in the title itself,
she restricts her intended audience, and thus positions herself still
within sermo, defined as either private or semi-public discourse.
With A Serious Proposal, Part II, she further broadens her audience:
though still using the letter form, she abandons the second person
address in favour of a more formal inclusive “we.” Her audience in
this work takes in members of the interested public and includes
some rebuttal of the criticisms made by John Locke/Damaris
Masham, who must therefore also be seen as part of her intended
readership, though her primary audience remains the ladies of the
title. It is in her next work, Some Reflections Upon Marriage, that
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she abandons the form of the letter, and addresses a general audience. This is an important step: for the first time she goes fully
public, challenging common opinion on the nature, the status, and
the rights of women. Her magnum opus, The Christian Religion, is
again presented as a letter; but it is in fact a philosophical treatise.
Astell is not the first to use the form of a supposedly private letter
with a public audience in mind: Cicero, for example, had led the
way in this respect. Her audience in this work is again primarily,
though not exclusively, women. However, the genre, philosophy,
is traditionally a masculine preserve. Finally, we have the political
pamphlets, in which Astell emerges into full contentio. Her audience in these is the general educated public, including particularly
the major politicians and political theorists of the day. In these
papers she proves herself one of the most skilled polemicists of
her time, a formidable warrior on the Tory side, able to take on
the men at their own game and on their own terms, and win. We
see in Astell’s progress as a practising rhetorician, then, a woman
moving out of the acknowledged women’s sphere of private and
semi-public discourse into the fully public world of philosophy and
political debate. Her considerable success in public pamphleteering
is a landmark in women’s entry into public political discourse.
What was it that made her so successful? She was not the first
woman to write passionately in support of women’s education; she
was not the first woman to engage in philosophical discussion.
Even in producing political pamphlets, other women had gone
before her. Yet none achieved her celebrity status. In part, I believe,
her success was the result of her acute awareness of topical issues,
her accurate reading of the rhetorical situation. All her works are
in the best sense of the word occasional, created in response to a
particular exigency. She never wrote into the void. The correspondence with John Norris was initiated to satisfy her curiosity about
a current issue in his philosophy. Both parts of A Serious Proposal
addressed the immediate problem of the material, intellectual, and
spiritual poverty of women, particularly those who were unmarried.
Reflections challenged public opinion on the question of the plight
of married women, which Astell saw as another burning issue,
made topical by the death of the Duchess of Mazarin. Even the
most philosophical of her works, The Christian Religion, was occasioned by the popularity of a book lent to her by Lady Catherine
Jones, one that she considered dangerously in error, moving her to
produce her own work to address what she saw as an immediate
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theological and social crisis. As for her political pamphlets, they
were the most occasional of all, belonging to the then hot topic of
the relationship between politics and religion.
Along with this accurate perception of what interested the
public went an unusually strong talent for argumentation and a
particularly effective use of the language, a powerful style. Its two
most prominent features are its clarity and its basis in conversation.
Its perspicuity is most remarkable, because hardest to achieve, in
her philosophical works: that is, much of A Serious Proposal, Part
II and The Christian Religion. Yet it is not a cold clarity: the writing demonstrates a high degree of intellectual passion, and the
relationship with the audience remains in these works warm and
familiar. The most memorable characteristic of her style, though,
is that it is formed by her experience of conversation. What this
means is that we notice above all its sound: it is voiced, informed
by the rhythms and patterns of speech. There is always in her writing the sense of a human being talking, a distinct personality. She
never retreats into the impersonal, the distanced.
There is, however, distinct variation in tone according to whether
she is addressing a semi-public audience of women or the full
general public, consisting mostly of men. With her predominantly
female audience she is all tenderness and consideration – reassuring, nurturing, comforting, treating them gently, building their
self-esteem, minimizing their faults, and in every conceivable way
encouraging them. On the other hand, when her audience is the
general public, principally men, her style is very different. In these
works – that is, Reflections and the political pamphlets – she is on
the attack. As sincere in her rejection of what she sees as false as
she is passionate in her commitment to truth, she goes into battle,
armed with all her powers of eloquence, and flays the opposition
without mercy. She is out to draw blood, and she succeeds: her
words sting and scald. In an age given to vituperation, no one did it
better. In these works she fights not for the satisfaction of winning
a rhetorical argument, but to prevent what she sees as the serious
damage her opponents are doing to the whole culture, and most
particularly women. She is fighting against an increasingly secular
world that values money above people, a new culture that she sees
as disastrous. As Van C. Hartmann observes, she gives “a perceptive feminist response to the new forms of inequality and dehumanization being promulgated by emergent capitalistic economics
and Whig liberalism” (244).
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In evaluating Astell’s rhetorical achievement, we notice that she
is successful in all three of the categories of speech distinguished
by classical rhetoricians according to their primary purpose: teaching, praising (or blaming), and persuading. A Serious Proposal,
Part I and the political pamphlets are primarily persuasive pieces.
Though very different in tone, each puts forward a particular position and argues strongly in support of it. A Serious Proposal, Part II
and The Christian Religion are largely informative, both combining
philosophy and education in different proportions. Astell’s concern
in these is to teach. As for Reflections, it falls within the category
of the epideictic, the rhetoric of praise and blame. It is sheer invective, using irony, the mock encomium, and all the other devices of
satire to make its point. There is a good deal of vituperation in the
pamphlets as well.
Successful as she is in all the categories of rhetoric, however, it is
not her practice alone that entitles Astell to an important place in
the history of women’s rhetoric. She is also a theorist. As we have
seen, her practice moves from sermo to contentio, from the private
to the fully public. Her theory, on the other hand, moves from
the public to the private, applying the received rhetorical theory of
contentio to sermo. As Erin Herberg shows, Astell draws upon the
precepts of the rhetorical tradition as it appears in Plato, Aristotle,
and Cicero; an even more important source for Astell is Augustine.1
She also uses theorists much closer to her own time: Descartes,
Poullain de la Barre, Arnauld and Nicole, and Lamy. All these
authorities were concerned with public discourse, but she uses
them to theorize sermo. As Cicero had observed, sermo, though an
important genre, had never been adequately theorized (1.132), and
the situation had not greatly improved since his time. Astell, then,
does for English rhetoric what Madeleine de Scudéry had done
earlier in the century for French: she takes the principles of the
theory of contentio and applies them to sermo, for it is with sermo
that her ladies will begin their practice of rhetoric.2 She perceives
where the theory is applicable to the probable rhetorical exigencies
of her own audience and applies it to their situation. But in accommodating traditional rhetorical theory to the requirements of her
audience of women, Astell also challenges it: the adversarial stance
appropriate to contentio is by no means suitable in a private or
semi-public situation. While borrowing from the theories within
the rhetorical tradition, then, she yet makes significant changes,
insisting on the importance of respect and consideration for the
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audience – qualities not usually much valued by rhetoricians in the
masculine tradition. She thus anticipates the rhetoric of care of late
twentieth-century feminist rhetoricians.3
It is important to remember, however, that Astell’s rhetorical
theory is included as part of the instruction to the women who
were the principal intended readers of A Serious Proposal, Part II,
and that therefore her emphasis on the rhetoric of care applies only
to sermo, not to contentio; for unless we recognize this limitation,
we shall see Astell as something of a hypocrite. In her semi-public
works, she follows her own advice and is tender and considerate
toward her audience, but nothing could be less tender than her
relationship with the opposition in Reflections or her political writings. We must understand, therefore, that her rhetorical theory is
limited in its application. Furthermore, it is necessary to note that
this is emphatically not primarily a question of gender: Astell is not
taking the position that her ladies ought to be deferential in their
own practice of rhetoric simply because they are women. In a semipublic or private context, treating the audience with the utmost
courtesy and respect is as important for men as for women. The
difference is in the rhetorical situation and in the genre used, not
in the gender of the speaker or writer. It is this which principally
distinguishes her from the late twentieth-century feminists who
see the rhetoric of care as a specifically feminine characteristic.
Astell’s achievement as a rhetorician, both in her theorizing
and her practice, is, then, considerable. It remains to consider her
influence, both on the men and women of her own time and on
subsequent generations. In her day, Astell was certainly a celebrity. Her influence was acknowledged by many of the more notable
literati of the day, both those who shared her philosophical and
political positions and those who did not. Many admired her,
some attacked her, but whether by praise or blame, her importance
was recognized. As we have seen, she was highly valued by John
Norris, who praised her “moving Strains of the most natural and
powerful Oratory” (Norris and Astell n.p.) and by George Hickes,
who referred to her Moderation Truly Stated as a book that he and
his friend Dr. Charlett “justly admired so much” (qtd. in F. Smith
158). John Evelyn, most famous for his diaries, speaks of her in his
Numismata, published in 1697, referring to “the satisfaction I still
receive by what I read of Madam Astell’s of the most sublime” (265).
John Dunton calls her “the divine Astell” (qtd. in Perry, Celebrated
99). Another admirer was Thomas Burnet: in a letter written to
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the Electress Sophia in 1697, he refers to Astell as “a young Ladie
of extraordinary piety and knowledge” (qtd. in Reynolds 303). And
George Wheeler in 1698, as well as Robert Nelson in 1715, praised
her ideas about women’s education (F. Smith 72, 76). Ruth Perry
has shown that Astell’s influence on ideas about the education of
women persisted throughout the eighteenth century, affecting
even such prominent writers as Samuel Richardson and Samuel
Johnson: Astell’s Serious Proposal was the inspiration for Sir Charles
Grandison’s disquisition on a Protestant nunnery and in Johnson’s
Rasselas, one of the heroines, Princess Nekayah, wishes to “found a
college of pious maidens” (qtd. in Perry, Celebrated 111).
There were others who disagreed with her politics or philosophy
yet took her seriously enough to reply to her: Damaris Masham,
almost certainly prompted by John Locke, replied to Letters
Concerning the Love of God and A Serious Proposal to the Ladies;
Charles Leslie, James Owen, and Daniel Defoe all replied to her
Moderation Truly Stated, the pamphlet so much admired by George
Hickes. Then there were those who simply held her up to ridicule,
but even these in doing so implicitly acknowledged the significance of her opinions and influence. Best known of the satirical
attacks on her is that of Steele in Tatler 32, where she is represented as the school mistress Madonella. Steele was possibly acting
in the interests and at the behest of Swift and others, who resented
her attack on the Kit-Cat Club in her 1709 pamphlet, Bart’lemy
Fair. Steele writes in the tradition of the attack on learned women
made popular by Moliere’s Les Femmes Savantes. While he is at it,
Steele includes Elizabeth Elstob and Mary de la Riviere Manley
as objects of ridicule, depicting them as instructors in Madonella’s
school. Astell’s Serious Proposal was sufficiently well-known for
readers to make the association between her and Madonella without difficulty.
Most telling of all, however – if imitation is the sincerest form
of flattery – is the borrowing of her ideas, sometimes amounting
to outright plagiarism, by well-known men of the time. To recapitulate the discussion in the chapter on A Serious Proposal, Part I:
Gilbert Burnet, who had probably persuaded Princess Anne not to
endow Astell’s Protestant monastery on the grounds that it had too
much the flavour of Roman Catholicism, very shortly afterwards
proposed such an institution himself (Hill 118). And Daniel Defoe,
though arguing against her proposal, then borrowed her ideas
– without acknowledgement (Springborg, Mary Astell xiii). The
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worst of these borrowings was perpetrated by the compiler of The
Ladies Library, published in 1714. Astell believed this was Richard
Steele, who had satirized her as Madonella. In the preface to the
1722 edition of Bart’lemy Fair, she claimed that he had “transcribed
above an hundred pages into his Ladies Library, verbatim” – of
course, without acknowledgement (Springborg, Mary Astell xxxviii
n.49). Only recently has it been established that the compiler was
in fact, not Steele but George Berkeley (Springborg, Mary Astell
xxxviii n.47).
Well known as Astell obviously was to the men of letters of her
day, we may nonetheless speculate that her most important influence was upon other women. Some of these can be identified, and
Ruth Perry gives an account of them in chapter 4 of The Celebrated
Mary Astell. Of these, perhaps the most important, if not the best
known, is Elizabeth Elstob, the expert in Old English, whose
scholarly ambitions were supported and encouraged by her reading of A Serious Proposal while she was still a young girl. She, like
Astell, wished to encourage scholarship among women, and her
Anglo-Saxon grammar was prepared especially to promote it:
written in English instead of Latin, it was therefore accessible to
women readers whose ignorance of Latin would have prevented
them from studying earlier works on the subject. Another woman
who was much encouraged by Astell’s precepts and example was
Mary, Lady Chudleigh, most famous for The Ladies Defence, a reply
to Sprint’s offensively misogynist The Bride-Woman’s Counsellor.
Not only did she cite Astell in this work, but she also wrote a poem
in praise of “Almystrea” (an anagram on “Mary Astell”), as did
her friend, Elizabeth Thomas. If women such as Chudleigh and
Thomas were inspired by Astell’s ideas, other women admired
her command of the language: in a letter to Astell’s friend, Lady
Elizabeth Hastings, Lady Schomberg refers to “Mrs Astell’s
eloquence” (Perry, Celebrated 99).
Not all the women influenced by Astell necessarily adopted her
ideas. As we have seen, Damaris Masham was moved to respond
to Astell because she so strongly disagreed with her. And Judith
Drake, who was probably encouraged by Astell’s example to write
An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex, nonetheless does not approach
the problems of women’s situation in quite the same way. What this
suggests is a healthy measure of independent thinking: we do not
find anything like an Astell school of thought, women who simply
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played follow-the-leader without working out the social problems
for themselves.
The best known among the women influenced by Astell was
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. As a young girl, Lady Mary was
inspired by Astell’s writings, and when she met her in person they
became great friends. Mary Astell loved Lady Mary and admired
her intelligence and her sparkling personality (though she could
not always approve of her conduct); she even wrote at least one
poem in praise of her (Perry, Celebrated 270ff). Lady Mary is
most famous for her Embassy Letters, written while her husband
was ambassador to Turkey in 1717 and 1718. These she refused to
publish during her lifetime, it being thought indecorous for a lady
of the nobility to do so. However, at the insistence of Mary Astell,
she agreed to have them published after her death, which occurred
in 1762. In anticipation of this event, Astell wrote a preface, which
was duly included in the publication of the Letters in 1763, more
than thirty years after Astell herself had died.4
We see, therefore, that Astell’s influence on her century was
considerable and lasted some time beyond her own era: Ruth Perry
asserts that “by mid eighteenth century, some years after her death,
Astell’s powers as a writer were still admired” (Celebrated 215). Yet
Perry also acknowledges that “no other woman writer picked up
where Astell left off ” (330). The status of women was no longer a
burning issue, and the age lost interest in it. Women writers indeed
there were, but they occupied themselves principally with novels
and poetry; they were not politically engaged, as Astell had been
in the earlier years of the century. Yet even so, her influence was
not lost. Her friend Elizabeth Elstob – for whose Anglo-Saxon
grammar Astell had raised subscriptions – introduced her to a new
generation of women: Sarah Chapone, Mrs. Delany, and Mrs.
Dewes, who were part of a group later known to us as the bluestockings. Encouraged by Elstob, they read Astell’s works and
modelled themselves upon her.
It would naturally be of great interest to know whether or not
Mary Wollstonecraft read Astell. Many of their complaints about
women’s lot were similar, and it seems probable that the later
Mary would have had access to the earlier Mary’s work. However,
evidence that Wollstonecraft knew Astell’s work has not been
forthcoming, and as Regina Janes rightly points out, their solutions to the problems were grounded in very different systems of
belief. The foundation of Mary Astell’s hopes and convictions was
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religious, that of Mary Wollstonecraft, secular: “The religious
center that provided Astell with a focus from the beginning served
Wollstonecraft only briefly, and in its place she put, when she had
found them, the rights of man” (Janes 131).
In spite of the regard of those of her friends who survived into
the mid-eighteenth century and kept her memory alive, Astell’s
reputation faded. Rescued for a time by George Ballard’s book on
the learned ladies of Great Britain, it nonetheless failed to survive
except in odd works and occasional entries in dictionaries and
encyclopaedias.5 Not until Florence Smith’s important biography
of Astell was published in 1916 did her reputation begin to revive,
and even then it was not until the latter part of the twentieth
century that scholars such as Bridget Hill and Ruth Perry introduced her to feminist awareness. Between her death and the earlier
part of the twentieth century, her reputation went underground,
and her influence is almost untraceable. We may suspect it is there,
unacknowledged and even unrecognized, but there is little proof.
Something must be said about Astell’s contribution to women’s
education and to feminism in early modern times.6 She was not
the first learned woman to argue for the proper education of girls.
What distinguishes her is the thorough philosophical basis she
provides for her Serious Proposal, especially in Part II, and for that
other great work of instruction, The Christian Religion. In these
three works she shows women not only how they should live, but
why. A philosophical idealist, she grounds every suggestion in a
firm philosophical position, tellingly argued and forcibly and
eloquently presented. This same philosophical grounding undergirds her position as a feminist. She argues strongly for women’s
rights, not only in the three works mentioned above, but also in
Some Reflections Upon Marriage. As a feminist, she is one of the
earliest of the time to recognize that women could lead satisfactory and productive lives without becoming wives and mothers
if proper provision could be made for their education and social
accommodation. The Protestant monastery she proposed could
provide educational preparation and social support for a useful and
satisfying way of life independent of men. It is this positive vision
of the good life beyond the constraints of contemporary ideals of
womanhood that puts Astell’s work above mere complaint. She
is not, in the end, arguing for the mere correction of the state of
affairs, but for a new vision of who and what women truly are and
what they should see as their destiny.
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It is in the light of this vision that we must see the importance of
her political writings, especially the pamphlets. Part of her vision
for women is that they should participate in government and scholarship. Their minds are not less well-endowed than those of men,
and she argues in The Christian Religion that simply because women
are not engaged in the day-to-day administration of public affairs,
they have the leisure to think things out in depth and therefore to
offer wise advice. It is true that she does not foresee the full public
participation of women in government, though given her admiration of the female monarchs of the country, Queen Elizabeth and
Queen Anne, we may surmise that she would have had no objection
to it. For herself, she believes that her own place in society makes
it necessary for her to maintain her anonymity: it was this sense
of social decorum that prevented her friend Lady Mary Wortley
Montagu from publishing at all during her lifetime. Astell did not
aspire to be known by name; her ambition, for herself as for other
women of her own kind, was to make a difference, in politics and
in social conditions. The influence that women could in this way
bring to bear upon the society of their time would not only fulfill
their own needs but also justify their existence.
This is what Astell herself was attempting to do in her political
pamphlets. It is a measure of her importance – even her importance as a feminist – that she did not confine her interest to the
betterment of women’s condition. Strongly as she argued for such
improvement, she was concerned for the whole of her society, not
simply the women in it. She is therefore important to posterity as
a model: this is how a woman can live, this is how she can make
a useful contribution to the public good. If, as twentieth-century
feminists have argued, women need a sense of their own history of
achievements, Mary Astell is a highly important figure, as inspiration and as model. Some of the problems she addressed may no
longer be current, though the materialism that she saw as a social
evil in her time is even more developed in ours. It is true that the
specific political issues at stake in her time are no longer relevant,
but her participation in them is.
There is another important lesson that we can learn from the
example of Mary Astell. One of the distinguishing characteristics
of her thought is that it stems both from medieval ideology and
from modern philosophy. She can speak to our time because she
was not, ultimately, confined to hers. She looked back beyond the
Protestant bourgeois era and received inspiration from the feudal
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Catholic past. But she also derived inspiration from the new ideas
of Descartes and his followers, and from the Cambridge Platonists
of the seventeenth century. This ability to combine the good of
both the old and the new shows that she was not the slave of mere
intellectual fashion. If her work is relevant to future ages, it is
because she was not confined in thought or aspiration to her own
time, and it is this timelessness that allows her to speak with such
relevance to our condition today.
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Appendix A

The following passage continues the discussion
of Patricia Springborg’s contention that A Serious
Proposal to the Ladies, Part II is primarily a response
to Damaris Masham’s A Discourse Concerning the Love
of God. For the earlier part of this discussion, see
chapter 5.

Springborg believes that
Astell takes seriously Masham’s claim that to deny the relative
autonomy of individual cognition is gratuitous Platonist quietism. To deny the Creator who made us the power to endow us
with independent cognition is both to deny God essential attributes and to ignore New Testament exhortations to take responsibility for our own salvation. The consequence of ‘seeing all
things in God’, is a form of sollipsism that allows the self as the
only object of real knowledge, thus denying the role of human
interaction in understanding and in implementing a programme
for a Christian life. It logically leads to the nunnery.
In A Serious Proposal, Part II, Astell appears to concede Masham’s
first charge and tries to address the second. She declares the
proposition of Malebranche endorsed by John Norris that ‘we
see all things in God’ is, if not true, at least pious. And she
denies that her house of retirement for women was ever intended
as other than a primarily academic establishment. (Springborg,
Mary Astell xvi)

What Astell actually says, however, is this:
Above all things we must be throughly convinc’d of our entire
Dependence on GOD, for what we Know as well as for what
we Are, and be warmly affected with the Sense of it, which
will both Excite us to Practise, and Enable us to Perform the
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rest. Tho’ we are Naturally Dark and Ignorant, Yet in his Light
we may hope to see Light, if with the Son of Syrac we petition
for Wisdom that sits by his Throne to labour with me, and Sigh
with David after his Light and Truth. For then he who is The
Light that Lightneth everyone that comes into the World, the
Immutable Truth, and Uncreated Wisdom of His Father, will
Teach us in the way of Wisdom and lead us in right Paths, he
will instruct us infinitely better by the right use of our own
Faculties than the brightest Human Reason can. For in him are
all the Treasure of Wisdom and Knowledge which he Liberally
dispenses to all who Humbly, Honestly and Heartily ask ’em of
him. To close this Head: Whatever the Notion That we see all
things in GOD, may be as to the truth of it, ’tis certainly very
commendable for its Piety […]. (Serious Proposal II 116)

Springborg reads this last sentence as conceding Masham’s point:
“Astell appears to accept Masham’s critique in Discourse Concerning
the Love of God (1696) of the Malebranchean principle of ‘Seeing
all things in God,’ to which Astell had subscribed in her Letters
Concerning the Love of God (1695). But in The Christian Religion
(1705) she reindorses Malebranche’s principle” (Astell, Political
Writings 189n93).
As I read it, however, Astell does not concede Masham’s point:
she simply refuses to discuss it in detail. All the rest of the passage
quoted above supports the idea of our seeing all things in the
light of God. The last sentence suggests only that she declines in
this particular work to discuss it further. Now if, as Springborg
believes, A Serious Proposal, Part II is essentially a philosophical
disquisition addressed to other philosophers, this evasion is inexcusable, and might well suggest a concession of the point or at least
an inability to refute it. But if, as I believe, Astell’s main purpose
is to deepen the understanding of her primary audience of women,
her avoidance of the question makes sense. It makes rhetorical
sense, for a thorough refutation would involve reference to philosophical principles that sidetrack her from her main purpose of
instruction. All her readers need to know to get the point of the
present discourse is that “tis certainly very commendable for its
Piety.” Astell in fact does address the question in a later work,
The Christian Religion: Springborg speaks of her as completing her
answer to Masham/Locke in that work. I believe, on the contrary,
that she postpones her refutation to this later, more philosophi166
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cal work.1 In support of this contention, we should note that the
passage Springborg quotes from Locke (cited in chapter 4 above)
concerning “the Day-Labourers and Tradesmen, the spinsters and
Dairy Maids” is quoted verbatim and responded to specifically by
Astell in The Christian Religion (403). A further indication that
it is The Christian Religion that constitutes Astell’s refutation of
Masham can be found in John Norris’s An Admonition concerning
two late Books called “Discourses of the Love of God.” He attached this
essay to volume 4 of his Practical Discourses, which he published in
1698. Here he declines to refute A Discourse Concerning the Love of
God, on the grounds that “a kind pen” had undertaken to do so, the
kind pen being that of Mary Astell (Acworth 177). He thus speaks
of her defence as to come: A Serious Proposal, Part II had already
been published in 1697, and if it was that work which was to be
seen as the primary response to Masham’s attack, he would surely
have said so.
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Annotations in books in Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s library,
Sandon Hall, Stafford (Owner, the Rt. Hon. the Earl of Harrowby;
archivist, Michael Bosson). The following are thought to be annotations made by Mary Astell. [Mary Astell] in Bayle, Pensees
Diverses 4th ed., 1704 (flyleaf):
I ask pardon for scrolling in Yr Laps Book. The Author is so
disingenuous & inconsistent yt no lover of Truth can read it
without a just Indignation. Under pretence of exposing Popery
(ye common Cant) & answering his own Chimeras abt Comets,
he rakes togather all ye vile suggestions his great reading
afforded, agst Xtianity & indeed agt all Religion. They are his
true but <?wilful edsmns??> & sly insinuations, such as show
his malice, not his Judgmt. I suppose ye other Volumes are like.
<?> read ym/ Pensees de Pascal are profound <?> solid, just full
of noble sentimants, good Sense & true reasoning, clearly yet
conscisely express’d in proper language. This Pensees Divers of
Bailes wch seems to me to be writ in opposition to ye other,
tho covertly, is a loose, rambling, incoherent rapsody, wch all ye
affectation of Method, Reasoning & Exactness, full of words,
wth every thing strain’d to a latent ill meaning or else vry
impertinent, Trifling, or worse.
The Equivoque is ye grand figu<re> yt adorns the whole
work; the force of his Argumts les in confounding w<t> ought to
be distinguish’d. Thus he every where confounds ye <?Round>
with ye Real Man, ye Practical Atheist with ye Speculative; if
the<re> be any one who does in reality disbelieve in GOD,
among ye many who wou’d fain persuade ymselves there is
none, because they are obnox <?>.
(<> signifies uncertain reading.)
Contributed by Professor Isabel Grundy of the University of Alberta

169

Bibliography

Acworth, R. The Philosophy of John Norris of Bemerton. Hildesheim: Georg
Olms, 1979.
Aristotle. The Politics of Aristotle. Ed. and trans. Ernest Barker. Oxford:
Clarendon, 1948.
———. Rhetorica. Trans. W. Rhys Roberts. New York: Random House, 1984.
Armstrong, Nancy, and Leonard Tennenhouse, eds. The Ideology of Conduct:
Essays on Literature and the History of Sexuality. New York: Methuen, 1987.
Arnauld, Antoine, and Pierre Nicole. The Art of Thinking. Trans. and intro.
James Dickoff. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964.
Astell, Mary. Bart’lemy Fair: Or an Enquiry after Wit in which Due Respect Is
Had to a Letter Concerning Enthusiasm. To my Lord XXX by Mr Wotton.
London, 1709.
———. The Christian Religion as Profess’d by a Daughter of the Church of England
in a Letter to the Right Honourable T.L. C.I. London, 1705.
———. A Fair Way With the Dissenters And Their Patrons. Not Writ by Mr.
L____y, or any other Furious Jacobite whether Clergyman or Layman; but by
a Very Moderate Person and Dutiful Subject to the Queen. London, 1704.
———. An Impartial Enquiry into the Causes of Rebellion and Civil War in this
Kingdom in an Examination of Dr. Kennett’s Sermon, Jan. 31, 1703/4 and
Vindication of the Royal Martyr. London, 1704.
———. Letters Concerning the Love of God, between the Author of the Proposal to
the Ladies and Mr. John Norris. London, 1695.
———. Moderation Truly Stated: Or a Review of a Late Pamphlet, Entitul’d
Moderation a Vertue, or The Occasional Conformist Justified from the
Imputation of Hypocrisy. London, 1704.
———. A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the Advancement of Their True and
Greatest Interest. London, 1694.
———. A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, Part II, Wherein a Method is Offer’d for
the Improvement of Their Minds. London, 1697.
———. Some Reflections Upon Marriage, Occasion’d by the Duke & Duchess of
Mazarine’s Case. 3rd ed. London, 1706.
Augustine of Hippo. On Christian Doctrine. Trans. D. W. Robertson.
Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1958.
Bacon, Francis. The Advancement of Learning and New Atlantis. Oxford:
Clarendon, 1974.
Bald, R. C., ed. Six Elizabethan Plays. Boston: Houghton, 1963.
Ballard, George. Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great Britain Who Have Been
Celebrated for Their Writings or Skill in the Learned Languages, Arts and
Sciences. Ed. Ruth Perry. Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1985.
Barash, Carol. “‘The Native Liberty … of the Subject’: Configurations of
Gender and Authority in the Works of Mary Chudleigh, Sarah Fyge
Egerton, and Mary Astell.” Grundy and Wiseman 55–69.

17 1

The Eloquence of Mary Astell

Baumlin, James S., and Tita French Baumlin, eds. Ethos: New Essays in
Rhetorical and Critical Theory. Dallas, TX: Southern Methodist UP, 1994.
Baumlin, Tita French. “‘A good (wo)man skilled in speaking’: Ethos, SelfFashioning and Gender in Renaissance England.” Baumlin and Baumlin
229–63.
Belenky, Mary Field, Blythe McVicker Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and
Jill Mattuck Tarule. Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self,
Voice, and Mind. New York: Basic Books, 1986.
Benson, Thomas W., and Michael H. Prosser, eds. Readings in Classical
Rhetoric. Davis, CA: Hermagoras Press, 1988.
Bizzell, Patricia. “Feminist Methods of Research in the History of Rhetoric:
What Differences Do They Make?” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30.4
(2000): 5–18.
Bizzell, Patricia, and Bruce Herzberg, eds. The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings
from Classical Times to the Present. 2nd ed. Boston: Bedford/St Martin’s,
2001.
Bordo, Susan. “The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought.” Signs 11.3 (1986):
439–54.
Bridenthal, Renate, and Claudia Koonz, eds. Becoming Visible: Women in
European History. Boston: Houghton, 1977.
Brody, Miriam. Manly Writing: Gender, Rhetoric and the Rise of Composition.
Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1993.
Bryson, Cynthia B. “Mary Astell: Defender of the ‘Disembodied Mind.’”
Hypatia 13.4 (1998): 40–62.
Burton, Robert. The Anatomy of Melancholy. Rpt. London: G. Bell & Sons,
1926.
Carr, Thomas M., Jr. Descartes and the Resilience of Rhetoric: Varieties of Cartesian
Rhetorical Theory. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1990.
Cassirer, Ernst. The Platonic Renaissance in England. Trans. James Pettegrove.
Austin: U of Texas P, 1953.
Cavendish, Margaret. Plays. London, 1662.
———. Plays, Never Before Printed. London, 1668.
Chudleigh, Lady Mary. The Ladies Defence. London, 1701.
[Cicero]. Ad C Herennium. (Rhetorica ad Herennium). Trans. Harry Caplan.
Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1913.
———. De Officiis. Ed. and trans. Walter Miller. Loeb Classical Library.
Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1913.
Copleston, Frederick, SJ. A History of Philosophy. Vol. 5. Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1963.
Cragg, Gerald R. The Cambridge Platonists. New York: Oxford UP, 1970.
Cunningham, Lawrence, and John Reich, eds. Culture and Values: A Survey of
the Western Humanities. Vol. 2. Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt, 1994.
Daybell, James, ed. Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700.
Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave, 2001.
Descartes, René. Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy. Trans.
Donald A. Cress. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980.
Dickoff, James. Introduction. The Art of Thinking. By Antoine Arnauld.
Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964. xxxvii–li.

172

Bibliography

Donawerth, Jane. “As Becomes a Rational Woman to Speak: Madeleine de
Scudéry’s Rhetoric of Conversation.” Wertheimer 305–19.
———. “Conversation and the Boundaries of Public Discourse in Rhetorical
Theory by Renaissance Women.” Rhetorica 16.2 (1998): 181–99.
———. “The Politics of Renaissance Rhetorical Theory by Women.” Levin
and Sullivan 257–74.
———, ed. Rhetorical Theory by Women before 1900. Lanham, MD: Rowman
and Littlefield, 2002.
Donne, John. The Poems of John Donne. Ed. Herbert Grierson. London: Oxford
UP, 1933.
Ede, Lisa, Cheryl Glenn, and Andrea Lunsford. “Border Crossings:
Intersections of Rhetoric and Feminism.” Rhetorica 13.4 (1995): 401–41.
Elyot, Thomas. The Defence of Good Women. Ed. Edwin Johnston Howard.
Oxford, OH: Anchor Press, 1940.
Evans, G. Blakemore, ed. The Riverside Shakespeare. Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1974.
Evelyn, John. Numismata, or, a Discourse Concerning Medals. London, 1697.
Ezell, Margaret J. M., ed. The Poems and Prose of Mary, Lady Chudleigh. New
York: Oxford UP, 1993.
Frankforter, A. Daniel, and Paul J. Morman, trans. and eds. Introduction. The
Equality of the Two Sexes by François Poullain de la Barre. Lewiston, NY:
Edwin Mellen, 1989, vii–xlx.
Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s
Development. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1982.
Glenn, Cheryl. Rhetoric Retold: Regendering the Tradition from Antiquity through
the Renaissance. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1997.
Goldie, Mark. “The Revolution of 1689 and the Structure of Political
Argument: An Essay and an Annotated Bibliography of Pamphlets of the
Allegiance Controversy.” Bulletin of Research in the Humanities 83.4 (1980):
473–564.
Goldrick-Jones, Amanda. “Feminist (Re)Views and Re-Visions of Classical
Rhetoric.” Proceedings of the Canadian Society for the History of Rhetoric 5
(1993–94): 25–40.
Grundy, Isobel, and Susan Wiseman, eds. Women, Writing, History 1640–1740.
London: B. T. Batsford, 1992.
Halsband, Robert, ed. Complete Letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Vol. 1.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965.
Harth, Erica. Cartesian Women: Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse in
the Old Regime. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1992.
Hartmann, Van C. “Tory Feminism in Mary Astell’s Bart’lemy Fair.” Journal of
Narrative Technique 28.3 (1998): 243–65.
Harwood, John T., ed. The Rhetorics of Thomas Hobbes and Bernard Lamy.
Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1986.
Henderson, Judith Rice. “Erasmus on the Art of Letter-Writing.” Murphy
331–55.
Herberg, Erin. “Mary Astell’s Rhetorical Theory: A Woman’s Viewpoint.”
Sutherland and Sutcliffe 147–57.
Heywood, Thomas. “A Woman Killed with Kindness.” Nethercot, Baskervill,
and Heltzel 811–45.

173

The Eloquence of Mary Astell

Hill, Bridget. “A Refuge from Men: The Idea of a Protestant Nunnery.” Past
and Present 117 (1987): 107–30.
Hiscock, Andrew. “‘Here’s no design nor plot, nor any ground’: The Drama of
Margaret Cavendish and the Disorderly Woman.” Women’s Writing 4.3
(1997): 401–20.
Hutton, Sarah. “Damaris Cudworth, Lady Masham: Between Platonism and
Enlightenment.” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 1.1 (1993):
29–54.
Isocrates. Antidosis. Excerpted in Readings in Classical Rhetoric. Ed. Thomas
W. Benson and Michael H. Prosser. Davis, CA: Hermagoras Press, 1988.
47–52.
Jamieson, Kathleen Hall. Eloquence in an Electronic Age: The Transformation of
Political Speechmaking. New York: Oxford UP, 1988.
Janes, Regina. “Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary Or, Mary Astell and Mary
Wollstonecraft Compared.” Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 5
(1976): 121–39.
Jonson, Benjamin. Epicoene or the Silent Woman. Bald 207–96.
Keller, Evelyn Fox. Reflections on Gender and Science. New Haven: Yale UP, 1985.
Kelly-Gadol, Joan. “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” Bridenthal and Koonz
137–64.
Kelso, Ruth. Doctrine for the Lady of Renaissance. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1978.
Kersey, Shirley Nelson, ed. Classics in the Education of Girls and Women.
Metuchen, NY: Scarecrow, 1981.
Knox, John. The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Montrous Regiment of
Women. Geneva, 1558. STC 15070.
Lamy, Bernard. The Art of Speaking (1676). Harwood 165–377.
Lanham, Richard A. A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms. Berkeley: U of California
P, 1968.
Layser, Henrietta. Medieval Women. New York: St Martin’s Press, 1995.
Levin, Carole, and Patricia A. Sullivan, eds. Political Rhetoric, Power and
Renaissance Women. Albany: State U of New York P, 1995.
Lewis, C. S. The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition. London:
Oxford UP, 1936.
Lilley, Kate, ed. Margaret Cavendish Duchess of Newcastle: The Description of a
New World Called the Blazing World and Other Writings. New York: New
York UP, 1992.
Locke, John. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. London, 1689.
———. The Reasonableness of Christianity. London, 1695.
———. Two Treatises of Government. London, 1690.
———. Vindication of the Reasonableness of Christianity. London, 1695.
Luckyj, Christina. “A Moving Rhetoricke”: Gender and Silence in Early Modern
England. Manchester: Manchester UP, 2002.
Lunsford, Andrea A., ed. Reclaiming Rhetorica: Women in the Rhetorical
Tradition. Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh UP, 1995.
Maclean, Ian. The Renaissance Notion of Woman. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1980.
Makin, Bathsua. An Essay to Revive the Antient Education of Gentlewomen.
London, 1673.

174

Bibliography

Marcus, Leah S. “Shakespeare’s Comic Heroines, Elizabeth I and the Political
Uses of Androgyny.” Rose 135–53.
Masham, Damaris. Discourse Concerning the Love of God. London, 1696.
McLaughlin, Eleanor Commo. “Equality of Souls, Inequality of Sexes: Woman
in Medieval Theology.” Ruether 213–66.
Meynell, Hugo A. Grace, Politics and Desire: Essays on Augustine. Calgary, AB:
U of Calgary P, 1990.
Middleton, Thomas. “More Dissemblers Besides Women.” The Works of Thomas
Middleton. Ed. A. H. Bullen. Vol. 6. New York: AMS Press, 1964.
376–481.
———. Women Beware Women. Ed. Roma Gill. London: Ernest Benn, 1968.
Milton, John. Paradise Lost. The Poetical Works of John Milton. Ed. H. C.
Beeching. London: Oxford UP, 1938.
More, Thomas. Letters. Ed. Elizabeth Frances Rogers. New Haven: Yale UP,
1961.
Murphy, James J., ed. Renaissance Eloquence: Studies in the Theory and Practice of
Renaissance Rhetoric. Berkeley: U of California P, 1983.
Nethercot, Arthur H., Charles R. Baskervill, and Virgil B. Heltzel, eds.
Elizabethan Plays. New York: Holt, 1971.
Noddings, Nel. Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education.
Berkeley: U of California P, 1984.
Norris, John. “An Admonition concerning two late Books called ‘Discourses of
the Love of God.’” In Practical Discourses, n.p.
———. Reflections upon the Conduct of Human Life. London, 1690.
———. and Mary Astell. Letters Concerning the Love of God. London, 1695.
———. Practical Discourses. 4 vols. London: 1698.
O’Faolain, Julia, and Lauro Martines, eds. Not in God’s Image: Women in History
from the Greeks to the Victorians. New York: Harper, 1973.
Owst, G. R. Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1961.
Patrides, C. A., ed. The Cambridge Platonists. London: Edward Arnold, 1969.
Pernoud, Régine. Pour en finir avec le Moyen Age. Paris: Editions Seuil, 1977.
Perry, Ruth. The Celebrated Mary Astell: An Early English Feminist. Chicago: U
of Chicago P, 1986.
———. “Mary Astell and the Feminist Critique of Possessive Individualism.”
Eighteenth-Century Studies 23.4 (1990): 444–57.
———. “Radical Doubt and the Liberation of Women.” Eighteenth-Century
Studies 18.4 (1985): 472–93.
Peter, John. Complaint and Satire in Early English Literature. Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1956.
Plato. Phaedrus and Letters VII and VIII. Trans. and intro. Walter Hamilton.
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973.
Plett, Heinrich F. “The Place and Function of Style in Renaissance Poetics.”
Murphy 356–75.
Poullain de la Barre, François. The Equality of the Two Sexes. Trans. Daniel
Frankforter and Paul J. Morman. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1989.
Powicke, P. J. The Cambridge Platonists: A Study. Hildesheim: Georg Olms,
1970.
Puttenham, George. “The Arte of English Poesie.” G. Gregory Smith 3–193.

175

The Eloquence of Mary Astell

Quintilian. Institutio Oratoria. Trans. H. E. Butler. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1920.
Redford, Bruce. The Converse of the Pen: Acts of Intimacy in the EighteenthCentury Familiar Letter. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1986.
Reynolds, Myra. The Learned Lady in England, 1650–1760. Gloucester, MA:
Peter Smith, 1964.
Roberts, James Deotis. From Puritanism to Platonism in Seventeenth Century
England. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1968.
Rose, Mary Beth, ed. Women in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Literary and
Historical Perspectives. Syracuse: Syracuse UP, 1986.
Ruether, Rosemary Radford, ed. Religion and Sexism. New York: Simon, 1974.
Schaef, Anne Wilson. Women’s Reality. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985.
Shakespeare, William. Macbeth. Evans 1306–42.
———. Troilus and Cressida. Evans 443–98.
Schiebinger, Londa. The Mind Has No Sex? Women in the Origins of Modern
Science. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989.
Scudéry, Madeleine de. Conversation on the Manner of Writing Letters.
Donawerth, Rhetorical Theory 90–99.
———. “On Conversation.” Donawerth, Rhetorical Theory 84–90.
Smith, Florence. Mary Astell. New York: AMS Press, 1966.
Smith, G. Gregory, ed. Elizabethan Critical Essays. Vol. 2. London: Oxford UP,
1904.
Smith, Hilda. Reason’s Disciples: Seventeenth-Century English Feminists. Urbana:
U of Illinois P, 1982.
Springborg, Patricia, ed. Astell, Political Writings. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1996.
Springborg, Patricia. Mary Astell, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies: Part I, 1694,
Part II, 1697. London: Pickering, 1997.
———. “Mary Astell, Critic of Locke.” American Political Science Review 89.3
(1995): 619–33.
Sprint, John. The Bride-Woman’s Counsellor. London, 1699.
Sutherland, Christine Mason. “Aspiring to the Rhetorical Tradition: A Study
of Margaret Cavendish.” Wertheimer 255–71.
———. “Love as Rhetorical Principle: The Relationship Between Style and
Content in the Rhetoric of St. Augustine.” Meynell 139–54.
———. “Mary Astell: Reclaiming Rhetorica in the Seventeenth Century.”
Lunsford 93–116.
———. “Outside the Rhetorical Tradition: Mary Astell’s Advice to Women in
Seventeenth-Century England.” Rhetorica 9.2 (1991): 147–63.
———. “Reforms of Style: St. Augustine and the Seventeenth Century.”
Rhetoric Society Quarterly 21.1 (1991): 26–37.
———. “Women in the History of Rhetoric: The Past and the Future.”
Sutherland and Sutcliffe 9–31.
———, and Rebecca Sutcliffe, eds. The Changing Tradition: Women in the
History of Rhetoric. Calgary, AB: U of Calgary P, 1999.
Swearingen, C. Jan. “Plato’s Women: Alternative Embodiments of Rhetoric.”
Sutherland and Sutcliffe 35–46.
Swift, Jonathan. “A Modest Proposal.” Cunningham and Reich 271–75.

176

Bibliography

Thompson, Karl F., ed. Classics of Western Thought. 4th ed. Vol. 2. San Diego:
Harcourt, 1988.
Tilney, Edmunde. A Brief and Pleasant Discourse of Duties in Mariage Called the
Flower of Friendshippe. London, 1568.
Tinkler, John. “Renaissance Humanism and the genera eloquentiae.” Rhetorica
5.3 (1987): 279–309.
Truelove, Alison. “Commanding Communications: The Fifteenth-Century
Letters of the Stonor Women.” Daybell 42–58.
Van der Weyer, Robert. The Little Gidding Way. London: Dartman, 1988.
Vives, Juan Luis. The Instruction of a Christen Woman. Trans. Richard Hyrd.
London, 1529.
Wertheimer, Molly Meijer, ed. Listening to Their Voices: The Rhetorical Activities
of Historical Women. Columbia, SC: U of South Carolina P, 1997.
Wiesen, David S. “St. Jerome as Satirist.” Cornell Studies in Classical Philology.
Vol. 34. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1964.
Woodbridge, Linda. Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the
Nature of Womankind, 1540–1620. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1986.

177

N ot e s

Notes to Introduction
1
2

3
4
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6
7
8
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10
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12

13

However, it should be noted that Astell is included in the second edition
of Bizzell and Herzberg’s The Rhetorical Tradition.
I have previously dealt with Mary Astell’s rhetoric in “Outside the
Rhetorical Tradition: Mary Astell’s Advice to Women in Seventeenth
Century England,” Rhetorica 9.2 (1991): 147–163; “Mary Astell:
Reclaiming Rhetorica in the Seventeenth Century” in Reclaiming
Rhetorica and “Women in the History of Rhetoric: The Past and the
Future” in The Changing Tradition.
The three most important biographies of Astell, to which I am heavily
indebted, are those by George Ballard, Florence Smith, and Ruth Perry.
“[O]riginally [the hostmen] had been a guild of hostelers, the official
hosts of feudal Newcastle” (Perry, Celebrated 29).
There is no good evidence that Astell ever considered marriage.
However, there was a rumour referred to by George Ballard that she
suffered a “disappoiontment in a marriage contract with an eminent
clergyman” (Ballard 385). It seems likely, however, that this was no more
than spiteful gossip invented by those who resented her virulent attack
upon the marriage customs of the time.
At the time “ladies” designated women of the upper classes. It is these
whom Astell addresses in her proposals.
This is Elstob’s Grammar. At the time, publication costs were often
covered by selling copies in advance. This practice was known as
subscription.
“Mrs” was at this time a title used for an adult woman. It did not indicate
that the woman was married.
For an argument reconciling Astell’s feminism with her Toryism, see
Hartmann.
A notable exception is Jane Donawerth’s “Conversation.” Donawerth
deals most usefully with Astell’s rhetoric in this essay.
For a good discussion of the importance of conversation in women’s
rhetoric see Donawerth, “Conversation.”
The history of the letter is a complicated one. During the Middle Ages,
the highly formal letter of the ars dictaminis was a dominant form of
rhetoric. The relationship between the ars dictaminis and the letter
writing practices of the early humanists is discussed in Tinkler. See also
Henderson.
A voiced style is one whose rhythms and structures are close to those of
conversation, The reader “hears” the voice in the text.
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Notes to Chapter 1
1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8

9

10

11

See excerpt from Antidosis in Benson and Prosser 47–52.
On this subject, see Owst; see also Peter.
On this subject, see Woodbridge.
On the question of women’s possible independence, see Layser 154–65.
For further discussion of Augustine’s principle of love, see Sutherland,
“Love as Rhetorical Principle.”
The contemplative way, via contemplativa, the withdrawal from the
world of the early medieval monastic movement, is set against the active
way, via activa, engagement with the world, preferred generally in the
Renaissance.
In “‘A Good (wo)man skilled in speaking’” (231) Tita French Baumlin
draws upon Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning.
For a discussion of the effeminate style, see Brody. See also Jamieson. As
Jamieson points out, the idea that the articulate woman must be infertile
persisted until at least the late twentieth century. She records that “in
the early 1970s Representative Patricia Schroeder […] told a hostile
constituent, ‘Yes, I have a uterus and a brain, and they both work’” (69).
For a full discussion of Elizabeth I’s negotiation of her ethos as a public
speaker, see Baumlin 243–252. See also three essays on Elizabeth I
in Levin and Sullivan: Ilona Bell, “Elizabeth I – Always Her Own
Free Woman” (57–84); Lena Cowen Orlin, “The Fictional Families of
Elizabeth I” (85–112); Dennis Moore, “Dutifully Defending Elizabeth:
Lord Henry Howard and the Question of Queenship” (113–38).
In the seventeenth century, another woman who exploited what she
chose to portray as her androgyny was Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of
Newcastle; however, in her own time it worked to some extent against
her. Though married to a nobleman, she enjoyed none of the political
power of a queen, and the hermaphroditic nature she liked to claim
(because of her propensity for going public) often served only to make
her appear ridiculous. Elizabeth I was androgynous not simply because
she engaged in public speaking, but because she was doing a man’s job;
and if she was to do that man’s job properly, she had to speak in public.
Margaret Cavendish’s situation was entirely different. In her case we
must also take into account the connection she made between gender
and genre: as she mixed the roles of men and women, so did she combine
genres and ignore traditional distinctions between them. Her singularity
too, though it appeared to her own contemporaries to be a disadvantage,
was part of her own project for getting herself noticed. For a discussion
of Cavendish’s claim to hermaphroditic activities, see Kate Lilley’s
introduction to her Margaret Cavendish Duchess of Newcastle, ix–xxxiv.
For a discussion of Margaret Cavendish as a rhetorician, see Sutherland,
“Aspiring to the Rhetorical Tradition.”
Even silence, however, could be ambiguous. For a thorough discussion of
this question see Luckyj 51–52.
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References to Some Reflections are to Springborg’s 1996 edition; those to
A Serious Proposal, Parts I and II are to Springborg’s 1997 edition.
It is uncertain whether or not Astell had read Plato. George Ballard
believes that she had (385), but Florence Smith disputes his claim (7).
See for example Bordo; Schaef 1–20; Schiebinger 147–148.
For further discussion of the importance of Descartes in this matter, see
Harth.
Poullain’s position as an ardent feminist is somewhat compromised by
his having written, in 1675, a refutation of his own earlier argument: De
l’excellence des hommes contre l’Egalité des sexes. This suggests that he was
merely engaging in the rhetorical exercise of arguing on two sides of a
question. But whether it was sincere or not, this work was not nearly so
well known at the time. Even in France it did not affect his reputation as
a feminist: Pierre Bayle cites him as such in his Dictionnaire historique et
critique.
Linda Woodbridge observes that “all the works of the formal controversy
[the debate about women] use exempla – historical and/or literary
examples, usually biblical and classical in origin” (14).
For further discussion of this question, see Sutherland, “Women in the
History of Rhetoric” 25ff.
The parallels Astell draws between political and domestic issues will
be discussed at greater length in the chapter on Some Reflections Upon
Marriage.
“Women have no business with the Pulpit, the Bar or St Stephens
Chapel [where Parliament sat]” (Serious Proposal, II 143).

Notes to Chapter 3
1
2
3
4
5

References are to the 1695 edition.
For a discussion of the importance of Descartes’ ideas to women, see
Harth; and Frankforter and Morman.
For an account of the origins of Emmanuel College, see Powicke.
It is important to remember, however, that Plato’s concept of love is not a
Christian one, since it disvalues the body in a way inconsistent with the
religion of an incarnate God.
For more discussion of the history of the Cambridge Platonists, see
Cassirer; Cragg; Patrides; and Roberts.

Notes to Chapter 4
1
2
3

References are to Springborg’s 1997 edition.
For information on Elstob, see Hilda Smith 139ff.
It is apparent from the Introduction to A Serious Proposal, Part II that
Astell knows that her original proposal has been read by the ladies,
since she reproaches them for praising the work but still neglecting to
embark on their education. It is to help them do so that she writes the
second part of the proposal. See also Ballard: “These books [i.e., Astell’s
Proposals, Parts I and II] contributed not a little towards awakening
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their [the ladies’] minds and lessening their esteem for those trifling
amusements which steal away too much of their time and towards
putting them upon employing their faculties the right way in pursuit of
useful knowledge” (382).
Ferrar founded the Little Gidding community for his female relations. It
did not survive for more than about thirty years.
On the revival of the Little Gidding community in the twentieth
century, now open to both women and men, see Van der Weyer. See also
www.littlegiddingchurch.org.uk.
This practice is in accordance with her own theory, as stated in A
Serious Proposal, Part II (141). She recommends to her ladies, potential
practitioners of sermo, the greatest care and tenderness in dealing with
the audience.

Notes to Chapter 5
1
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References are to Springborg’s 1997 edition.
For a discussion of the application of the formal oratorical categories,
forensic, deliberative and epideictic, to the less formal letter-writing
genre, see Henderson 355.
The general reading public in Astell’s day would exclude many lowerclass men and almost all lower-class women. These either could not read
or would lack the inclination or opportunity to buy Astell’s work.
For a full discussion of the ideas of Damaris Masham, see Hutton.
For a discussion of the question of the supposed authorship of A Discourse
Concerning the Love of God, see the introduction to Springborg, Mary
Astell xvi.
See Springborg, Astell, Political Writings xx, where Springborg refers to
Astell’s “long and carefully thought-out reply to Masham.”
For a further discussion of Springborg’s contention, see Appendix A.
For a discussions of the debate between Locke and Stillingfleet on the
question of the Trinity, see Springborg, Mary Astell, cited above, 186n50.
Here is what she says: “As to what is to be done by way of Exercise, not
to enter too far into the Philosophy of the Passions, suffice it briefly to
observe: That by the Oeconomy of Nature such and such Motions in
the Body are annext in such a manner to certain Thoughts in the Soul,
that unless some outward force restrain, she can produce them when
she pleases barely by willing them, and reciprocally several Impressions
on the Body are communicated to, and affect the Soul, all this being
perform’d by the means of Animal Spirits. The Active Powers of the
Soul, her Will and Inclincations are at her own dispose, her Passive
are not, she can’t avoid feeling Pain or other sensible Impressions so
long as she’s united to a Body, and that Body is dispos’d to convey these
Impressions. And when outward Objects occasion such Commotions in
the Bloud and Animal Spirits, as are attended with those Perceptions in
the Soul, which we call the Passions, she can’t be insensible of or avoid
’em, being no more able to prevent these first Impressions than she is to
stop the circulation of the Bloud, or to hinder Digestion. All she can
do is to Continue the Passion as it was begun, or to Divert it to another
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Object, to Heighten or to let it Sink by degrees, or some way or other
to Modifie and Direct it. The due performance of which is what we call
Vertue, which consists in governing Animal Impressions, in directing
our Passions to such Objects, and keeping ’em in such a pitch, as right
Reason requires” (161).

Notes to Chapter 6
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References are to Springborg’s 1996 edition.
Patricia Springborg sees this work as she sees A Serious Proposal, Part II
– that is, as principally a work of politics: “Mary Astell’s Some Reflections
Upon Marriage is a truly political work whose target is less the injustice
of traditional Christian marriage than the absurdity of voluntarism on
which the social contract theory is predicated” (Astell, Political Writings
xxviii). Again, I have to disagree: although there is certainly a strong
political element inasmuch as Astell uses the analogy of the state to
discuss issues of domestic power relations, I think the discerning reader
will perceive the subject to be the abuse of women rather than the
inconsistencies of the Whigs.
Patricia Springborg points out that Astell is here referring to Locke’s
Two Treatises. See Springborg, Astell, Political Writings 19n21.
For additional discussion of this issue, see Sutherland, “Women in the
History of Rhetoric” 23ff.
“Demean” at this time means “behave.”
To give a very basic definition of the enthymeme: it is a truncated
syllogism. One part of the syllogism is omitted, on the assumption
that the audience will fill it in. The audience thus participates in
constructing the argument. The rhetorician must understand what part
of the syllogism can be omitted. That is, he or she must have a thorough
understanding of the values and cultural practices of the audience.

Notes to Chapter 7
1
2
3
4
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The references in this chapter are to the 1705 edition of The Christian
Religion.
For Cicero’s ideas on this question see De Officiis 1.132.
On the question of the authorship of The Ladies Calling, see Florence
Smith 41n10.
For Astell’s admiration of Pascal, see Appendix B. For more discussion
of the similarity between Astell and Pascal, see Sutherland, “Women in
the History of Rhetoric” 24.
These disciples had not heard of Jesus Christ. They had received the
“baptism of repentance” of John the Baptist, but it was necessary for
them to be baptized in “in the name of the Lord Jesus” in order to receive
the Holy Ghost (Acts 19, 1–6).
“Thus there is a profound question as to whether men should enjoy
themselves, use themselves, or do both. For it is commanded to us that
we should love one another, but it is to be asked whether man is to be
loved by man for his own sake or for the sake of something else. If for
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his own sake we enjoy him; if for the sake of something else, we use
him. But I think that man is to be loved for the sake of something else.”
Augustine of Hippo 18.
Paralepsis: “A speaker emphasizes something by pointedly seeming to
pass over it” (Lanham 68).
The reference is to Letters Concerning the Love of God, Astell’s
correspondence with John Norris. Originally written as private letters,
these were later published in 1695 at the insistence of Norris.
Enargia. “Vivid description” (Lanham 40).
Astell presumably is referring here to the women’s lack of confidence in
their own judgement.

Notes to Chapter 8
1
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References to Moderation Truly Stated (1704) and to Bart’lemy Fair (1709)
are to the original editions of those years. Those to A Fair Way with the
Dissenters and to An Impartial Enquiry into the Causes of Rebellion are to
Springborg’s 1996 edition.
Astell was not the only woman to participate in public discussion: there
were many others, including, for example, Elinor James, and Astell’s
opponent, Damaris Masham. She was, however, the most celebrated
in her own day, and arguably the best of them. Unfortunately this
participation of women in public discussion was short-lived. It was not
resumed until long after the time of Mary Astell.
For a good introduction to the issues involved, see Springborg, Astell,
Political Writings xi–xxix.
In 1688, James II, who had become a Roman Catholic, left the country
and was replaced by his daughter, Mary II, and his son-in-law, William
III, who reigned jointly. Many people, however, believed that, as the
anointed king, James II could not be deposed, and therefore refused to
swear allegiance to the new king and queen. They were known as nonjurors. William Sancroft, Archbishop of Canterbury, who assisted Mary
Astell, was one of them.
For a clear and brief explanation of Occasional Conformity, see Florence
Smith 131. For a full discussion of the pamphlet warfare following the
Revolution of 1689, see Goldie.
Dissenters were those who adhered to churches other than the Church
of England. Their theology tended to the extremes of Protestantism.
Although the Roman Catholics were also politically disabled, they were
not thought of as Dissenters.
The first three pamphlets were published in 1704, before The Christian
Religion, 1705. However, since Astell refers (Christian Religion 408)
to the book’s having been “so long in press,” it is probable that it was
written before the 1704 pamphlets, certainly before the death of Locke in
October, 1704.
For a thorough account of Astell’s position, see Hartmann.
The grand style is designed to stimulate the emotions by using such
devices as vibrant diction, simile, metaphor, various patterns of repetition
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and elaborate sentence structures such as the periodic, which rises to a
climax. A master of this style in modern times was Martin Luther King
Jr.
For a good introduction to the issues involved, see Springborg, Astell,
Political Writings xi–xxix. For an account of the importance of Queen
Anne to contemporary women writers, see Barash.

Notes to Chapter 9
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Petrus Ramus (1515–1572) had argued that in the interests of efficiency,
inventio and dispositio should be taught only under logic, not, as hitherto,
under both logic and rhetoric.
References are to Springborg’s 1997 edition.
For a discussion of the criticism of language in the seventeenth century,
see Sutherland, “Reforms of Style.”
“In 1662 La Logique ou L’art de penser appeared anonymously. Doubtless
various of the Messieurs de Port Royal, especially Nicole, contributed to
the text; still, Antoine Arnauld is generally credited with its authorship”
(Dickoff xxxvii). Dickoff ’s translation is published under the name of
Arnauld alone, but as both Harwood and Carr always cite Nicole as coauthor, I have found it best to follow their practice.
For information on Nicole, see Carr 64n7.
This matter is more fully discussed in the chapter on A Serious Proposal to
the Ladies, Part II.
In fact, though Astell’s moral approach is heavily influenced by Arnauld
and Nicole, the rules themselves are more obviously like those of
Descartes, though there is some similarity between hers and those in
L’art de penser. (See Arnauld 310 and 336). For the possible influence of
Blaise Pascal, see Springborg, Mary Astell 190.
See Springborg, Mary Astell 190n118 and 191n121.
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Here again, references are to Springborg’s 1997 edition.
Astell follows this principle herself when she addresses the ladies. In her
political pamphlets, however, and in Some Reflections Upon Marriage she
spares the feelings of the opposition not at all.
It should be borne in mind that Astell’s audience of women would be
concerned primarily with the rhetoric of sermo, in which a conversational
model is especially appropriate. Lamy‘s audience of men would be more
concerned with contentio.
It is possible that Astell is in this respect influenced by the milder
philosophy of the Cambridge Platonists with their strong emphasis on
the importance of love and their belief in the human spirit as the “candle
of the Lord.”
For information on this matter, see Harwood’s introduction to his
edition of Lamy.
See [Cicero] Rhetorica Ad Herennium 4.7.10–11.16.12, 253–69.
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Her friends Lady Ann Coventry and Lady Elizabeth Hastings were not
permanently resident in Chelsea where Astell lived. Elizabeth Elstob did
not move to London until the early eighteenth century.
For discussions of varieties of feminist rhetoric and rhetorical research,
see Bizzell; and Goldrick-Jones. Goldrick-Jones cites the following
composition theorists as inspired by feminist theories of the “ethics of
care”: Cynthia Caywood, Gillian Overing, Elizabeth Flynn, Catherine
Lamb, Lisa Ede, and Andrea Lunsford.
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See Donawerth, “Conversation.”
For a discussion of Madeleine de Scudéry‘s theory, see Donawerth, “As
Becomes a Rational Woman.”
It is worth noting, however, that among the early theorists of rhetoric,
Augustine was remarkable for his insistence on the necessity of caring
for the audience. For a discussion of his stance on this question, see
Sutherland, “Love as Rhetorical Principle.”
For Mary Astell’s Preface, see Appendix III in Halsband 466–68.
For an account of references to Astell’s works up until the earlier
twentieth century, see the Bibliographical Note included as Appendix I
in Florence Smith‘s Mary Astell, 167–72.
For the interconnectedness of rhetoric and feminism, see Ede, Glenn,
and Lunsford.

Notes to Appendix A
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For confirmation of this judgement, see Hutton 36.
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