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The aim of this first introduction to British women writers is to show you a contrasted vision
of the history of  women and writing.  It  is  my strong belief  that  the history of  women and of
feminine literature is not necessarily fraught with political activism and should, rather, be seen as a
study of literature itself. 

The  main reason why few people  know of  famous women writers  before  the  twentieth
century lies in what is known as the literary canon : the list of authors and books that we consider as
great literature or, in other words, the corpus of books which are held as important and/or good.
While one may think that giving a place to women in the literary canon is a feminist endeavour in
itself, it should be remembered that all female and feminine literature is not feminist, and that not
all feminist literature was written by women. 

Here are the main things I would like you to get from this presentation, beyond a better
knowledge of literature:
- First, that you should always remember that historical texts cannot be judged with today’s eyes,
and should always be placed in their proper historical context. Ambiguity is a component of all
document, book and person and should be embraced, not rejected.
- Then, I would like you to gain greater awareness of the fact that the struggle for women’s rights is
nothing new and forms of proto-feminism existed from the Middle-Ages.
- Lastly, I wish to draw your attention to the fact that feminine writing and female authorship are in
no way synonymous with feminist  writing. Being a woman who writes does not mean being a
feminist, being a feminist does not mean being a woman.

 In this lecture, I will focus on the seventeenth century. 

I. Historical context
The British seventeenth century is a period of great political turmoil. It is marked by one

dynasty: the Stuarts. In 1649, king Charles I was beheaded after a period known as The Civil War,
which opposed royalists and partisans of Parliament. The death of the king was a great trauma for
the nation, especially for royalists: Charles I was king by divine right and killing him could be
equated with killing a representative of God on Earth. In a society still very much ruled by religion,
this was no small matter. 

After the death of Charles I, monarchy was abolished for a dozen year and a parliamentary
regime was put in place: it is known as the Interregnum or the Commonwealth. The key figure of
the  period  was  Oliver  Cromwell,  a  religious  puritan,  who  banned  all  forms  of  entertainment:
theatres were closed, music and dancing were forbidden, gambling was outlawed. Celebrations such
as Christmas and Easter were suppressed, as they did not correspond to the Puritan ideal. Political
opponents, the royalists, were chased and persecuted, but they worked actively to bring the Stuart
dynasty back on the throne. 

They succeeded in 1660, with The Restoration of the monarchy: king Charles II, the son of
Charles I, who had been exiled to France and to the Netherlands, ascended the throne. After the
period of grim repression led by Cromwell, The Restoration was a period of excesses and moral
licence. Culturally, one of the most important aspects of the Restoration is the reopening of the
theatres and, with them, the appearance of the very first women actresses on the English boards.

However, turmoil was not over for the Stuarts and in 1688, king James II, brother of Charles
II  and son of Charles I,  was expelled from the throne in  what became known as the Glorious
Revolution. He reigned without Parliament and the Glorious Revolution is often described as the
end of absolutism in Britain. To replace him on the throne, Parliament invited William of Orange,
who was married to James II’s daughter, to become King of England. He reigned as William III and
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his reign marked the end of the divine rights of kings in England, and the assertion of Parliament’s
power over the monarchy. 

II. The importance of religion
a. The woman question

From the fifteenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth century, a great debate raged
throughout Europe regarding women. It is known as La Querelle des Femmes in French and as The
Woman Question in English. While Aristotle stated that women were inferior to men and should
obey them, and Christianity reinforced women’s subjection to their husbands, religious questions
arose regarding women: did they have a soul? Were they inferior to men? Should they be granted
access to the same education as men? Many pamphlets were written about the status of women,
some defending them, some attaching them. The writers who took part in this debate were both men
and women, some men defended proto feminist arguments, whereas some women were in favour of
the argument stating the inferiority of women. 

Religion was used as an argument by both parts of the debate. For instance, the creation of
Adam and Eve is a case in point: 
- Misogynists argued that, because Adam had been created first, he was the superior being.
- Philogynists (those in favour of women) stated that, on the contrary, Adam was merely a sketch,
and that Eve was a more refined creation of God.
The same arguments were twisted in favour of one side or the other: religion was seen as a mean to
legitimate arguments at the time and proof was searched in religious writings and beliefs to give
credibility to any idea. Religion and science were still very much intermingled at the time: people
turned to religious principles to base their ideas and thoughts.

b. The pretext of religion and the humility topos
Religion  offered  arguments  for  philogynists  to  defend  the  status  of  women,  but  it  also

offered a space for women in which to write. Indeed, women could claim to have been inspired by
God to take the pen. Ordered by God to pass on a very important message, women then became a
mere vessel through which God’s word was transmitted.

Hiding thus behind the authoritative figure of God enabled women to claim authorship while
retaining humility, a key feature of early modern femininity. The humility topos, by which women
constantly belittled their literary achievements, served as a ploy throughout the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.

Moreover, Puritan sects asked all believers to write the story of their journey to the faith.
The genre, known as conversion narratives, touched men and women alike. It is one key source of
female authorship in the Early modern and modern periods. 

c. Quakers
If religion could be used as an excuse to write, some Protestant sects encouraged them to

take the pen. This is notably the case of the Quakers, who firmly believed that men and women
were no different. Quaker women enjoyed notable freedom for the time: they were allowed to travel
on their own, without a chaperone. They were also allowed to write religious pamphlets, with no
need to have recourse to the pretext of divine inspiration. 

To conclude, it is important to bear in mind the importance of religion in female writings of
the seventeenth century. Indeed, in many cases, religion was a byway for women who wanted to
take the pen. Though religious arguments could be used to belittle women’s value for misogynist
purposes, the very same arguments were often turned on their heads to further a philogynist agenda.

III. Restoration theatre
a. The reopening of the theatre



In 1660, with the return of the Stuart monarchy to the English throne, the theatres reopened.
Whereas women performers were nothing new in most European countries, pre-Commonwealth
English theatre was played exclusively by men. With the first female performers came the first
women dramatists.  

b. Aphra Behn
The most iconic female dramatist of the Restoration is, without doubt, Aphra Behn. She was 

from a poor background. Being a female dramatist, like being an actress, was a very strong break 
from the conventions of the time: 

Indeed, at the time, there was a very clear idea that women belonged to the private sphere, 
and should be preoccupied only with their home, their children and very private matters. The public 
world was still reserved to men. A woman working in the theatre was in a very public place and this
was not accepted by society, who thought Aphra Behn was not feminine enough. 

Moreover, Aphra Behn was being paid to write plays and was able to earn her living as a 
writer: this was exceptional at the time and she was the first English woman to earn a living by her 
pen. 

Another issue was that of authorship: contrary to many other women writers, Aphra Behn 
signed her works and was famous through her name. This raised the question of authorship: bear in 
mind the link (etymological first and foremost) between authorship and authority. A woman author 
gained authority, which was exceptional and most unconventional at the time. 

Yet again, you should be aware of the ambiguity of her situation: she lived in a society were 
her status as a writer her placed her at the centre of very harsh criticism and insults, but the very 
same society made it possible for her to be a writer and earn a living as one, even though she was a 
woman. 

Please find attached an extract from her Epistle to the Reader of The Dutch Lover.

c. The Female Wits
Aphra Behn was not the only female dramatist of the Restoration and the phenomenon was

common enough to be immortalised in scathing parody.  The Female Wits is the title of a parody
one-act play making fun of the literary ambitions of women in terms of theatre writing. The title is
of utmost importance here: “a wit” is an intelligent, clever person, one who is able to make witty
remarks.  However,  “wit”  is  also  etymologically  intrinsically  linked with  masculinity,  and even
virility, as it is used to designate the penis. Qualifying the noun “wit” with the adjective “female” is
thus an oxymoron which aims at showing both that intelligence is not a defining trait of women, but
also that it goes against nature for women to be witty. 

The text of the play The Female Wits in available to you.

IV. A woman philosopher: Mary Astell
a. Who was Mary Astell

Women did not limit themselves to “light” literature, destined only for entertainment. 
Indeed, one of the most important philosophers of the time was Mary Astell. Mary Astell never 
married. She believed that marriage was a sacred institution and a sacrament: as such, it could not 
be dissolved. She also believe it to be normal for women to be subjects to their husbands in 
marriage. Indeed, because marriage was a sacrament from God, women were subject to their 
husband in matrimony, as people were subject to their King and as Christians were subjects to God. 
If a woman could not accept to be a slave to her husband, she had the choice not to get married. 
This is the choice Mary Astell made: she was not against marriage itself, only against its bad uses. 
Mary Astell was a very strong royalist and a staunch Anglican. She came from a rather wealthy 
background, she was not noble but her family had some money.  

There is ambiguity at the heart of her thinking, she believed that married women were 
inferior to their husbands and that this was a normal state of affairs. However, she advocates for the 
intellectual emancipation of women, and even advocates that some women can have a job. 



b. Proto-feminist ideas
Mary Astell published a very important book entitled A Serious Proposal to the Ladies. This

book made her  famous  overnight  when it  was  published.  In  this  books,  she  advocates  for  the
creation of a woman’s college for secondary education for women coming from the middle strata of
society, to enable them to find a job later a schoolteachers or as governesses. The ultimate aim was
to grant women some financial independence, so as not to be forced to get married. She firmly
believed that women were as able as men to be taught correctly, that they could occupy jobs as well
as men if they were taught as well as men. 

Her college was never created, even though she had gathered the funds to create it. Indeed,
her opponents, the most important one of whom was Daniel Defoe, thought that this idea resembled
the Catholic concept of the nunnery too closely and that to have a college reserved for women was
to slip into the moral licence of the Catholic church. 

You will find attached an extract from Astell’s Proposal.

c. A key philosopher of her time
She is not important as a “woman philosopher” but as a philosopher in the same right as

John Locke or Thomas Hobbes. She occupied a central place in the debates of the time and was an
intellectual  on an equal  footing  with men.  She was very strongly  influenced by Descartes  and
believed in the power of logic and of reason. She is the first philosopher to have contradicted the
arguments of John Locke, whose words were unquestioned at the time. 

Her works were rediscovered in the late twentieth century. Nowadays, Mary Astell is more
and more often placed in the canon of occidental  philosophy and is gaining widespread public
notoriety. 

I hope this lecture will have enabled you to discover women writers you had never heard of.
I hope I have been able to convey the fact that feminism is a too that should be used very carefully:
not  everything  a  woman does  has  to  be  qualified  as  a  feminist  act.  Also,  today’s  ideas  about
feminism cannot and should not be applied to historical texts. Mary Astell’s ideas about marriage
would be unacceptable today, but they fitted her vision of society and of religion. Despite this, she
is often termed the first proto-feminist and is a very important philosophers, not just because she
was a woman. Feminism is not a duty that everyone should obey, it is a tool used to analyse our
society. 
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