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Altho’ it has been said by Men of more Wit than Wisdom, and perhaps of more malice than either,
that Women are naturally incapable of acting Prudently, or that they are necessarily determined to
folly, I must by no means grant it.
The Incapacity, if there be any, is acquired not natural; and none of their Follies are so necessary,
but that they might avoid them if they pleas’d themselves. Some disadvantages indeed they labour
under, and what these are we shall see by and by and endeavour to surmount; but Women need not
take up with mean things, since (if they are not wanting to themselves) they are capable of the best.
The Soil is rich and would if well cultivated produce a noble Harvest, if then the Unskilful
Managers, not only permit, but incourage noxious Weeds, tho’ we shall suffer by the Neglect, yet
they ought not in justice to blame any but themselves, if they reap the Fruit of this their foolish
Conduct. Women are from their very Infancy debar’d those Advantages, with the want of which
they are afterwards reproached, and nursed up in those Vices which will hereafter be upbraided to
them. So partial are Men as to expect Brick where they afford no Straw; and so abundantly civil as
to take care we shou’d make good that obliging Epithet of Ignorant, which out of an excess of good
Manners, they are pleas’d to bestow on us!
For that Ignorance is the cause of most Feminine Vices, may be instanc’d in that Pride and Vanity
which is usually imputed to us, and which I suppose if throughly sifted, will appear to be some way
or other, the rife and Original of all the rest. These, tho’ very bad Weeds, are the product of a good
Soil, they are nothing else but Generosity degenerated and corrupted. She who rightly understands
wherein the perfection of her Nature consists, will lay out her Thoughts and Industry in the
acquisition of such Perfections: But she who is kept ignorant of the matter, will take up with such
Objects as first offer themselves, and bear any plausible resemblance to what she desires; a shew of
advantage being sufficient to render them agreeable baits to her who wants Judgment and Skill to
discern between reality and pretence. From whence it easily follows, that she who has nothing else
to value her self upon, will be proud of her Beauty, or Money and what that can purchase; and think
her self mightily oblig’d to him, who tells her she has those Perfections which she naturally longs
for.
Thus Ignorance and a narrow Education lay the Foundation of Vice, and Imitation and Custom rear
it up. Custom, that merciless torrent that carries all before it, and which indeed can be stem’d by
none but such as have a great deal of Prudence and a rooted Vertue. For ’tis but Decorous that she
who is not capable of giving better Rules, shou’d follow those she sees before her, least she only
change the instance and retain the absurdity.
When a poor Young Lady is taught to value her self on nothing but her Cloaths, and to think she’s
very fine when well accoutred; When she hears say, that ’tis Wisdom enough for her to know how
to dress her self, that she may become amiable in his eyes, to whom it appertains to be knowing and
learned; She is it may be, taught the Principles and Duties of Religion, but not Acquainted with the
Reasons and Grounds of them; being told ’tis enough for her to believe, to examine why, and
wherefore, belongs not to her. And therefore, though her Piety may be tall and spreading, yet
because it wants foundation and Root, the first rude Temptation overthrows and blasts it, or perhaps
the short liv’d Gourd decays and withers of its own accord. But why should she be blamed for
setting no great value on her Soul, whose noblest Faculty her Understanding is render’d useless to
her?

