
“A Serious Proposal to the Ladies” 
Early Modern Women on Education, Liberty, Love, and Happiness 

 

PHIL-UA 101 
MW, 9:30-10:45 AM; 5 WP, room 302 

Instructor: Julia Borcherding 
 

 

 

Course Description 
This course provides a survey of early modern women’s 
writings on education, liberty, love, and happiness. How 
did women of the early modern period think and write 
about these issues? By looking at writings by a variety of 
women philosophers –	   some more in the style of 
philosophical argumentation, others more literary – we will 
uncover a rich tradition of women thinking about women 
and sexual politics long before the advent of 19th- and 20th-
century feminism. In doing so, this course will also give 
you the opportunity to consider some of fundamental 
questions in moral and political philosophy, and introduce you to different forms of feminism and 
their history. In addition, it invites you to reflect critically on historiographical questions about 
canonization, and also, more generally, about how and why to study the past. For example, does it 
make sense to think of thinkers writing 300 years ago as feminists, or is that just a "vile 
anachronism" as some scholars believe? And if it does make sense, what forms of feminism can we 
discern in the early modern period?  

Aims 
This course aims to provide you with the opportunity to 

• appreciate the significance of women philosophers of the period, and the ways in which their 
work can shape our understanding of both early modern and contemporary feminist 
philosophy 

• gain a better understanding of some of the central philosophical topics discussed by female 
thinkers of the early modern period, including a sensitivity to their main motivations and 
historical context, and proficiency in stating these positions  
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• strengthen your ability to critically evaluate these positions by reconstructing their 
supporting arguments and assessing these arguments for cogency, or through identifying 
their consequences and assessing them for plausibility 

Audience & Format 
This is an advanced, discussion-based seminar, aimed at philosophy majors and advanced 
undergraduates from related disciplines with some background in philosophy.  

Requirements and Plans for Assessment 
You are expected to attend all meetings of the class, and to complete all reading assignments. 
Moreover, you are strongly encouraged to participate in class discussion. You will be assessed on the 
basis of your class participation, your reading responses, and your seminar papers.  

Written work  for this course will consist of reading responses  (due 6pm the day before class, 20% 
of grade, assessed on a pass/fail basis), a shorter  mid-term paper  (25%; due 10/21) and a longer 
final paper (35%; due; draft due 12/13; final version due 12/20). If you are unfamiliar with the 
university’s guidelines on plagiarism, please take a moment to review NYU’s Academic Integrity 
Guidelines.  

Class part i c ipat ion  and short  presentat ions  will count for 20% of your grade.  

Resources 
Texts .  All readings will be available as pdfs on the course website.  

Useful  Websi tes .  The Stanford Encyclopedia features a growing amount of resources on early 
modern women philosophers. In addition, the website of Project Vox features a range of 
information about early modern women philosophers. A useful online database for works by British 
early modern women philosophers that have not yet seen the light of a modern edition is EEBO 
(Early English Books Online). 

Contact & Office Hours 

emai l :  jab907@nuy.edu. Please feel free to email me any time with any question you might have. 
of f i c e :  5 Washington Place, room 409 
of f i c e  hours :  Mondays, 2-3pm, or by appointment 
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Topics & Readings 

Week 1 
 

Introduction 

No readings. 

 

1. Feminism in the History of Philosophy 

Week 2 
 

Feminisms, Now and Then  

themes: kinds of contemporary feminism, feminism in the early modern period  

read: Langton, “Feminism in Philosophy”; de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (selections); 
Schiebinger, “The Exclusion of Women” 

 

Week 3.1 

 

Cartesian Reason and Gendered Reason 

themes: is reason gendered? what role did cartesianism play in the development of 
our conception of reason? 

read: Bordo, Flight to Objectivity (selections); Lloyd, The Man of Reason (selections); 
Descartes, Meditations, Principles, Discourse (selections);  

 

Week 3.2 

 

Disappearing Ink: Feminism and the Canon 

themes: canonization and feminist approaches to the history of philosophy 

read: O’Neill, “Disappearing Ink”; Nye, “Reworking the Canon: Anne Conway”; 
Freeland, “Feminism and Ideology” (selections) 

 

2. Beginnings 

Week 4.1 

 

La Querelle de Femmes  

themes: the first feminists? a closer look at early feminist theory and the 
beginnings of early modern debates regarding the nature and roles of gender 

read: de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies (selections); Marinella, The Nobility and 
Excellence of Women (selections); Cornelius Agrippa, Declamation on the Nobility 
and Preeminence of the Female Sex (selections) 
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Week 4.2 

 

The Republic of Women and the Republic of Letters 

themes: the place of women within the intellectual community of early modern 
Europe; genres of female writing 

read: Harth, “Gender and Discursive Spaces in the 17th Century” 
 

3. Love and Marriage 

Week 5 

 

Does the Mind Love the Body? 

themes: Elisabeth of Bohemia’s and Anne Conway’s critique of Cartesian dualism 

read: Correspondence between Elisabeth and Descartes (selections); Conway, Principles 
(selections) 

 

Week 6 

 

Love that Binds 

themes: Anne Conway’s and Margaret Cavendish’s vitalist monisms, Cavendish’s 
critique of the Cartesian conception of nature 

read: Conway, Principles (selections); Cavendish, Philosophical and Physical Opinions, 
Observations, Letters (selections) 

 

Weeks 7-8 

 

A Discourse Concerning the Love of God 

themes: Mary Astell, John Norris, Damaris Masham on the causes and nature of 
love and evil; Tullia D’Aragonia on love and equality 

read: Astell & Norris, Letters Concerning the Love of God (selections); Masham, 
Discourse Concerning the Love of God (selections); D’Aragonia, Dialogue on the Infinity of 
Love 

 

Week 9 

 

Reflections Upon Marriage 

themes: Mary Astell, Margaret Cavendish, Mary Wollstonecraft and Gabrielle 
Suchon criticize traditional marriage, and think about alternatives 

read: Astell, Reflections Upon Marriage (selections); Cavendish, The Convent of Pleasure 
(selections); Suchon, “On the Celibate Life Freely Chosen” (selections); 
Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Women, Maria (selections)  
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4. Freedom and Education 

Week 10 

 

A Serious Proposal to the Ladies  

themes: Astell, van Schurman, and Suchon on gender equality, female education,  
and the social character of knowledge 

read: Mary Astell, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (selections); Anna Maria van 
Schurman, “A Dissertation”, “A Practical Problem” (selections); Gabrielle 
Suchon, Treatise on Ethics and Politics (selections) 

 

Week 12 

 

Male Perspectives on Female Education  

themes: two male scholars on female education and equality 

read: Erasmus, "The Abbot and the Learned Lady”; François Poullain de la Barre, 
“The Woman as Good as the Man” & “On the Equality of the Two Sexes” 
(selections) 

 

Week 11 

 

“If all Men are Born Free” 

themes: Astell and Cavendish on female autonomy; the function of fiction in early 
modern women’s writings; Emilie du Châtelet on the nature of freedom 

read: Cavendish, The Blazing World (selections); Plays (selections); Astell, A Serious 
Proposal (selections); Du Châtelet, Subtle Thoughts (selections); 

 

5. Happiness and the Good Life 

Week 13 

 

A Discourse on Happiness 

themes: the two enlightenment thinkers - Emilie Du Châtelet and Marie Madeleine 
de la Fontaine - discuss the nature of happiness, and what we can do to achieve it 

read: Du Chatelet, Discourse on Happiness; de la Fontaine, “Ideas on Happiness” 
 

Week 14 

 

Knowing the Good 

themes: Catherine Trotter Cockburn and Conway on the epistemological and 
metaphysical foundations of morality 

read: Trotter, Remarks Upon Some Writers (selections), Defence Mr of Locke’s Essay 
(selections); Conway, Principles 
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Week 15 

 

Final Discussion & Paper Workshop 

…and some German Christmas. J Bring your drafts! Final paper due: 12/20 

 


