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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Female education in late eighteenth-century Britain took a number of different 

forms that contributed to the creation of an ideal feminine form. In this thesis two of 

these forms, conduct books and novels, are examined with the purpose of determining the 

nature of education for elite and genteel young women, as well as the fears and anxieties 

that underpinned this education. Each genre provides different opportunities for educators 

to determine the best method to instruct young women and expanded the range of topics 

that could be explored. Conduct books by both men and women from various religious, 

political, and generational backgrounds are examined in an attempt to determine common 

themes and anxieties across a broad spectrum of ideologies, while fictions examined are 

exclusively female-authored. 

Conduct books provide theoretical behavior and ideologies for women to follow, 

while novels show that behavior in practice and provide some possible consequences of 

either following or ignoring the advice that conduct books provide. Neither genre is either 

fully “historical” or fully “literary;” each genre has elements of both that when examined 

together allow for a more nuanced vision of what young women were expected to know 

and how they were expected to behave.  

 

 

David Harvey and Miriam Wallace 

Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 

Throughout the eighteenth century new ideas were being formulated regarding 

human nature and education. Beginning with John Locke, humans were being 

increasingly seen as malleable beings affected by the education they received and the 

situation in which they were born and raised. Thus, methods of education were constantly 

being debated and refined. Despite the popularity of ideas like tabula rasa, the “blank 

slate” theory of the development of the mind, men and women were still seen as 

fundamentally different and educational practices reflected these differences.  

In the eighteenth century a shift was occurring in how women, and especially 

female sexuality, were being viewed. In the seventeenth century the prevailing view of 

women was still that they were naturally sinful and therefore inferior to men. They must 

be regulated by those better able to reason and provide judgment. Women were not a 

separate sex but an inferior form of the male sex, which once again made them subject to 

the superior form. In the nineteenth century, the prevailing image would be that of the 

angel in the home who is responsible for the moral education of the sons that would one 

day take a prominent position in the world. By that point, the idea of two distinct and 

complimentary sexes that each fulfilled specific roles was well ingrained in English 

culture. The eighteenth century sees the transition between these two ideas, facilitated at 

least in part by the Enlightenment, though it has also been argued that Puritan ideals 

played a fairly substantial role in the creation of the idea of complementary sexes.
1
 

Women were no longer seen as simply an incomplete male; they were becoming a 

                                                 
1
 Carol Houlihan Flynn makes this argument in her discussion of Daniel Defoe’s work as conduct literature 

in her contribution to The Ideology of Conduct: Essays on Literature and the History of Sexuality. Nancy 

Armstrong argues in her contribution to the same work that the Puritan conception of complementary sexes 

was further developed due to the British Enlightenment into the idea of the middle-class domestic woman 

and economic man.  
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separate biological sex and gender of their own. New notions about how men and women 

could and should relate when one was not inherently inferior to the other began to 

emerge. The concept of the complementary nature of the sexes was one of the most 

prevalent and long lasting. In this conception of the sexes, men and women each had 

abilities and roles that they needed to perform. Neither could perform the role of the 

other, but both were equally needed to create an ideal marriage and society. The 

education of men and women reflected these new ideas regarding the different sexes’ 

purposes.  

In addition to developing ideas regarding gender and human nature, economic 

changes in the eighteenth century changed education in Britain. This time saw the 

development of the middle class and definite moves towards laissez-faire economy. The 

period generally known as the industrial revolution began around 1750, but in the 

hundred years before that time, agricultural, industrial, and colonial developments meant 

that England was becoming increasingly wealthy and powerful and the middle class was 

also becoming wealthier and more influential. By the end of the century, the industrial 

revolution was in full swing and Britain’s already complicated social hierarchy was made 

even more so. For much of the eighteenth century, the highest social levels seemed to 

have only the vaguest idea of those below them despite the fact that a growing middle 

class can be discerned in this time period. Those who were considered beneath the gentry 

or aristocracy were considered either of “the middling sort” or the working or pauper 

classes.  

As the century progressed industrialization allowed the middle class to grow and 

aristocratic ideals to be marginalized. At the end of the century, the definition of 
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“genteel” was broad and many claimed the title despite sometimes dubious qualifications. 

Amanda Vickery in The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England 

uses the term “gentility” to define what historians today might call the middle class. She 

explains this word choice by pointing out that “’the polite’ and ‘the genteel’ are the only 

terms consistently used by the women [she] studied … to convey their social prestige. 

They had no recourse to a vocabulary of ‘upper,’ ‘middle’ and lower classes’.”
2
 Vickery 

identifies the genteel as being made up of landed gentry as well as those involved in the 

professions, namely clerics, lawyers, doctors, and military officers. Much of the 

historiography of the period gives the impression of impermeable upper, middle, and 

lower classes, yet the contemporary definitions were in fact incredibly fluid. This is 

especially evident in the baronetcy. A baronet is defined as “a titled order, the lowest that 

is hereditary, ranking next below a baron, having precedence of all orders of knighthood, 

except that of the Garter. A baronet is a commoner, the principle of the order being ‘to 

give rank, precedence, and title without privilege.’”
3
 Baronets thus held an inherited title, 

yet they were not technically members of the peerage as they did not inherit a position in 

the House of Lords. Instead they were a part of the landed gentry. Yet their title set them 

apart from the majority of the landed gentry and all orders of knighthood as their title was 

inherited and knighthoods are not. Because of this fluidity of the social hierarchy, it is 

often difficult to determine precisely to whom a literary work might be aimed. It is easy 

simply to claim that a work is anti-aristocratic or bourgeois, but it is difficult to determine 

who might or might not fit into those categories. With increasing social mobility due to 

new economic opportunities, this task is made more difficult as those of a lower social 

                                                 
2
 Amanda Vickery, The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1998), 13. 
3
 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “baronet,” accessed 16 April 2013, http://www.oed.com/. 
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sphere aspired to reach new social status. Educational practices reflect this mobility and 

the concerns with which it was associated.  

Conduct books were a popular means of education in the eighteenth century, 

especially in the second half of the century with a peak in popularity in the 1790s. They 

provided a simple manual of instructions of how to behave and what to study. Unlike 

earlier courtesy books which were aimed predominantly at men, the majority of conduct 

books were written for young women. Didactic novels could also provide moral and 

intellectual aid for the reader. Neither genre provided a specific syllabus for a scholar; 

few conduct books and even fewer novels provided a list of books that would provide a 

particularly profitable course of study. Instead these books told the reader the types of 

subjects to study, the pastimes that were the most constructive or moral to partake in, and 

the attitudes that were most beneficial for a woman to assume in her day-to-day life. 

Studying these genres allows us to determine what was expected of young women in the 

eighteenth century. By examining conduct books and novels together, we can begin to 

have a better understanding of how elite and genteel women were educated. Each genre 

provides different opportunities for educators to take advantage of in determining the best 

method to instruct young women as well as the range of topics that can be explored. 

Though both genres provide largely idealized visions of eighteenth-century femininity, 

they are nonetheless useful sources for determining what young women were expected to 

be and how they were expected to behave.  

My first chapter examines late eighteenth-century conduct literature for young 

women. Books by both men and women from a variety of backgrounds are examined in 

an attempt to determine common themes and anxieties across a broad spectrum of 



Kell - 5  

ideologies. James Fordyce in Sermons for Young Women (1766) wrote a series of 

sermons. Hester Chapone in Letters on the Improvement of the Mind (1773) wrote a 

number of letters to her niece that she later published. John Gregory’s book, A Father’s 

Legacy to His Daughters (1774) is a short series of ideas originally intended solely for 

his daughters’ use. Thomas Gisborne wrote a treatise titled An Enquiry into the Duties of 

the Female Sex (1797) that builds upon an earlier work he wrote for men. Priscilla 

Wakefield’s conduct book Reflections on the Present Condition of the Female Sex with 

Suggestions for its Improvement (1798) is as much an economic treatise as it is 

educational advice to women. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Thoughts on the Education of 

Daughters (1783) is similar to Gregory’s in that it is a short series of ideas, but she wrote 

hers explicitly for publication and therefore had a more general audience in mind. All of 

these books enjoyed considerable popularity and were printed for decades after their 

original publication. For the most part, all six authors agree on how young women should 

be educated and their proper role in the public and private spheres, despite often 

contradictory justifications.  

There was however a slight split between the concerns of the male and female 

conduct book authors. The primary concern of the male conduct book authors is how the 

actions of women will affect others. However, the primary concerns of female conduct 

book authors generally revolve around the best ways for women to live their own lives. 

Both Fordyce’s and Gisborne’s books are rife with anxieties regarding the influence that 

women will have on men and how women’s behaviors and pastimes will affect their 

relationships with men. The women, on the other hand, are far more concerned with how 

women’s decisions affect themselves. That’s not to say that women’s relationships with 
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men are never considered, for they most certainly are. It is simply that those relationships 

are simply one more aspect of women’s life that does not necessarily consume them in 

the way that the books of Fordyce and Gisborne might lead the reader to believe. 

However, despite these different focuses, all the authors spent the most time worrying 

about women’s position in the public sphere and how a woman’s education affects that 

position.   

The second chapter examines four didactic novels from the 1780s and 1790s that 

were written by women and with substantial focus on the education of young women: 

Jane West’s The Advantages of Education (1793), Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple 

(1794), Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple Story (1791) and Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778). 

Each of these novels fits within a very specific type of novel. Didactic fiction was a 

popular genre throughout the eighteenth century as it allowed the author to instruct and 

educate the reader at the same time. Didactic fiction could take a number of forms. Often 

authors would tack on a moral of some kind to justify the telling of what otherwise would 

be an outrageous story; this was a practice that was especially popular in genres such as 

gothic literature. None of the four above novels use morality solely as a front for telling 

an exciting story, however. All of these novels are successful in actually conveying an 

educational message that is supported throughout the novel. Their explicit purpose is to 

show young women how to behave in the world under a variety of trying circumstances. 

All of the novels begin around the time that the heroine is first joining society, and so the 

author must first establish what kind of education the heroine has received, and clarify 

the situation in which she was raised, before the events of the novel begin. After the 

initial education has been established, the bulk of the novel is then devoted to displaying 
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how this education affected the manner in which the heroine conducted herself in society.  

Though all four women ultimately make very similar arguments regarding what is 

necessary for female education, the backgrounds of the authors vary greatly. Jane West 

(1758-1852) was a conservative writer of poetry, novels, and conduct literature; her 

social status is somewhat questionable due to her husband’s position as yeoman farmer. 

However her obituarist took great pains to disassociate her from a lower status and 

claimed that she achieved “gentlewoman” status from her literary achievements.
4
 

Susanna Rowson’s (1762-1824) father was a part of the Royal Navy, and she grew up 

near Boston until the American Revolution, at which point her father was taken as a 

prisoner of war for his loyalist views. Though Rowson was born in Britain and spent part 

of her adult life there, she considered herself to be an American, especially after her 

husband was naturalized.
5
 Charlotte Temple is therefore most often considered important 

as one of the first American novels. However Rowson’s writing is truly part of a 

transatlantic tradition that situates her as significant for British literary tradition as much 

as the American tradition. Elizabeth Inchbald (1753-1821) worked primarily in theater as 

an actress, a playwright, and a translator of foreign plays, and eventually as early theatre 

critic and complier. Her plays tended to display her radical social and political views. 

Inchbald wrote only two novels, A Simple Story and Nature and Art (1796), both of 

which are didactic novels, the former written for young women and the latter for young 

men.
6
 Frances Burney (1752-1840) was an extremely popular novelist. Evelina, Burney’s 

                                                 
4
 Gail Baylis, “West, Jane (1758–1852),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2008). 
5
 Steven Epley, “Rowson, Susanna (bap. 1762, d. 1824),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
6
 Jane Spencer, “Inchbald, Elizabeth (1753–1821),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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first novel, gained her widespread literary notoriety that eventually gave her access to the 

leading intellectual circles of the day, including the Bluestocking Circle, a leading group 

of female intellectuals. Her father, Charles Burney, was also a well-connected composer 

and musicologist. Burney’s succeeding novels were likewise great successes and most 

focused on female education and/or female difficulties.
7
 

  

                                                 
7
 Pat Rogers, “Burney, Frances (1752–1840),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2010). 
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CHAPTER ONE: Conduct Books and Inculcating Morals and Manners 

Scholarship on conduct literature is somewhat sparse. There are few works that 

deal with conduct literature exclusively and even fewer that examine individual conduct 

books at any length. Those works that do handle conduct literature can often be fairly 

contradictory. Part of the trouble in defining conduct literature is that in many ways they 

are an amalgamation of numerous genres and styles that make creating a single, coherent 

definition difficult. In fact, the designation “conduct literature” is a modern, 

homogenizing invention as Vivien Jones points out in her essay on pleasure in conduct 

literature.
8
 Each of the six conduct books that I will be examining takes a slightly 

different approach, and the authors more than likely would not have seen their works as 

easily falling into the same genre. All of these books, however, are aimed at young 

women for the purpose of the woman’s betterment, and they often reach the same 

conclusions regarding female education, but their methods of improving and educating 

women are vastly different. 

Various authors have attempted to define conduct literature and identify common 

characteristics amongst the authors of these works, with varying degrees of success. 

Marjorie Morgan, in Manners, Morals and Class in England, 1774-1858, provides an 

extremely helpful way to place conduct literature in a broader history of advice literature 

generally. She examines the transition from courtesy to conduct to etiquette literature that 

she claims mirrors a rise in the middle-class and a shift in middle class ideals that is 

closely tied in with industrialization. Courtesy literature was chiefly popular in the late 

medieval and early modern period with what is generally considered to be the last 

                                                 
8
 Vivien Jones, “The Seductions of Conduct: Pleasure and Conduct Literature,” in Pleasure in the 

Eighteenth Century, edited by Roy Porter and Marie Mulvey Roberts (New York: New York University 

Press, 1996), 109. 
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English courtesy book published in 1774. Morgan argues that courtesy literature 

attempted to present a comprehensive picture of a proper aristocratic gentleman. She 

claims that “one of the most significant characteristics common to courtesy books was 

their underlying assumption that manners and morals were inseparable and 

indistinguishable.”
9
 In other words, the manner in which one comported oneself was 

indicative of inner worth. This idea continues long beyond the courtesy book, especially 

in novels.  

Conduct books are seen by Morgan as more religious than courtesy books and 

primarily the result of the intensification of Evangelicalism in the last part of the century. 

Morgan sees all conduct book writers of this time as Evangelicals who “strove to make 

Christianity the guiding principle of human behavior.”
10

 This conception of conduct 

literature is narrow and over simplifies the often religious nature of these books, not least 

because conduct book authors came from a wide range of denominations, from the 

Church of Scotland, to the Quakers, to Church of England Evangelicals. In addition to 

this Evangelical connection between the books, Morgan notes that the writers were also 

all middle-class writers who assume a middle-class audience, though authors often 

maintained that their advice was applicable to all ranks, not just to the middle-class. 

Again, this over simplifies the complicated nature of the British social hierarchy and its 

fluidity.  

Morgan claims that unlike courtesy books, the main focus of conduct books was 

not providing the audience with a guide to behavior that would benefit the reader in 

navigating the social world, but rather, they “strove to cultivate individuals encrusted 

                                                 
9
 Marjorie Morgan, Manners, Morals and Class in England, 1774-1858 (Basingstoke: The Macmillan Press 

Ltd., 1994), 11. 
10

 Ibid, 14.  
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with the moral armour necessary to shield them from worldly persuasions.”
11

 In many 

ways, this definition of conduct literature holds true; much of the focus of authors such as 

Gisborne and Fordyce is on moral behavior and the consequences of not following this 

behavior. Once again, however, this is overly simplistic. Conduct books do often provide 

more concrete advice on how to navigate both the social world and the domestic world.  

Morgan sees nineteenth-century etiquette books as largely unconcerned with any 

kind of religious education. Instead, etiquette books codified behavioral rules which had 

already been considered “natural” for a half a century. The rules laid down in these books 

and the principles underlying their practice had long been in use before etiquette books 

came into use. The assumption of most etiquette book writers was that their audience was 

rising from the working or middle class into more prosperous and exalted stations and 

therefore needed some aid in navigating the new world in which they found themselves. 

Implicit in these books, quite unlike in courtesy and conduct books, was the idea that 

manners and morals were two entirely different matters that could be, and often were, 

disconnected. One could exhibit perfectly proper behavior in a public situation without 

having any kind of proper morals, and etiquette books wished only to focus on ensuring 

the former; they were not at all concerned with the latter.  

What is important about the distinction that Morgan makes between courtesy, 

conduct, and etiquette literature is that conduct literature is created in a moment of 

transition. Such works are an amalgamation of courtesy and etiquette literature that 

occasionally leans more towards one form than another. These books are being written by 

men and women of various religious, political, and social positions in a time when 

society is changing, when there is great concern over the mixing of classes that 

                                                 
11

 Ibid, 16.  



Kell - 12  

industrialization and the rise of the middle class makes possible. The distinction (or lack 

thereof) between manners and morals is especially important. There is certainly an idea 

pervading conduct literature that manners indicate morals but there is also a sense that the 

two are separate, especially when it comes to fashionable behavior.  

Other scholars have examined conduct literature not solely as a product of the 

middle class that exemplifies ideas surrounding manners and morals. In The Ideology of 

Conduct: Essays on Literature and the History of Sexuality, for example, a number of 

scholars explore conduct literature from medieval courtesy literature through the late-

nineteenth-century “beauty system” to argue that “the production of specific forms of 

desire has created and maintained specific forms of political authority, and that sexual 

desire therefore cannot be left out of political history.”12 To demonstrate this argument, 

conduct literature was primarily explored, partially because conduct literature designates 

what kind of woman is desirable, both for women to become and men to desire. 

Moreover the editors argue that literary history has rarely considered conduct literature, 

despite the fact that there are parallels between “the literature of conduct and the conduct 

of literature.”13 Most of the arguments made within this collection reflect the idea that 

conduct literature for women possessed more political importance than had previously 

been generally accepted.  

Nancy Armstrong in her essay in this collection claims that the British 

Enlightenment gave rise to a new woman, “a creature of feelings that naturally inclined to 

household management and caring for the sick, needy, and young.”14 Armstrong further 

                                                 
12

 Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse, eds., introduction to The Ideology of Conduct: Essays on 

Literature and the History of Sexuality (New York: Methuen & Co., 1987), 3.  
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Ibid, 11. 
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claims that it is not the new economic man but the new domestic woman who first 

encroached upon aristocratic culture. The new female was supposed to lack competitive 

desires and worldly ambitions, had to have an education in frugal domestic practices, and 

was imagined to complement the new economic man’s role as earner and producer with 

the domestic woman’s role as a wise spender and tasteful consumer. This new domestic 

woman was in strong contrast to the dissipated aristocratic woman of the seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries. Armstrong claims that “such an ideal relationship presupposed 

a woman whose desires were not of necessity attracted to material things. But because a 

woman’s desires could in fact be manipulated by signs of wealth and position, she 

required an education.”15 This new educational requirement for women, as well as the 

assumptions underlying this requirement, were completely unprecedented. Up until this 

point, it had been assumed that aristocratic women were the embodiments of corrupted 

desire and books related to women all took care to explain how this desire destroyed the 

virtues essential to wife and mother. Armstrong argues that with eighteenth-century 

conduct literature, an important change was made in understanding power: the language 

of kinship was severed from the language of political relations, which created the 

respective domains of the domestic woman and economic man. The biggest question that 

Armstrong’s essay raises is how much of what is present in conduct literature is a product 

of changes happening in the eighteenth century, and how much it is facilitating the 

changes. This is a difficult, and possibly impossible, question to answer that would 

require more research in sources outside of conduct literature in conjunction with conduct 

books themselves.  

  

                                                 
15

 Ibid, 97. 



Kell - 14  

 

 

Female Influence 

Some of the commonly recurring themes within conduct books appear transitory, 

mere superficial pieces of advice. However, there are others that underpin the author's 

entire premise in writing a conduct book. The effect of the influence that women wield on 

the people around them is one of the latter. Both James Fordyce and Thomas Gisborne 

bring up female influence early on in their conduct books, thereby keeping the effects of 

female influence in the mind of the reader throughout her reading of the book. While 

Fordyce puts all of his opinions regarding female influence together in one sermon and 

then moves on to other topics, Gisborne continually returns throughout his work to the 

idea of a woman affecting the behavior of her acquaintances, either directly or indirectly. 

The power of female influence underpins Gisborne's entire outlook regarding women and 

their role in society and in the family.  

Different from both Gisborne and Fordyce is Hester Chapone's approach to 

female influence. As Chapone is writing directly to a single young woman about how to 

enter society, she does not spend any time talking about more abstract ideas of the effect 

that women can have. Her advice is more practical and focused. Therefore she advises 

her niece to find an older female friend who can help guide her. Chapone’s female 

influence embodied in an older guide is more concrete and more visible than either 

Fordyce or Gisborne’s in day-to-day life. 

All three authors reveal some of the  period anxieties surrounding women's role in 

society and how women should be approached or treated because of this role. Fordyce is 
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primarily concerned with how men react to women and training women to act in such a 

way that most positively affects men; men are the primary actors in the world and if they 

may be "ruined" in some way, their means of ruin, namely women, need to be contained. 

Gisborne's concerns lie with ensuring that women stay at home as much as possible 

without venturing into the public sphere where they do not belong. As such he 

continually emphasizes that the smaller a woman's sphere of influence, the more good 

she can do for those around her. Finally, Chapone's concern revolves around the 

sometimes debilitating partiality that parents show their daughters as well as on the 

dangers in society to which women are naturally more susceptible.  

All three of these concerns are intimately tied with women's role in society and 

the dangers that the world outside of the home can pose to women. Each of these authors 

felt the need to try to find a way to let young women into society without damaging either 

the girls or the men that they will inevitably come into contact with.  Yet women must be 

introduced to society at some point or else they will never marry, a pressing concern in 

the eighteenth century, especially for women of the gentry. Working-class women could 

generally find some kind of work and that work generally did not lower their chances in 

the marriage market. Aristocratic women more often had independent fortunes that were 

large enough that they could support themselves in a respectable manner, and therefore 

they might not need to marry. Women from the gentry and professional classes, however, 

posed a serious problem. Very few of these women had fortunes large enough to support 

themselves should they be left without a male guardian of some kind and the respectable 

options for work, such as becoming a governess or companion, were a serious social 

debasement, especially for women coming from landed families. Should a woman decide 
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to enter into service of any kind, it was highly unlikely that she would ever marry 

someone from her father’s social sphere if she married at all.
16

 

Some of the problems surrounding women’s ability to marry can be traced back to 

the seventeenth century. The end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the 

eighteenth century saw what some have called a demographic crisis. Landowning men 

were becoming less likely to marry or would marry when they were significantly older. 

Women, on the other hand, tended to marry young so that they would be able to start 

bearing children early and because fathers often wished to hand off the financial care of 

their daughters to their husbands. By the early eighteenth century, most landed families 

were settling their properties by strict settlement, which limited the heir’s lands for life 

and ensured that it would pass on to the next eldest son. Strict settlements also specified a 

capital sum be set aside for younger children. This meant that landowners would need to 

mortgage their estates to afford to provide settlements for younger children, a practice 

that would become onerous after several generations. It was about this time that 

Hardwicke’s Marriage Act was passed in 1753, which was written to prevent “heiress 

stealing” – a problem that was more common in novels than in real life – and bigamy 

cases caused by the lax enforcement of marriage laws.  

Younger sons were at the same time less likely to receive substantial financial 

support from their fathers, necessitating entry into a profession. Once in a profession it 

could be many years before they were financially secure enough to support a wife and 

children, if they ever were at all. This limited the number of marriage options that women 

had. Furthermore, it is likely that landowners would have wanted to have control over 

                                                 
16

 Olwen Hufton, “Women without Men: Widows and Spinsters in Britain and France in the Eighteenth 

Century,” Journal of Family History Vol. 9 (1984), 355-376. 
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their children’s marriages so that they could refresh the family’s finances, thus leading to 

Hardwicke’s Marriage Act, which raised the legal age of marriage for both men and 

women and made the act of getting married a more difficult, formal process.
17

  

All of this means that although women’s influence was often viewed as 

potentially damaging to men in the public world, it was nonetheless necessary that 

women be introduced into the public sphere. And although it was a common conception 

that women had an adverse effect on men rather than vice versa, it was still important that 

women be introduced to the right men and be able to ascertain men’s motives. Women 

were also seen as having a softening effect on men. This view became increasingly 

prevalent throughout the century. This largely related to the two competing views of 

women and female sexuality that were dominant in the preceding and proceeding 

centuries. The seventeenth-century tradition saw women as inherently sinful and 

therefore damaging to the men around them. The nineteenth-century tradition saw women 

as the angel of the home, a softening domestic figure who provided comfort away from 

the rigors of the public sphere. During the eighteenth century as one conception of 

femininity made way for another the portrayal of women and their effect on men could 

often be contradictory.  

Conduct book writers rarely allude to this problem directly, but they all are aware 

of a women’s potential for ruin should a young woman be led to believe that she will be 

able to marry her suitor when he is not in a situation to support her and he knows it. In 

the next chapter I will examine Susanna Rowson’s novel Charlotte Temple (1791) in 

which the eponymous heroine is ruined because her lover is not financially secure enough 

                                                 
17

 Erica Harth, “The Virtue of Love: Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act,” Cultural Critique 9 (Spring, 1988), 

129-30. 
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to support her since Charlotte had no dowry to supplement his income. His father’s 

advice is likely how many men of the time acted: do not marry until you’ve earned a 

higher income or unless she has a large marriage portion. Most of the time, blame is 

placed on the woman should she find herself in an undesirable situation. Often women 

are seen as exerting a negative influence on men that leads men to pursue romantic 

attachments that cannot end in marriage. Thus in conduct literature, women are generally 

told to avoid misusing their influence rather than to avoid men of questionable intent.  

This is especially important considering that young women had virtually no 

control over with whom they come into contact. Women could not solicit introductions, 

they did not have control over who tried to obtain an introduction with them, and they 

also had no control over who did or did not come to visit. Novels of the time amply show 

that women were often at the mercy of men’s inclinations in social situations both outside 

of and within the home. Now we turn directly to the conduct literature itself. 

James Fordyce (1720-1796) was a Church of Scotland minister who became an 

increasingly popular preacher in the 1750s. In June 1760, he was appointed as colleague 

to Samuel Lawrence, the minister of the Presbyterian congregation meeting at Monkwell 

Street in London. While at this post he became one of the most celebrated and 

fashionable preachers in London. This is likely due to the fact that his sermons tended 

more towards the sentimental than towards the theological. His most famous printed 

work was Sermons to Young Women, but Addresses to Young Men (1777) was popular as 

well. Both works went through numerous printings and continued to be widely read 
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through the beginning of the nineteenth century even as Fordyce’s appeal as a preacher 

declined in the 1770s.
18

  

Fordyce's Sermons to Young Women is a series of sermons that can be read 

individually which means that each topic tends to be self-contained and addressed in one 

sermon, though there are a few topics that take up two sermons. The first sermon of the 

collection, "Importance of the Female Sex, especially the Younger Part," is devoted to 

detailing the numerous ways in which women affect the people around them, men and 

women, children and adults. In this sermon, Fordyce addresses a number of instances of 

female influence, from parenthood, to a daughter's role in maintaining the reputation of 

the family, to the effect that women have on individuals of the opposite sex. Interestingly, 

Fordyce does not truly address the effect that women have on other women at all. He 

briefly states that women affect each other and then concludes, "But I hasten from so 

painful a topic, to consider the importance of your sex in another light."
19

 In this evasion 

of considering the mutual interest between women, as well as the inordinate interest he 

takes in male and female relations, Fordyce reveals as his key concern how female 

behavior could adversely affect men's ability to act as morally and as competently as 

possible in the public sphere. 

Fordyce reveals through his extensive discussion of relationships between men 

and women, just how he sees women as corrupting or uplifting figures to men, depending 

on their circumstances. After spending some time considering the role in the family that 

young women play as daughters, with considerable focus on the disastrous effects of a 
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girl’s ruined reputation on the entire family, Fordyce goes on to enumerate exactly how 

women impact the men that they interact with in their lives. He begins this section by 

claiming that "There is in female youth an attraction, which every man of the least 

sensibility must perceive. If assisted by beauty, it becomes in the first impression 

irresistible. Your power so far we do not affect to conceal. That He who made us meant it 

thus, is manifest from his having attempered our hearts to such emotions. Would to God 

you knew how to improve this power to its noblest ends! We should then rejoice to see it 

increased: then indeed it would be increased of course."
20

 Female "sweetness and virtue, 

capacity and discretion"
21

 are presented as primarily qualities to be used to touch the 

hearts of men. With this in mind, Fordyce's entire project is cast into a different light; no 

longer does it seem simply as advice to aid women, but rather advice to aid men by 

means of women's actions. From this point of view, female influence is incredibly 

dangerous and must be contained through books written by men who are naturally 

sympathetic to their own sex. 

The effect of women and effeminacy on men and by extension on the national 

character was a cause of concern in eighteenth-century England. Michèle Cohen 

examines this concern in connection to English fears of French influence as well as the 

common conflation of Frenchness and femininity. Cohen claims that French influence 

was generally tied to the “’bewitching Pleasure,’ not only irresistible, but unnatural, 

ungodly, even. It was because this enchantment produced ‘inordinate and exhorbitant 

desires’ that the English became ‘other’, effeminate – excess is precisely the site of 

incommensurable desire – Frenchified, and the national fibre was weakened and 
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enervated.”
22

 Politeness, or politesse, was rejected by Englishmen as a danger to English 

masculinity as it was connected with effeminacy and servility. As a result, politeness was 

domesticated and associated primarily with women. The characteristics of politeness – 

“desire to please, self effacement, softness, and ‘the graces’”
23

 – were perfectly suited to 

female education but were qualities it was generally believed that men should avoid. 

Because French qualities such as politeness were thus displaced onto women, women 

became a source of concern as possibly affecting the masculinity of men. While it was 

expected that women exert a certain moral force on their families, that force, apparently, 

could only go so far before it became potentially damaging to men. Fordyce reflects these 

concerns in his focus on women’s influence on men to the exclusion of a discussion of 

women’s influence on each other.  

John Gisborne's advice does not seem quite as severe in this light as Fordyce's. 

This is partially because Gisborne (1724-1773) first wrote Enquiry into the Duties of Men 

(1795) before he wrote Enquiry into the Duties of the Female Sex, unlike Fordyce who 

published his sermons for women first. Gisborne’s latter work is considerably shorter 

than the former and was written because the former was so well received. Because he had 

already written a conduct book with men in mind, it appears that he was somewhat less 

concerned with fixating solely on women’s relationships with men in terms of their 

ability to influence those around them. Enquiry into the Duties of the Female Sex lays out 

the duties and expected behavior of women at all ages and stages of life, just as the 

former did for men. Therefore while Gisborne was concerned with how men and women 

interacted and the effect that each had on the other, he was even more concerned with an 
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individual's role in his or her own lives, especially spiritually. Moreover, his work was 

not a series of sermons that were meant to be directed to a wide audience on a religious 

topic, as Fordyce’s was. This difference is especially interesting to note, as Gisborne was 

a Church of England clergyman, where Fordyce was in the Presbyterian Church of 

Scotland. Gisborne, however, lived a quiet life as a country parson and writer rather than 

seeking notoriety as Fordyce had. Both Fordyce and Gisborne focused on issues of social 

morality but Gisborne’s morality seems to have been more far ranging; he was part of the 

Clapham Sect, a group of evangelical Anglicans who took interest in matters such as 

abolition.
24

 Gisborne approaches the role of female influence primarily through looking 

at how it affects the woman who is influencing those around her, rather than those being 

influenced. Again, that is not to say that the woman's acquaintances, families, and friends 

are not being considered— they certainly are, but often the discussion is brought back to 

how rewarding it is for women to have such positive effects on the people around them.  

As a whole, Gisborne's primary focus was in delineating what women should do 

in a fairly limited part of the world. In many ways, An Enquiry is not simply a book that 

tells women what they should focus on at different points in their lives, but an attempt to 

display the ways that female influence can be used and to urge young women to use their 

influence properly. The entirety of Gisborne's conception of the role of women is focused 

around the idea that they are useful and important at home, but should not attempt to 

move beyond their home into the public sphere. To justify keeping women exclusively at 

home, preferably in the country with little company, he claims that women are most 

influential in small groups, on an individual level. Women cannot affect large groups or 
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the nation at large; that is the work of men. So Gisborne frames the proper activities and 

the proper mental and religious framework of women around this idea that they are only 

influential in the home.  

Anne Mellor’s exploration of the impact of women writers on the public sphere 

sheds some light on Gisborne’s insistence on keeping women in the domestic sphere. 

Mellor sees “the values of the private sphere associated primarily with women – moral 

virtue and an ethic of care – infiltrating and finally dominating the discursive public 

sphere during the Romantic era. …Women writers were primarily responsible for 

insisting that the conduct of the British government must be moral – that political leaders 

should demonstrate the same Christian virtues that mothers and daughters – and fathers 

and sons – were expected to practice at home.”
25

 Gisborne was inculcating the domestic 

virtues that women were expected to pass on to their husbands and children; morals that 

women writers would then move on to insist men take part in outside of the home as well 

as within it. He recognized that women had a profound effect on the men in their lives 

and he was trying to ensure that the effect would be a positive one.  

Very early on, Gisborne makes a point of assuring women of the usefulness of 

their constricted sphere. In regards to women who chafe at this restriction because they 

wish to attain the same eminence as their brothers or excuse the mental indolence in 

which they have indulged, he writes that they are "occasionally heard to declare their 

opinion, that the sphere in which women are destined to move is so humble and so 

limited, as neither to require nor to reward assiduity; and under this impression either do 

not discern, or will not be persuaded to consider, the real and deeply interesting effects 
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which the conduct of their sex will always have on the happiness of society."
26

 It is very 

important that Gisborne address the concerns intelligent women would have with his 

plans early on so that he can safely address his points knowing that the opposition has 

been silenced. However, it is interesting that he would do so by claiming that they only 

complain because they are ignorant or at the very least narrow-minded. He is framing a 

very specific mindset that all women should have regarding their role in the world and 

presenting all women who do not ascribe to that mindset as being purposely stubborn and 

therefore not worth arguing with. 

Within all of his more general advice, Gisborne makes a point of explaining why 

women's influence is so much stronger at an individual level. For example, Gisborne 

takes the time to refute the idea that there is no benefit in going against custom when he 

is discussing city amusements in general. First he challenges the idea that going along 

with the crowd is not harmful to individual young women by posing some questions: 

"You say that you cannot reform the world. Cannot you reform yourself? How is a 

prevailing bad custom of any kind to be extinguished otherwise than by being abandoned 

by the individuals who have upheld it? And by what means have you been exempted 

from the general obligation?"
27

 The first step in aiding other people is ensuring that your 

own morality is properly aligned and that you are acting on that morality. Only then can 

you think of showing other people the proper way to act. Gisborne then acknowledges 

that as his readers are not royal or noble, they are not likely to command the respect and 

attention of a large group. However, he immediately asks whether although 
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[Your example] will not draw multitudes in its train; it may influence few; 

but are you certain that it will influence none? Is it possible for you to 

know beforehand, that it will not influence one individual? And if it has a 

beneficial influence on one individuals, is this an effect to be despised? Is 

the very chance of such an effect to be disregarded? But is it not probable, 

is it not almost certain, that the force of your example will be more widely 

felt?
28

  

The possibility of one person being affected by your actions is more important than the 

even more sure possibility of a group not being affected or even of a group ridiculing you 

for prudish behavior. 

At the end of the book, Gisborne definitively states once more that home is where 

women are most useful in his discussion of women as wives. He writes, "Home, 

therefore, is the place where the pattern which she exhibits in personal manners, in 

domestic arrangements, and in every branch of her private conduct will be more carefully 

observed, and more willingly copied by her neighbors in a rank of life similar to her own, 

than it would be in a situation where she was a little known and transitory visitant. Home 

too is the place where she will possess peculiar means of doing good among the humbler 

classes of society."
29

 This final definition, placed at the end of the book where it can be 

most memorable, is the most definitive example of Gisborne's views on women's roles. 

Women’s widest and most effective sphere of influence radiates from the home. 

Dana Harrington’s article “Gender, Commerce, and the Transformative Power of 

Virtue in Eighteenth-Century England” helps further to account for Fordyce and 

Gisborne’s need to define the power of women’s influence by their relationships with 

men by limiting women to the domestic sphere. She identifies "the emergence of a 

privatized, domestic view of virtue" as the means of legitimizing a middle-class concept 
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of citizenship that allowed for the acquirement of wealth that the previous aristocratic 

civic virtue had denounced.
30

 Harrington recognizes female conduct literature as a 

primary site of the creation and inculcation of the middle-class domestic ideology that 

allowed middle-class men to profit. Women were now the calming forces on the 

economic men, rather than the catalyzing force for politesse that aristocratic women had 

been perceived to be. Both Fordyce and Gisborne display this concern about the nature of 

women outside the home.  

Gisborne in particular is very insistent in maintaining women’s position as 

influential only in small groups in the home, as far away from the public sphere as 

possible. Marlene LeGates makes a similar argument, calling on the influence of the 

Enlightenment in changing perceptions of women in the eighteenth century: “The image 

of chaste Womanhood represents a fantasy about what could be done with women in 

terms of social conditioning, testifying to the faith in the infinite malleability of human 

nature.”
31

 For LeGates, Fordyce’s and Gisborne’s insistence on protecting women at 

home is about creating the proper wife and mother who can continue the education of the 

next generation.  

Different from both Fordyce’s and Gisborne's advice is that of Hester Chapone. 

Chapone (1727-1801) was originally writing letters for her fifteen-old-year niece who 

was preparing to come out into Society within the next few years. She was later 

persuaded by fellow Bluestocking, Elizabeth Montague, to publish the letters as Letters 

on the Improvement of the Mind. Chapone offered advice on a number of topics. Her 
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advice is purely practical, things to remember as one enters the world, rather than more 

abstract strictures on proper behavior. It is when writing of female friendship that 

Chapone speaks of female influence, although she never directly mentions  or at least 

never names it as “influence.” However, Chapone finds friendship to be a pressing topic 

to discuss "because the connection itself is ill understood, and the subjects of it frequently 

ill chosen."
32

 The effects that friends can have on each other can be deep and long-

reaching and therefore it is imperative that friends are chosen well. Furthermore, 

considering the age of Chapone’s original audience, it is not surprising that she would 

focus on the immediate problems that her niece would encounter, such as how to choose 

friends, rather than give extended advice on topics that are years in her niece’s future.  

Chapone believes that the worst friendships are those between two girls of the 

same age because similarity in age and disposition "are circumstances which in a great 

measure disqualify them for assisting each other in moral improvements, or supplying 

each other’s defects."
33

 If the two girls cannot mutually benefit each other, then the 

friendship is worthless and may even be harmful. Chapone believes that people should 

surround themselves only with others who can benefit them in some way, primarily 

morally but also socially. Two equally inexperienced girls cannot benefit each other at 

all. Chapone, therefore, advises her niece to find a friend who is eight or ten years older 

than herself who can guide her through the world. Chapone claims that a friend such as 

this,  

will be able to advise and improve you – and, your desire of this assistance 

will recommend you to her taste, as much as her superior abilities will 

recommend her to you.... With a friend such as I have described ... you can 
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hardly pass an hour without finding yourself brought forwarder in some 

useful knowledge – without learning something of the world, or of your 

own nature, some rule of behavior, or some necessary caution in the 

conduct of life: – for, even in the gayest conversations, such useful hints 

may often be gathered from those, whose knowledge and experience are 

much beyond our own.
34

  

An older friend is supposed to take on something of a disinterested mentoring role; her 

only benefit from the relationship is the comforting knowledge of doing good for 

someone else. When a girl who has had the kind of friendship described by Chapone has 

grown older, she is expected to enter into another such friendship on the opposite side, as 

the disinterested, benevolent older woman.  

In this sense, Chapone's conception of female influence is not terribly different 

from Gisborne's. Both see women as positively affecting the people around them, through 

example or instruction, without any easily visible benefit to themselves. These kinds of 

friendships are also seen by both as part of the natural development of a woman's role. 

Chapone’s conception of friendship, however, bears a strong resemblance to a form of 

professional friendship that was common among men in the eighteenth century. 

“Friendship” more often denoted patronage than something like a modern conception of 

personal friendships. A friend would generally be older and able to help an individual to 

advance their social or political position. Alan Bray examines this type of homosocial 

relationship in his book The Friend and writes that “the principal difference between the 

friendship of the modern world and the friendship I describe in this book is that, in the 

traditional culture that it explores, friendship was significant in a public sphere.”
35

 

Chapone’s application of this kind of friendship to women is therefore unusual. It places 

women in the public sphere, thereby giving women and their relationships greater weight, 

                                                 
34

 Ibid, 82-3. 
35

 Alan Bray, The Friend (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 2. 



Kell - 29  

especially when compared to how Fordyce and Gisborne view female friendships. While 

Gisborne might have seen the benefits of female influence on a woman’s acquaintance, 

he devotes little attention to examining how women’s friendships work on a more 

personal or even public level. His attention is devoted more to how women’s actions 

affect society at large or in her own personal domestic sphere, not a slightly broadened 

social sphere that takes into account how women interact away from men.  

 

Ornamental Accomplishments 

As the purpose of the conduct book is to instruct young woman on the best 

manner in which to spend her time, it is unsurprising that the subject of accomplishments 

is canvassed in some form in all of the conduct books examined here. For the most part 

"ornamental" accomplishments, as Gisborne and Priscilla Wakefield classify them, are 

decried by all of the authors as a waste of young women's time and no real proof of a 

woman's worth or abilities as a wife. Ornamental accomplishments are generally 

considered those that serve no useful purpose other than to attract attention, such as a 

knowledge of French or Italian, fancy needle-work, dancing, and various musical skills.  

This conception of accomplishments as empty is in stark contrast to the idea of 

politeness that was forwarded by courtesy literature. When manners and morals were 

considered as indicative of each other, the manner in which one appeared and the skills 

they were able to showcase were seen as proof of the status and worth of the individual. 

With the rise of the middle class and push against aristocratic culture, as well as the rise 

of the Evangelical movement, conduct book writers saw more need for the inner worth to 

be showcased in a more effective manner than through music, drawing, and dancing. 
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Even those who do not unequivocally decry what others term ornamental 

accomplishments, such as Chapone, still qualify their approval of such activities. The 

main differences between authors in their treatment of these accomplishments are why 

they consider them to be a waste of young women's time.  

Due to the fact that all young women are expected by all of these authors to stay 

at home as much as possible, it is certainly understandable that the authors are very 

anxious about what women do while at home. As certain as these authors are that women 

will cause problems in the public sphere, they are just as aware that women’s activities at 

home can cause problems, not only for the women themselves but also for everyone in 

their lives. As such, conduct book authors need to delineate what are useful and what are 

wasteful employments for women. Wasteful employments are nearly always ornamental 

accomplishments. Each author has slightly different reasons for why she or he finds such 

accomplishments wasteful. Chapone, Gisborne, and Fordyce cite religious reasons. 

Priscilla Wakefield is more concerned with an economic explanation. Mary 

Wollstonecraft's primary concern is the development of the mind. John Gregory, unlike 

any of the others, actually supports the development of ornamental accomplishments. The 

approach that each of these authors take to ornamental accomplishments is directly 

related to her or his purpose in writing her or his conduct book. Despite their disparate 

manners of approaching ornamental accomplishments, all of these authors reveal their 

anxieties over the growing ability of lower social levels to pass as gentry, and of the 

potential effects of women’s pastimes on their families. 

  Gisborne believes that female education should be most concerned with the vices 

to which women are susceptible, such as a fondness for novelty, habits of frivolousness 
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and trifling employment, a repugnance to grave studies, an unreasonable regard for wit 

and shining accomplishments, and a thirst for vanity and applause. As such, he treats 

ornamental accomplishments with care. He seems to realize that ornamental 

accomplishments are in some degree necessary to attracting a husband but he does not 

want it to be the only engaging thing about the young woman. Thus, he does not 

uniformly denounce them but neither does he unequivocally praise them. They are the 

last thing a girl should learn, skills and activities that should add to the comfort and 

usefulness of the individual, but which should not be put ahead of foundational religious 

and moral concerns. Gisborne claims that such accomplishments are acquired "to supply 

her hours of leisure with innocent and amusing occupations...and...to enable her to 

communicate a kindred pleasure with all its beneficent effects, to her family and friends, 

to all who she is now, or may hereafter, be intimately connected."
36

  

For Gisborne, the best way to ensure that ornamental accomplishments do not 

achieve primacy in young women’s lives is to set strict boundaries around what is 

acceptable. These accomplishments should never be done to excess, meaning that they 

should not be the only thing that occupies a young woman's time. She may draw or play 

piano so long as she does not neglect some more important duty, such as religious 

instruction. The religious qualities of ornamental accomplishments should also be 

continually considered. For example, the music she studies should be a hymn or some 

other religious piece, and any art should enhance her consideration of the creations of 

God. The only reason that ornamental accomplishments are acceptable is because there 

really is nothing objectionable about the activities themselves; it is the fact that they take 

up too much of a young woman's life with which Gisborne has a problem. Even the fact 
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that these accomplishments are important in courtship is not too much of a problem as 

long as the young woman takes other issues into account when choosing her husband.  

 Fordyce organizes accomplishments into Domestic, Elegant, and Intellectual. He 

claims that "the care of an household, all ages and nations have agreed to consider as an 

indispensable part of female employment, in every situation that admits it."
37

 It is 

unsurprising therefore that he sees elegant accomplishments as activities that should only 

occupy time that is not needed for domestic duties. Like Gisborne, however, he is 

concerned with the idea that ornamental accomplishments can lead women to "affectation 

and caprice."
38

 Yet his discussion of some of these accomplishments does not seem 

completely to fit this claim. For the most part, he agrees with Gisborne that ornamental 

accomplishments are to be partaken of very sparingly because they will induce 

affectation and vanity and yet his reasons for supporting certain activities seem also to 

promote vanity.  

For example, Fordyce readily accepts that dancing is a proper and enjoyable past 

time for women and that even the Bible supports the idea that dancing is acceptable. He 

furthers this justification by asking "What is dancing, in the best sense, but the harmony 

of motion rendered more palpable?"
39

 This question by itself does not seem strange but 

his answer to it is:  

Aukwardness, rusticity, ungraceful gestures, can never surely be 

meritorious. It is the observation of a celebrated philosopher, who was 

deeply skilled in most subjects, that ‘the principal part of beauty is in a 

decent and gracious motion.’ Here, indeed, one cannot help regretting, that 

this, which may be considered in some measure as the virtue of the body, 

is not oftener seen in our country, as if the sole design of dancing was to 

supply the amusement of the heart. A modest but animated mien, an air at 
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once unaffected and noble, are doubtless circumstances of great attraction 

and delight.
40

   

This is a fairly unexpected response, praising dancing for its ability to confer grace rather 

than denouncing it as light and selfish entertainment. Here young women who do not 

dance are somehow at fault for they will display the "aukwardness, rusticity, [and] 

ungraceful gestures" that he finds abhorrent. Yet he immediately clarifies that modesty is 

key, that young ladies dancing at public assemblies is more often than not a bad idea 

because it "must gradually wear off that lovely bashfulness so largely inculcated in a 

former discourse."
41

 His claims and his justifications for those claims do not quite match 

up, making it seem as if he is addressing an issue only because he feels as if he had to and 

therefore he justifies the activity in a way that someone like Gisborne would reject. This 

might be explained by the fact that Fordyce’s sermons were originally for the fashionable 

of London, a group that likely would not have received a complete denunciation of 

dancing well. As such, he might have felt it necessary to deliver some very qualified 

estimations of accomplishments. 

 Hester Chapone has no problems with the accomplishments that most of the other 

authors railed against and instead finds them necessary for young women. She feels that 

dancing and French cannot be dispensed with and her only complaint regarding women 

learning music or drawing was they were sometimes drawn by fashion to arts in which 

they have no natural skills. In fact, most of Chapone's concerns regarding 

accomplishments center around intellectual accomplishments. Perhaps she knew her 

niece well enough to trust that she would not devote all of her time to needlework, 

dancing, and mediocre musical skills, and so instead Chapone devoted her time to 
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dictating which languages or subjects the niece would be best suited to learning. Perhaps 

Chapone simply did not find ornamental accomplishments to be nearly as much of a 

problem as her peers. Either way, her general advice is that, "whatever tends to embellish 

your fancy, to enlighten your understanding, and furnish you with ideas to reflect upon 

when alone, or to converse upon in company, is certainly well worth your acquisition."
42

 

Chapone trusts that her readers will be able to decide for themselves what is able to 

enrich them and does not universally denounce any one activity because she recognizes 

that everyone has different interests and talents.  

The primary complaint that Mary Wollstonecraft has regarding what she titles 

"exterior accomplishments" in her first conduct book, Thoughts on the Education of 

Daughters, is that they do not improve the mind and instead "merely render the person 

attractive."
43

 Thoughts was Wollstonecraft’s (1759-1798) first published work and she 

wrote it purely for profit. It was a popular work and it is fairly easy to see the beginnings 

of Wollstonecraft’s ideology that would eventually be worked into her more well-known 

work, A Vindication of the Rights of Women. However, it is also plain to see in Thoughts 

as well as in her fiction for young women that Wollstonecraft’s thoughts on the education 

of women are not as completely radical as her reputation would have one believe. 

Though she does believe that women can be as capable as men she also believes that 

most women focus too much of their attention on pursuits that are not worthwhile. She 

does not believe that learning to play a song or two or drawing a few pictures that the 

master finishes for the girl is any kind of accomplishment worth celebrating. Instead she 
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believes it generally just produces vanity, a vice that she sees as all too common amongst 

young women and which of course should be avoided if at all possible. Wollstonecraft 

qualifies her disapproval of exterior accomplishments by saying that if a girl does put 

considerable efforts into these accomplishments or, if she is particularly talented such 

that her efforts at these activities actually occupies her mind, then there is nothing wrong 

with partaking in them. In fact, doing so will exercise the mind, which "will give a 

variety to the character."
44

  

In fact, Wollstonecraft’s estimation of ornamental accomplishments is very 

similar to Chapone, however Wollstonecraft is far more severe in her estimation of the 

negative effects of half-heartedly pursuing accomplishments. As with all aspects of 

feminine life, Wollstonecraft is concerned that women are not able to partake 

intellectually in life to the extent that men can and that women’s participation in these 

activities will simply lower the estimation of women in the eyes of the world. Ornamental 

accomplishments, which are essentially designed to make a woman physically appealing 

or to emphasize her grace or sensibility without any emphasis on developing the 

woman’s mind, can only be seen as detrimental by Wollstonecraft. She sums up her 

thoughts on the topic most succinctly: "Exterior accomplishments are not to be despised, 

if the acquiring of them does not satisfy the possessors, and prevent their cultivating the 

more important ones."
45

 Women should not be encouraged to spend excessive time on 

activities that ultimately cannot benefit them, especially if they actually prevent women 

from spending their time on more useful pastimes.  
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Priscilla Wakefield's Reflections on the Present Condition of the Female Sex, with 

Suggestions for its Improvement is as much an economic treatise as it is a conduct book. 

Reflections was Wakefield’s (1751-1832) only book aimed at an adult audience; all of her 

other books were aimed at educating children, often through entertaining dialogues. 

Reflections was a part of Wakefield’s charitable endeavours which included philanthropic 

works on behalf of children, women, and the poor, an educational system for the laboring 

poor, a penny bank into which children deposited any sum above a penny, and a 

“frugality bank” to encourage deposits from laborers and servants.
46

 Wakefield firmly 

believed that women were just as financially capable as men and though she did not 

believe that the laboring poor should be equal to the middling sort, she did believe that 

their situations could be improved. This economic interest affects Reflections so that her 

disapproval of ornamental accomplishments largely stems from the fact that she does not 

believe that middle-class women will ever have any use for them. Ultimately, 

Wakefield's disapproval of ornamental accomplishments is due largely to her belief that 

one's education should be suited to one's prospects (discussed in more depth later). 

Essentially, she simply does not see ornamental accomplishments as fulfilling any useful 

purpose, not when there are other skills better suited to a woman’s role as wife and 

partner. As such, she has no problem with aristocratic women learning music, dancing, 

drawing, foreign languages, and "costly works of taste"
47

 but she strongly objects to the 

daughters of tradesmen and mechanics doing the same.  
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John Gregory wrote A Father's Legacy to His Daughters shortly after his wife's 

death so that he would be able to give his daughters the advice that their mother would 

have given them. Gregory (1724-1773) was a Scottish physician and medical writer. 

Legacy was his only moral work, though he did write a number of papers for the 

Aberdeen Philosophical Society. In fact, Legacy’s intense popularity is almost ironic 

given that it was his son who published it after his death; in his lifetime Gregory was 

known only for his work as a physician.
48

 His advice, therefore, is completely practical, 

with no thought given to higher moral or religious ideals. He wants to tell his daughters 

how to behave and is not coy about telling them that their role and the way that they are 

perceived by men are in many ways hypocritical. He wants them to do well in the world 

and does not particularly care if they follow any particular religious or moral code as they 

do so. He made an effort to not teach them any religion, leaving it solely to his wife who 

had different religious beliefs than he (Gregory was Church of Scotland, his wife was 

Church of England).  

Gregory is primarily concerned with how his daughters appear, and so it is 

unsurprising that he would not give too much thought to whether or not certain 

accomplishments or amusements are useful or harmful. In this regard, Gregory 

corresponds more strongly with the earlier courtesy book ideals than any of the other 

authors under consideration. He is greatly concerned with natural taste, elegance, "the 

most perfect simplicity of heart and manners,"
49

 and putting up a front of piety and 

gracefulness that will attract a husband. Gregory’s complete unconcern with the potential 
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artificiality of his daughters’ behavior is unique among the conduct books under 

consideration, which makes the fact that Gregory is often cited as the most typical 

conduct book author all the more curious.  

Mary Moran argues that Gregory’s conception of female nature, as outlined in his 

earlier work Comparative View of the State and Faculties of Man with Those of the 

Animal World (1765), illuminates the reasoning behind the seemingly solely superficial 

nature of his conduct book. Moran argues that Gregory’s desire to see his daughters 

presenting themselves as less intelligent than they actually are and learning superficial 

accomplishments more to attract some attention than to better themselves as part of a 

more general belief that those of superior intelligence or ability should lower themselves 

to fit better with the common man.
50

 This conception of Gregory’s ideology places him 

more firmly in an Enlightenment tradition than the other conduct book authors appear to 

be.  

The almost complete denunciation of ornamental accomplishments is curious 

given the way that many historians mention conduct books. Courtesy and conduct books 

are often mentioned in historical research on the way in which women spent their time 

and they are generally cited as being positive towards activities such as music or drawing. 

Richard Leppert in Music and Image, for example, states that “most courtesy and conduct 

writers of the period, like Mrs. Delaney, favored the musical education of girls, though 

like her they were often imprecise about the supposed benefits expected to accrue from 
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it.”
51

 Leppert is far from the only historian to make such claims. From such a statement 

one would imagine that all courtesy and conduct book writers promote musical education 

of girls and yet none of the authors under consideration here do. The treatment of 

ornamental accomplishments in these conduct books highlights the need to examine 

conduct literature in more detail than it hitherto has been. The blanket statements 

regarding conduct literature that many historians rely on need to be examined further 

since the consensus among some of the most popular conduct books of the late eighteenth 

century examined here challenges how conduct books have been studied until now.  

 

Suiting One’s Education to One’s Prospects 

The importance of suiting one's education to one's prospects was emphasized in 

some form in all of these conduct books. What was most striking was how each author 

viewed women's prospects. Obviously the role of wife and mother was most emphasized 

and in some, that was the only role that women were prepared for. As such, household 

management was a prominent topic of discussion. Yet even though household 

management was the most common method of discussing women's prospects, some 

authors acknowledged different methods. Priscilla Wakefield, for instance, focuses 

heavily on the impact that economic status ought to have on women’s education, while 

Mary Wollstonecraft focused on how intellect affects a woman's prospects and her 

behavior as a wife and mother. Together and individually, the discussions of domestic 

management and women’s prospects further reveal anxieties surrounding the roles that 

women would fulfill, especially if they are not able or willing to marry.  
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A large portion of Priscilla Wakefield's work is devoted to detailing what women 

at each level of society should expect to know and how to behave. The behavior that 

Wakefield highlights, however, is economic behavior; far more attention is given to 

detailing the economic household obligations that women of all ranks of life must partake 

in as well as of the preparations necessary to fulfill these obligations. Underlying this 

discussion is a concern over the increasing mobility of the society in which she lives. 

However, her concerns in regards to mobility are not necessarily about the increasing 

ability that lower social levels have to pass as genteel but instead over whether or not 

girls who are taught to pass will actually be able to be securely settled if they do not 

marry into the gentry. In Wakefield's estimation, girls of varying social levels are being 

taught skills and accomplishments that cannot actually benefit them in the lives that they 

will ultimately live. In learning these accomplishments, they are aiming to marry as well 

as possible and hoping to have no need to work. However, many of these women will not 

be able to marry into the gentry. They will either have to settle for someone of a lower 

social status or they will be forced to try to earn their living in as respectable a manner as 

possible. Either way, learning French, music, dancing, and fancy needlework more than 

likely will not aid them at all. 

Wakefield saw the world as divided into four classes: the nobility and those who 

rival them in power through high office or extensive hereditary possessions; those who 

have "a respectable subsistence approaching to opulence" through learning, commerce, 

manufactures, or agriculture; those "whose honest and useful industry raises them above 

want, without procuring for them the means of splendid or luxurious gratification;" and 
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the labouring poor.
52

 Wakefield’s separation of classes was conservative, fitting well with 

the general anti-Jacobin atmosphere of the 1790s. However, her ideas regarding the 

education of the women of each class were revolutionary.
53

 Wakefield opens Reflections 

by challenging Adam Smith’s concept of production labor, taking the definition of what 

is “productive” farther than Smith did: 

It is asserted by Doctor Adam Smith that every individual is a burthen 

upon the society to which he belongs, who does not contribute his share of 

productive labour for the good of the whole. The Doctor, when he lays 

down his principle, speaks in defence, and the advantage of the 

community at large. He does not absolutely specify, that both sexes, in 

order to render themselves beneficial members of society, are equally 

required to comply with these terms; but since the female sex is included 

in the idea of the species, and as women possess the same qualities as 

men, though perhaps in a different degree, their sex cannot free them from 

the claim of the public for the proportion of usefulness. That the major 

part of the sex, especially those among the higher orders, neglect to fulfill 

this important obligation, is a fact that must be admitted, and points out 

the propriety of an enquiry into the causes of their deficiency.
54

 

The framework of Wakefield’s work is to fill the gap that Smith ignored and enquire into 

why women neglect their obligation to the public to be useful. Wakefield’s conception of 

topics such as ornamental accomplishments, therefore, follow a largely economic model 

related to usefulness, even as she adheres to arguments common to other conduct book 

authors. 

According to Wakefield, only those of the first class really should attain 

ornamental accomplishments because their husbands and fathers more than likely were 

not doing more than "ornamental" activities either. The second class could learn some of 
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these skills without too much damage, but they must also learn more useful skills because 

they did have duties pertaining to their husbands' stations that had to be performed. 

Women of the third class, however, should never even think about such wastes of time 

even if their father or husband is rising somewhat in society. Wakefield does not really 

suggest how women of the fourth class should behave but rather how women of higher 

classes should treat them. Wakefield knew that women of the laboring sort were more 

than likely never going to read her book so providing advice for them would have been 

useless. None of Wakefield's reasons for women of the middling sort not developing 

ornamental accomplishments cites any kind of religious explanation, for though 

Wakefield does care about the general religious well-being of her readers, it is not her 

central focus. It is possible that Wakefield’s status as a Quaker – a marginalized religious 

group that received little respect – contributed to a disinclination to justify her position on 

religious grounds. Instead her focus is primarily economic; she needs no other 

justification.  

In addition to stipulating the kinds of skills that women of certain classes should 

and should not learn, Wakefield also provides examples of the kinds of occupations that 

single or widowed women of each class could reasonably pursue. Wakefield 

acknowledges that women may not always be able to depend on their fathers, husbands, 

or brothers for support and would need to have some kind of respectable occupation to 

support themselves. She further argues that for women of the working classes especially, 

women deserve wages equal to those of men for comparable work. Although the first and 

second classes are separated when Wakefield discusses the “Duties, Studies, and 
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Amusements”
55

 of each class, they are grouped together when discussing “Lucrative 

Employments.”
56

 She believes that women of the first two classes should be able to find 

employment related to “Literature.—Paintings; Historic, Portrait and Miniature.—

Engraving.—Statuary.—Modelling.—Music.—Landscape.—Gardening,”
57

 many of 

which were not generally considered completely proper occupations for women at the 

time. Wakefield’s estimation of proper occupations for elite women is simply that they 

“must be such as are neither laborious nor servile, and they must of course be productive, 

without requiring a capital.”
58

  

Furthermore, Wakefield sees no reason why women who do partake in 

occupations of this sort should be socially penalized; if a woman originally comes from a 

more affluent background and loses her father or husband, there is no reason for her 

social position to completely change. Therefore, she claims that “it is a consolatory 

reflection, that amidst the daily vicissitudes of human life, from which no rank is exempt, 

there are resources, from which aid may be drawn, without derogating from the true 

dignity of a rational being.”
 59

 According to Wakefield, women of the third class are in 

nearly every way equally suited to work as their male counterparts. As such, she feels 

that women can take over their husbands’ or perhaps even fathers’ businesses or trades 

with little problem and that women should receive equal reward for the same work as 

men perform. Because she is so confident in women’s abilities to provide for themselves 

in their original socio-economic sphere, she does not believe it is necessary to be 

educated in aspiration of moving into a higher position.  
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Mary Wollstonecraft spends a chapter discussing the “Unfortunate Situation of 

Females, fashionably educated, and left without a Fortune.”
60

 She assumes that girls who 

are sure of a fortune will not need to worry overly about what would happen to them 

should they be left orphaned. However, not all girls who might have been “well, or at 

least fashionably, educated” would be left with a fortune large enough to support 

themselves. As such, they would need to support themselves somehow and more often 

than not they had not been taught how to do so. Wollstonecraft claims that girls who are 

left in this state are more likely to be discontented; not only were they likely left to 

become a companion, either to a rich cousin or to a truly unlikable stranger whose own 

family would not live with her, they were also likely not taught to be prepared to daily 

associate with people who would have once been below their notice as well as be cast out 

and poorly treated by those who had once been friends. These girls are likely to become 

bitter and miserable, and Wollstonecraft places all of the blame squarely on the parents. 

She believes that they should have been more careful about providing for their daughter 

and ensuring that she would not be left to fend for herself with no aid whatsoever.  

If Wakefield fears what will happen to girls of lower ranks who try to pass as if 

from a higher social standing, Wollstonecraft fears what will happen to girls of higher 

social standings who must live lower than they were taught to expect. In both cases, girls 

are not adequately prepared to work for their living, whether that is because they do not 

have the necessary skills or because they are not mentally prepared for the hardship. 

Either way, the young women’s parents have failed them.  

There was considerable concern in the last half of the eighteenth century over 

what would happen to women who were for some reason unsupported by a man. Due to 
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the numerous wars fought during the eighteenth century, there was a dearth of men, 

meaning that there were fewer potential marriage partners for young women. Added to 

this was the fact that men were marrying later than women so many women, if they did 

marry, had to marry men considerably older than themselves. Wakefield and 

Wollstonecraft both are very concerned about what the women who did not get married 

would end up doing.  

On the other hand, Chapone’s preoccupation lies with behavioral and intellectual 

instruction, though she does devote a chapter to Economy. She presupposes that all 

women will eventually marry and therefore their education should reflect that. She claims 

that “economy is so important a part of a woman’s character, so necessary to her own 

happiness, and so essential to her performing the duties of a wife and of a mother, that it 

ought to have the precedence of all other accomplishments.” However, much of her 

advice on housekeeping could be used by single women if they had the benefit of a large 

enough fortune to support themselves. Much of Chapone’s advice regarding economy is 

suggestions on how to save money. Her reasons for this are so that women can have the 

most money available for charity as their situation will allow but it could also allow a 

woman to live comfortably within her means.  

In stark contrast to this concern over preparing women for the world they will 

inevitably enter due to circumstances outside of their control is the attitude of the male 

authors under consideration. None of them spend any significant time discussing how 

women can earn a living. All of them presuppose that women will get married and have 

children; they consider no other options. Gregory and Fordyce do not even discuss 

domestic management in any detail. Gregory focuses his attention on his daughters’ lives 
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before they are married and completely ignores life after marriage beyond slight 

comments regarding what their life might be like if they are not careful about whom they 

choose for a husband. Though Gisborne’s conduct book includes advice on all stages of a 

woman’s life, he does not really consider what will happen to women who do not marry; 

it is a foregone conclusion for him that marriage is a woman’s only option. Even the state 

of widows is not considered in depth for they would surely have some family who would 

be capable of helping to care for them as well as some kind of settlement from their 

marriage contract or thanks to their husband. 

Fordyce’s sermons are solely concerned with female behavior and virtues. He 

gives no consideration to how women act as anything but wives and daughters and his 

only comments regarding domestic management are that all women, no matter their rank, 

should focus their attention to domestic accomplishments because the description of the 

Virtuous Woman in Proverbs XXXI includes descriptions of domestic skills. The titles of 

his Sermons display where Fordyce’s preoccupations lie: “On Modesty of Apparel;” “On 

Female Reserve;” “On Female Virtue;” “On Female Piety;” “On Female Devotion and 

Good Works;” and “On Female Meekness.” Given that Fordyce is a reverend writing 

sermons, this focus is largely unsurprising. One would expect his focus to lie with 

religious matters such as basic behaviors and virtues. However, it does mean that 

concerns over the ultimate physical and financial welfare of women were largely ignored 

by these writers. All of these men are focusing heavily on an ideal of what women’s lives 

will be like, perhaps an unsurprising emphasis for a genre that tends to focus on 

presenting an idealized form of feminine behavior.  
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CHAPTER TWO: Manners and Morals Applied: Novels and Women Readers 

The prevailing theory regarding childhood and education in the late eighteenth 

century, as we have seen, was that people do not spring fully formed into adulthood. 

Instead, children are seen as malleable creatures, able to be molded into the proper form. 

The best educators in English fiction are usually biological parents, with benevolent 

guardians as a close second. Boarding schools are displayed as inept if not downright 

reprehensible in their approach to educating young women, especially with regard to 

moral education. In didactic fiction, the moral education of the heroine is given primary 

consideration over her intellectual or ornamental education. This mirrors what conduct 

literature has to say about how young women should be educated but takes the conduct 

book advice one step further by illustrating how a girl’s initial education would affect the 

way the grown woman behaves at home and in social situations. Novels, therefore, 

provide a way of moving beyond the purely idealized womanhood that conduct books 

present to show long-term effects and outcomes. There is still a level of fantasy present in 

novels, of course, but they are more useful to the reader for exemplifying how the lessons 

of conduct books might be applied to real life scenarios; they show young women 

moving in social situations, interacting with a variety of people that a typical young 

woman might (or might not) actually meet. Determining the initial education of the 

heroine is essential to determining the effect that her education has on her social 

behavior. However, the bulk of the novel is equally interested in displaying the ways that 

education continues beyond the nursery or boarding school and into the real world. 
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In the four books under consideration, two of the heroines are educated at home 

while the other three heroines are educated at a boarding school.
61

 The two heroines 

educated at home are able to achieve happy endings in large part due to the wholesome 

moral education that they received there, either at the hands of their mother or under the 

guidance of a benevolent family friend. Of the three heroines educated at boarding 

schools, only one is able to achieve an ending comparable in fortune to the first two 

heroines. The other two are led astray by their boarding school education and ultimately 

punished for their parents’ failure to provide and support the development of the proper 

moral framework in their daughters. Taken together these novels point towards the belief 

that the biological parent is the only truly proper educator.  

The way that young women are expected to respond to their respective educations 

is the same, no matter where the women’s education was received. Thus, the first part of 

each book is directed towards parents as readers, showing them how they are supposed to 

educate their daughters with the conclusion backing up this initial lesson. The bulk of the 

novel, however, provides education for young women themselves, often displaying both 

proper and improper way to react in a variety of situations. Most importantly, young 

women are shown how to react to their suitors. In all of these novels the suitor provides 

some kind of education for the heroine, though that education is not always completely 

beneficial to the heroine. The prevailing trend regarding the suitor/heroine educational 

dynamic is that the proper suitor will guide the heroine through social situations, 

providing her with a useful education in proper behavior in the social world. The 

improper suitor, on the other hand, either introduces the heroine to aspects of the public 
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sphere that she would have been better off remaining completely ignorant of, or leads her 

to behaviors that she should have avoided. No matter the nature of the suitor, his role is to 

guide the heroine through her transitional role as an adolescent, no longer a young girl 

being taught the basics of proper behavior, but not yet a wife and mother ready to educate 

her own daughter. The proper suitor will be able to lead the heroine to her ultimate role as 

wife without any major mishaps, while the improper suitor represents a serious challenge 

to this happy progress. 

 

Childhood Education 

The novel with the most straightforward story regarding the heroine's initial 

education is Jane West’s The Advantages of Education (1793). All of West’s works were 

didactic and conservative. She wrote conduct literature, poetry and numerous novels, 

virtually all of which focused on education; West’s reputation while she was alive rested 

on this didacticism.
62

 The entire purpose of Advantages is to correct the faulty education 

that Maria Williams received while at boarding school. Due to financial straits, Maria's 

father was forced to go to the West Indies, which was his only remaining source of 

livelihood. Maria's mother went with her husband but because she "hoped the period of 

her banishment would speedily terminate, she felt unwilling to expose her only child to 

the danger of the sea, or the unhealthy climate of the new world."
63

 Thus, Maria was 

placed in the care of an unnamed relative until that woman's death, at which point she 

was placed in a boarding school. Maria looked to her governess at the school, Madame 
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Du Pont, as something like a parent because she "supplied to [Maria] all those attentions, 

which children more happily circumstanced, receive from their parents."
64

 

The novel emphasizes that substituting a governess for a biological parent is a 

poor way to educate a child. Even worse, Maria had been told by her caregiving relative 

that her parents were severe, obstinate, and tyrannical people— a fear that Mme. du Pont 

confirms to Maria, warning her that when they finally appear they will provide much 

different treatment than that to which Maria has been used. Moreover, upon the death of 

Maria's father, Mme. du Pont convinced herself that Maria was to be an heiress because 

she was “accustomed to annex great wealth to the idea of a Creolian.”
65

 In eighteenth-

century fiction the West Indies carried a number of connotations, most of which were 

negative. A common trope was that the West Indies was a source of quick, though tainted 

because of slave labor, wealth.
66

 As the headmistress of the school, Mme. Du Pont 

convinces everyone else of Maria’s imagined wealth, and thus raises Maria's expectations 

of how she should be treated and how she will live upon leaving the school. 

 All of this suggests that Mme. Du Pont is far from altruistic in her dealings with 

Maria, implying by extension that this is a danger of boarding schools in general. She 

leads Maria to fear her own parents and make her apprehensive of what will happen to 

her when they finally return from the West Indies. Mme. Du Pont encourages Maria to 
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see her as a substitute parent, but also presents the return of Mrs. Williams as a positive 

event because of the new wealthy lifestyle she will lead. The obviously biased nature of 

Mme. Du Pont’s interactions with Maria outside of the more formal education suggests 

that the actual education Maria received is likewise biased and perhaps detrimental. The 

danger that West is warning her readers against is the self-serving, materialist nature of 

boarding school educations. Mme. Du Pont is not concerned with Maria’s moral 

education. Instead, she tries to enhance her own position by appealing to the rich parents 

of her pupils. Thus, she emotionally manipulates her charges, leading them to depend on 

her as a surrogate parent in order to curry the favor of their parents which thereby 

increases her own wealth and position. Such a form of education is dangerous because 

the morality of the students is completely disregarded.  

Madame Du Pont’s ideas regarding Maria’s future life are based entirely on 

speculation and stereotypes regarding the West Indies and the Englishmen and women 

who travel there, not on concrete information. Yet she is still willing to treat Maria 

differently based on this speculation and raise Maria’s expectations of her future life. 

This changed behavior leads Maria “to adopt some ideas of self-importance,” which are 

exacerbated more fully when Maria is first introduced to her mother and Madame Du 

Pont offers what Mrs. Williams sees as “disgusting panegyrics” on the qualities of her 

daughter.
 67

 Mrs. Williams would have much rather heard an honest, tempered account of 

Maria’s abilities and character, and recognizes Mme. Du Pont’s overwrought praise as a 

sign of trouble with Maria’s education. She is determined throughout the book to 

discover and correct all of the faulty aspects of Maria’s character rather than pretend that 

her boarding school education was sufficient.  
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West is careful to maintain that Maria is at base a good girl who can overcome the 

unfortunate influences she received at boarding school. Mrs. Williams, shortly after 

meeting her daughter, describes her as following: "Her manner ... is frank and ingenuous; 

her look animated and intelligent; a noble structure may be built upon so fair a 

foundation."
68

 The purpose of the book, then, is to show Mrs. Williams helping Maria to 

build that structure, dealing with any problems Maria brings from her unfortunate 

boarding school period as they come up. For example, Mrs. Williams especially felt the 

need to temper the effects of Maria’s friendship with Charlotte Raby whom she had met 

while at school. Mrs. Williams had agreed to settle near the Rabys to oblige Maria and 

was unwilling to discourage Maria associating with Charlotte despite the fact that she 

often disapproved of Charlotte’s behavior. Instead, she made an effort to “remove some 

erroneous ideas, which inexperience occasioned her daughter to entertain.”
69

 

Upon Charlotte’s engagement to a somewhat rakish wealthy army officer, Maria 

is convinced that all of Charlotte’s troubles and occasionally inappropriate behavior will 

be done away with as she enjoys “in the protection of the man she loved, all the peace 

and security incident to the matronly character.”
70

 Mrs. Williams is reluctant to spoil 

Maria’s pleasure in her friend’s engagement, but she is also unwilling to allow her 

daughter so naively to continue to view the world in imagining that Charlotte’s 

engagement was purely disinterested. Mrs. Williams is careful to address any objections 

that she anticipates Maria bringing up so that she can prove she is sympathetic to Maria’s 

wish to think as well of her friend as possible. Nevertheless she lays out quite explicitly 
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that there is no foundation for love between Charlotte and Major Pierpoint and explains 

the ways in which Charlotte’s behavior has proven to be mercenary.  

Due to the calm and logical manner in which Mrs. Williams presents her case, 

Maria is forced to admit that her mother is correct and that Charlotte has little hope of 

marital felicity in her future. Mrs. Williams further displays her ability as an educator by 

distracting her daughter from fixating too long on Charlotte’s unhappy future with a 

music lesson. This music lesson serves the dual purpose of distraction and instruction on 

its own merits as the song Maria is instructed to sing has its own lesson:  

O! gather in life’s early prime, 

The produce which despises time; 

Waste not in pleasure’s soothing bowers 

Youth’s irrecoverable hours; 

Those hours in folly’s book enroll’d, 

Or stamp’d by wisdom’s seal of gold. 

 

Oh! Seize the time, with happiest aim 

Awake exertion’s powerful flame;  

Now bend to reason’s calm control 

Each rebel passion of the soul: 

And from th’ approving gods demand 

Immortal glory’s starry band.
71

 

 

This narrative provides instruction for both mothers and daughters first by showing 

mothers how to deal with daughters with whom they may have erred previously, and 

second by showing daughters the best way to respond to a mother's instruction, which is 

with careful attention and emulation. By the end of the novel, Maria is far from perfect, 

but her faults are small ones that will not greatly damage herself or those around her. Due 

to her mother's skillful handling, her virtues far outweigh her small faults.  

What is most curious about the vision of boarding school education that The 

Advantages of Education offers is that West took care not to insinuate that all boarding 
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schools were necessarily poor educators. The fifth chapter of the first volume is entirely 

in the voice of “Prudentia Homespun,” the persona that West creates to narrate the novel. 

Prudentia fears that “if these pages should ever fall into the hands of people, who are 

fond of drawing general conclusions, they may, from misapprehension, conceive, that I 

mean to fix an implied stigma on a boarding-school education.”
72

 She roundly refutes this 

idea, claiming that she holds education in general in too high esteem to disparage any 

educational form. Instead, she would prefer to illuminate the ways that educational 

institutions such as boarding schools could be improved. Prudentia explicitly deplores 

that ornamental accomplishments and wealth are placed above moral and intellectual 

qualities in determining which girls are singled out as exemplars for their peers.  

The goal of boarding schools, Prudentia warns, is often bringing in the wealthiest 

students. In Prudentia’s model, this preference often means sacrificing moral and 

intellectual qualities for ornamental accomplishments because ladies of the aristocracy do 

not need more practical skills to fulfill their duties. If governesses instead “hold forth 

moral and intellectual qualities, as the object of their pupil’s ambitions,” Prudentia 

believes that boarding schools could be just as effective a system of education as home 

education. Prudentia’s complaints about boarding schools echo complaints made by 

conduct book writers. The difference is that rather than deploring the system as a whole 

because of the current method of instruction, West’s spokesperson maintains that if the 

curriculum of the schools is changed, the schools would not be reprehensible in and of 

themselves. She offers a far more optimistic conception of the possibilities of boarding 

school education than any of the conduct book writers examined in this study. 
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While The Advantages of Education shows how to counteract the mismanaging of 

education at some boarding schools, Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (1794) 

displays more ruinous dangers associated with boarding schools without any attempt to 

soften the indictment of boarding school education. Unlike West, Susanna Rowson seems 

to lay all of the blame for the heroine’s ruin on the pernicious influence of her boarding 

school education. In The Advantages of Education, Maria was removed from her 

boarding school before any permanent damage could be done. She left the boarding 

school with an overblown opinion of herself and no knowledge of how to conduct herself 

properly in society, but these weaknesses were easily remedied by gentle instruction from 

a beloved parent. In contrast, the eponymous heroine of Rowson’s Charlotte Temple 

receives the best moral education available from her mother before attending a boarding 

school, and still she fails to avoid her own ruin, suggesting that education in the opposite 

direction (from mother to boarding school) is ruinous. 

Rowson makes a point of detailing the romance of Charlotte's parents to display 

the positive environment into which Charlotte was born and initially raised. She does this 

as an interruption into the narrative of Charlotte herself, signaling its importance for 

Charlotte’s forthcoming tale. The first chapter of the novel very briefly introduces 

Charlotte to the reader through the eyes of Lieutenants Montraville and Belcour, officers 

in the army who are about to leave for America when Montraville’s attention is caught by 

Charlotte, a young woman whom he had met once years before. Immediately after 

Montraville contrives a meeting with Charlotte, there is a chapter break; the following 

four chapters are devoted to recounting the story of how Charlotte’s parents met. 

Charlotte’s father, Mr. Temple, was the youngest son of a nobleman who refused to live 
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his life in pursuit of wealth but rather sought “Content” in the shape of a wife: “if I find 

her in a cottage, [I] will embrace her with as much cordiality as I should if seated on a 

throne.”
73

 He possessed an independent estate of five hundred pounds a year that allowed 

him to be as benevolent as he wished.  

This benevolence led him to the home of the Elridges. Mr. Elridge had been 

experiencing financial difficulties for some time, difficulties that had been briefly 

alleviated by help from Mr. Lewis, a friend of his son George. However, Lewis began to 

show unprincipled interest in Miss Elridge, thus prompting Mr. Elridge to warn him away 

leading George eventually to challenge him to a duel. George dies in the duel, and Mrs. 

Elridge, who had been ill for some time, finally succumbs to her illness in part due to her 

despair. Throughout this affair as well as the madness that comes upon Mr. Elridge at the 

death of his son, his daughter, Lucy, stands by him, supporting him in any way she knows 

how while they attempt to find a way to pay back Mr. Elridge’s debts.  

When Mr. Temple learns of this story, he resolved to help the family in any 

manner he could, eventually mortgaging part of his fortune to pay off Mr. Elridge’s 

debts. His father became furious and threatened to cut him off if he did not marry the 

woman that his father had already chosen, a Miss Weatherby. Miss Weatherby is 

described as having “a form lovely as nature could make it, but her mind uncultivated, 

her heart unfeeling, her passions impetuous, and her brain almost turned with flattery, 

dissipation, and pleasure.”
74

 As Mr. Temple has already decided he will marry not for 

advancement but for true contentment, he refuses his father’s order and is therefore 

disinherited by his father. Mr. Temple and Lucy marry anyway and Rowson ends their 
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story by telling the reader that “during many years of uninterrupted felicity, they cast not 

a wish beyond the little boundaries of their own tenement. Plenty, and her handmaid, 

Prudence, presided at their board, Hospitality stood at their gate, Peace smiled on each 

face, Content reigned in each heart, and Love and Health strewed roses on their 

pillows.”
75

  

Their home is described as idyllic and it is implied that a child raised in such a 

home could only have received the best moral education. When the reader is told that 

Charlotte was placed in a school, it was curiously "at the earnest entreaty of a particular 

friend,"
76

 rather than due to the inclination of either of her parents. This justification for 

Charlotte's schooling places all of the blame for any subsequent immoral actions of 

Charlotte's at her feet, rather than to the negligence of her parents, who have been amply 

shown to give strong consideration to the morality of their actions and the happiness that 

moral actions bring themselves.  

Yet, allowing themselves to be persuaded to send their daughter to school 

suggests that the Temples might have been too complacent about their education of their 

daughter and its long term effects on her behavior. The friend, presumably, is a friend of 

the Temples, not of Charlotte, which raises the question of what kind of friend of the 

Temples would suggest sending Charlotte away, especially to the particular school to 

which she is sent. No explanation is given for this decision, but it does suggest a certain 

naiveté in the Temples that might have led to their daughter’s ruin despite their 

protestations of innocence later in the novel. Presumably, the Temples provided a truly 

exemplary education for Charlotte, but considering the completely isolated situation in 
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which she was raised, she would appear not to have had any social experience or training 

before being sent to boarding school, meaning that nearly every aspect of boarding school 

life would be new to her. To make matters worse, because she is at boarding school, she 

does not have the guidance of her parents through these new social situations, but rather 

the somewhat dubious guardianship of her French teachers. 

The boarding school in Charlotte Temple, therefore, is the source of Charlotte's 

fall. While the head of the school, Madame Du Pont,
77

 was "a woman every way 

calculated to take the care of young ladies"
78

 she was not able to do everything on her 

own and she put her trust in the wrong hands, suggesting that perhaps her judgment is not 

always as proper as one could wish. One of the teachers at the school, Mademoiselle La 

Rue, was recommended to the school under somewhat false pretenses: she had eloped to 

England with a young English officer and lived with a number of men without ever 

marrying. However the friend who recommended her to Mme. Du Pont believed her to be 

sincerely repentant of her behavior and so did not mention these facts to Mme. Du Pont 

when giving her a reference. Mlle. La Rue was not as repentant as one might have wished 

and "possessed too much of the spirit of intrigue to remain long without adventures."
79

 

Charlotte becomes a favorite of Mlle. La Rue and is taken to parties and clandestine 

meetings with young men, not quite fully aware of the consequences of such actions, 

especially when her guide does not divulge the whole truth of the situation. Charlotte is 

described as "pure and innocent,"
80

 unthinking of the dangers of pleasures until those 
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dangers are already upon her. This is attributed to her youth, rather than to her secluded 

upbringing, but a large part of Charlotte's innocence, and the innocence of most young 

women, is ignorance.  

Female ignorance, according to Michèle Cohen, was a cultivated quality in 

eighteenth-century Britain. Cohen examines female curriculum and determines that the 

move toward a broader, more modern curriculum for young women in the eighteenth 

century was not a move towards equality as some scholars have claimed but rather a 

means of marginalizing female intelligence. In the eighteenth-century context, a classical, 

specialized knowledge is most worthwhile. Though in theory boys and girls could learn 

the same thing, it was expected that girls would receive a far less vigorous and in depth 

education and it was possible for them to learn a wider variety of subjects as they were 

expected to learn accomplishments as well as academic subjects. As such, women’s 

knowledge was generally seen as suspect. Cohen claims that “by virtue of being modern, 

the girls' curriculum lacked both authority and ancient methods, and had to be 

constructed and justified by each individual or individual school.”
81

 This means that 

despite the seemingly enhanced opportunities that young women received for education, 

their intelligence and knowledge was still suspect. Women were still expected to be 

unable to understand both intellectual and moral ideas as well as men were and were 

therefore expected to be more susceptible to making poor decisions that would lead to 

their ruin.  

While the pupil’s moral education is obviously of primary concern to the authors, 

neither West nor Rowson specifically states the nature of the religious/moral education 
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that the pupils receive. By contrast, in Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple Story (1791) the 

distinction between a Catholic and a Protestant education is significant and carefully 

spelled out. Following the death of her mother, Miss Milner is placed in a Protestant 

boarding school. Though her father, her only living parent, is Catholic, her late mother 

was Protestant and so following the English convention that girls are raised in their 

mother’s religion and boys in that of their father, Mr. Milner allowed his daughter to be 

raised in the religion of her mother. Her education at her boarding school, however, is 

described in the most unflattering of terms: it was a school "from whence she was sent 

with merely such sentiments of religion, as young ladies of fashion mostly imbibe. Her 

little heart employed in all the endless pursuits of personal accomplishments, had left her 

mind without one ornament, except those which nature gave, and even they were not 

wholly preserved from the ravages made by its rival, Art.”
82

 Miss Milner was taught in 

school to value the superficial things in life and unlike Maria, she did not have the benefit 

of a concerned mother to correct her faulty understanding.  

Although of course it was never explicitly stated that a Catholic education would 

have been better for Miss Milner because it would have been impossible for Inchbald to 

publish her book in Protestant England with such a message, the nature of the Protestant 

education she receives as well as her father’s deathbed decision to name a Catholic priest 

as her guardian strongly imply that had Miss Milner been educated as a Catholic all her 

life, many of her later faults would never have been allowed to develop. Mr. Milner 

hopes that the appointed guardian, a Catholic priest by the name of Dorriforth, "will 

protect without controlling, instruct without tyrannizing, comfort without flattering, and 

perhaps in time make good by choice rather than by constraint, the dear object of his 
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dying friend's sole care."
83

 In many ways, this wish is too little too late. Had Miss Milner 

been raised this way from the beginning, perhaps she would have turned out far better, 

less superficial and prone to caprice. However, due to the strongly anti-Catholic 

sentiments of eighteenth-century England, it would have been impossible for Inchbald, 

who was herself a Catholic, to have explicitly made such an argument, especially in a 

novel directed at young women of England in general as an education tool.
84

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Dorriforth is unable to provide the proper care for Miss 

Milner. Not only is he a man and therefore unable to provide the uniquely female 

guidance that all young women supposedly need, but the nature of the regard that Miss 

Milner develops for Dorriforth means that she does not seem him strictly as a father-

figure with the right and responsibility to guide and punish her. She recognizes his 

authority and while he is simply her guardian obeys his commands no matter how 

unreasonable they seem. When Dorriforth is released from his vows, however, and the 

idea of an engagement between the two is broached, Miss Milner begins to exert her 

power over Dorriforth by disobeying him to show that he will forgive his beloved what 

he would never permit in his ward. This behavior largely results from the fact that for 

most of her life Miss Milner has been able to follow her own inclination in all things. 

Occasionally this inclination leads to virtuous and selfless behavior but more often this 
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leads to her enjoying herself in any manner she pleases. A few months under the care of 

Mr. Dorriforth is not enough to undo eighteen years of parental negligence.  

Dorriforth and Miss Milner’s daughter, Lady Matilda Elmwood, receives a very 

different education from her mother. Following Lady Elmwood’s fall in the absence of 

her husband, she and Matilda are sent away to live in solitude in the country. In the ten 

years between Lady Elmwood’s banishment and her death, Matilda received instruction 

from Mr. Sandford and Miss Woodley, who had in their compassion followed Lady 

Elmwood into exile to aid her and her child. The exact nature of Matilda’s education is 

never specified. The only description we are given of Matilda’s nature is that she had “an 

excellent understanding, a sedateness above her years” and was taught by her mother 

“that respect and admiration of her father’s virtues which they justly merited.”
85

 The most 

important aspect of her education, therefore, is that she has learned to be in awe of her 

father and willing to submit to his wishes in all aspects of her life. This submission makes 

her later reconciliation with her father plausible as she has none of Lady Elmwood’s 

thoughtless independence that led to her downfall. 

Similar to Matilda, the eponymous heroine of France Burney’s Evelina (1778) 

was raised by a friend of her mother after her father refused to acknowledge Lady 

Belmont as his legal wife, and therefore her daughter as his legal heir. Lady Belmont was 

the only child of an unfortunate union between an English gentleman, Mr. Evelyn, and a 

French waiting-girl. Upon Mr. Evelyn's death, his wife married again, this time to a 

Frenchman by the name of Duval. Miss Evelyn's education had been left to Reverend 

Villars, Mr. Evelyn's old friend and mentor, but her fortune had been left in the hands of 

her mother. At the age of eighteen, Miss Evelyn had been induced to marry Lord 
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Belmont in an attempt to avoid the marriage her mother and stepfather wished to force 

upon her. However, when Lord Belmont learned that his wife's mother refused to give 

him his wife's fortune, he burnt their marriage certificate and denied that they had ever 

been married. Soon after Lord Belmont returned to France without his wife, she 

discovered she was pregnant. She died in childbirth, leaving her daughter, Evelina, to the 

man who had cared for her in her youth, Mr. Villars. He raised her in seclusion as Miss 

Anville, educating her in much the same manner as he had her mother and grandfather, 

hoping that the grandchild's lot in life would be far more fortunate than her forbearers’.  

Evelina was raised without any guiding maternal figure, only the fatherly figure 

that had already failed with both her mother and grandfather. Due to his previous failures 

in ensuring the propriety and happiness of his charges, Mr. Villars is hyper vigilant in 

whom he allows Evelina to associate with and the situations in which she is allowed to 

partake. The history of Evelina’s mother and grandfather is related in the second letter of 

this epistolary novel after the mother of one of Evelina’s friends asks Mr. Villars if 

Evelina might visit and meet her grandmother as justification for why he is reluctant to 

allow Evelina away from his protection. Yet as the rest of the novel shows, the 

overprotectiveness of Mr. Villars hurt Evelina more because she is utterly unprepared for 

virtually every social situation she is put in. She has a very strong basic sense of propriety 

as well as an overwhelmingly innocent and virtuous nature that saves her from ever 

meeting a catastrophe that she cannot recover from but she is nonetheless put in any 

number of embarrassing situations that she could have avoided had her guardian not kept 

her quite so insulated.  
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The level of socialization that the heroine receives prior to a more formal coming-

out seems to be influential in deciding how the heroine will behave in society as well as 

the level of blame or censure that should be placed on her when she does something 

wrong. When West’s Maria moves from the boarding school to her mother's home, she 

has already been used to being in company constantly. The company was not necessarily 

good for her, but she knew the basic rules of social interaction and due to the gossiping of 

the rest of the school had come to expect a certain level of social engagement in her life 

after school. She was disappointed in this expectation and her mother expected her to act 

differently is social experiences than she had at school, but she was still somewhat 

prepared for social life after coming out. Similarly, Inchbald’s Miss Milner was fully 

versed in social expectations when her father died and she was left under the care of Mr. 

Dorriforth. She did not feel the need to submit to his advice on social matters at all unless 

he issued a direct order. Rowson’s Charlotte, however, did not seem to have this 

preparation when she began socializing at school. Furthermore, her "coming out" was 

premature and under the guidance of a woman who herself had illicit experience and 

lacked English moral education. Rather than Lucy Temple guiding her daughter through 

the appropriate social world, the wild, scandalous Frenchwoman Mlle. La Rue brought 

her to the homes of "gay young men of fashion,"
86

 introducing her to manners of 

comportment that were far from acceptable behavior. Because Mlle. La Rue is her 

teacher, Charlotte has no reason not to trust her until she is in the midst of the festivities 

and finds herself disgusted by the "levity of the gentlemen and the freedom of their 

conversation."
87

 Charlotte has the natural instincts to know when she is in an 
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inappropriate situation, instincts likely cultivated by her parents, but she does not have 

the wherewithal to avoid getting into inappropriate situations in the first place. She needs 

someone of more experience and with greater propriety than Mlle. La Rue to guide her. 

 

The Suitor-Educator 

Once a young woman has finally joined society at large, her education is still not 

finished. She has been educated, either at home or at school, in the theory of social 

interaction and proper behavior in the public sphere and eventually as a wife and mother. 

However, she needs to put this education to practical use, which invariably leads to 

further education in the finer points of propriety in specific social situations that a 

sheltered education failed to bring. Lynne Vallone, in her study of eighteenth-century 

adolescent fiction for girls, claims that “Whether the fictional girl has had proper 

nurturing or suffered from its absence, she is re-educated in the precarious transitional 

void by her worthy suitor and can become, in her turn, the good mother capable of 

properly educating her own children.”
88

 Parents are rarely involved with the heroine’s 

education in the public sphere. Mrs. Williams in The Advantages of Education is the only 

exception to this in the books under consideration in this study as Mrs. Williams must 

undo the pernicious effects of Maria’s boarding school education. Even here, however, 

Mrs. Williams must eventually step aside and allow the suitor to guide her daughter. The 

suitor is not always as positive an influence as Vallone suggests. In some cases, most 

notably in this study that of Charlotte Temple and Montraville, the suitor helps lead the 

heroine to her fall. In others, the effect of the suitor is ambivalent, as with Mr. Dorriforth 
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and Miss Milner’s relationship where both seem changed as lovers. No matter the nature 

of the effect that the suitor has on the heroine, he is always integral to the completion of 

the heroine’s education before she attains motherhood. 

By displaying different ways in which to choose and interact with a suitor, these 

novels are not only showing readers how they should act in social situations but also how 

they should not. They provide something of a fantasy for the reader, allowing them to 

vicariously experience mistakes and dangerous situations that they would never otherwise 

have been given access to. In some ways, this fantasy world created in novels can be 

more educational in that it allows young women to see the results of possible mistakes in 

a way that conduct books cannot manage. Conduct literature provides a framework for 

young women to act within but provides relatively little in possible consequences. 

Implicit consequences, such as a ruined reputation and being shunned from society, are 

generally implied, but immediate consequences of mistakes simply are not considered. In 

novels, these immediate consequences are often the focus of the novel. Each novel shows 

the process behind a heroine making her decision, the actual actions the heroine takes, as 

well as everything the heroine must deal with because of her decisions.  

The narrative that best fits the arc that Vallone describes in her essay is Burney’s 

Evelina. When Evelina finally enters the public sphere, she does so completely separated 

from her guardian Mr. Villars. He continues to correspond with her throughout her time 

away from home, but he is removed from the action, unable to provide anything but the 

most general of advice. Someone else must guide Evelina through the social sphere. 

When Lady Howard is trying to convince Mr. Villars to allow Evelina to visit, she argues 

“When young people are too rigidly sequestered from [the world], their lively and 
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romantic imaginations paint it to them as a paradise of which they have been beguiled; 

but when they are shown it properly, and in due time, they see it such as it really is, 

equally shared by pain and pleasure, hope and disappointment.”
89

 At this point, Lady 

Howard, with the help of her granddaughter Maria Mirvan, is assumed to be the one who 

shows Evelina the world properly. Lady Howard would provide the matronly advice and 

Miss Mirvan would provide a source of mutual emulation as “nothing is to be feared 

from envy”
90

 between the two girls. However, neither Lady Howard nor Miss Mirvan are 

present for much of Evelina’s travels. Instead, Evelina is continually thrown into the 

company of Lord Orville, who provides the most guidance for Evelina. 

Throughout Evelina’s adventures away from home, her guardian is able to 

provide little aid. He writes to her eleven times during the months that Evelina is gone, 

largely offering only general advice to remember the virtues of her education and resist 

the appeal of the decadence of town. When he does offer more specific advice, it is nearly 

always related to Evelina’s grandmother, Madame Duval, or to her father, Sir John 

Belmont. Even on such topics, his advice is simply to show them all due respect as near 

relations. Mr. Villars wants Evelina to stay secluded in the country with him as long as 

possible. He describes London and society in the most unflattering terms and finds 

something to judge in every young man that Evelina comes into contact with. Yet it is 

impossible for Evelina to stay secluded and unmarried under Mr. Villars’s protection 

forever. At some point she must be recognized as the daughter of Lord Belmont and 

married to an appropriate suitor. Mr. Villars, who is constantly worried that Evelina 

might end up as her mother and grandfather did, is unable to guide Evelina through 
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society in a manner that is actually productive. Lord Orville, however, is able to provide 

Evelina with the right guidance. It is this ability to guide that proves Orville is the right 

suitor for Evelina. 

From the very beginning of their acquaintance, Evelina displayed to Lord Orville 

her lack of familiarity with the prevailing social customs of the day. Upon their first 

meeting, Orville finds Evelina to be exceedingly rustic and almost rude. From the 

moment she first encounters him at a public assembly, Evelina makes mistake after 

mistake. First, she dances with him despite the fact that she has turned down someone 

else’s invitation to dance, a major faux pas in dancing etiquette. While dancing with him, 

she speaks hardly a word to him and plainly displays her terror at dancing and conversing 

with a stranger. Before the dance is properly over, she walks away without telling him 

where she has gone, leaving him to attempt to find her. Once he has found her, he 

attempts to engage her in conversation, a skill that she is far too nervous to partake in, 

especially when she realizes that he has tried to introduce a number of different topics in 

the hope that one will finally draw her out. When their conversation is interrupted by the 

man who had initially asked Evelina to dance, Evelina laughs at his affront over her slight 

rather inappropriately and it is intimated that Evelina accepted Lord Orville from a 

preference for his Lordship’s “superior attractions.”
91

 Unsurprisingly, Lord Orville is 

unimpressed by Evelina’s constant blunders. Evelina overhears later that night that he 

thought her rather ill-bred, though his companion suggests that she is instead perhaps 

simply a sheltered country parson’s daughter.  

Early on in their acquaintance, the specter of Lord Orville’s disapproval is enough 

to shame Evelina into more closely watching her behavior. Though Evelina declares she 
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shall never attend another assembly after her first disastrous experience, she attends a 

ridotto, a large public assembly, less than a week later. While there, Evelina blunders 

catastrophically yet again. Now that she knows that to decline the invitation of one man 

to dance means she must sit out the entire evening, she avoids dancing with a stranger by 

claiming she is already engaged. The stranger, later revealed to be Sir Clement 

Willoughby, refuses to take no for an answer but is eventually led to believe that Lord 

Orville is her original partner, at which point he is willing to let Evelina dance with 

Orville rather than himself. After this second rescue by Orville from an unwanted dance 

at an assembly, Evelina is so mortified in Orville’s company that she can neither speak 

before him to apologize or enjoy the entertainment they were supposed to be sharing. As 

a result Evelina is more circumspect in her behavior at assemblies. Orville’s reserved 

response to Evelina’s behavior has shown her that her behavior is not simply somewhat 

awkward and rustic but inappropriate. The teasing and incessant attention of Sir Clement 

made Evelina uncomfortable but did not fully impress upon Evelina the seriousness of 

the situation and her actions because Sir Clement’s manner was too light and rakish.  

Despite Evelina’s new awareness of how to behave at assemblies, she still faces a 

number of social situations with different rules that Orville must continue to guide her 

through. Through most of her adventures, Orville’s disapproval stands in for the 

disapproval of society at large. Conversely, if Lord Orville can forgive an action, so can 

the rest of the world. Evelina’s heart is always in the right place. She always wishes to do 

as much good for those around her as possible and to behave in as proprietous a manner 

as possible. However, women are often placed in impossible situations where they can 

neither completely fulfill the dictates of propriety nor satisfy their own sense of morality. 
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For Evelina, Lord Orville is the barometer by which she measures how far past traditional 

conceptions of propriety to fulfill her own sense of morality. Throughout the novel 

Evelina travels to various public places, such as London and Bristol, with friends and 

relatives, each of which provides various social challenges that Evelina must overcome. 

Lord Orville coincidentally appears in each of these places and provides Evelina with the 

instruction and guidance that she needs.  

After having known Lord Orville for several months, Evelina learns from a friend 

something Orville had said of her:  

"It is very true," said Lord Orville, "that I did not, at our first acquaintance, 

do justice to the merits of Miss Anville; but I knew not then how new she 

was to the world; at present, however, I am convinced, that whatever 

might appear strange in her behaviour, was simply the effect of 

inexperience, timidity, and a retired education; for I find her informed, 

sensible, and intelligent. She is not, indeed, like most modern young 

ladies, to be known in half an hour: her modest worth, and fearful 

excellence, require both time and encouragement to show themselves. She 

does not, beautiful as she is, seize the soul by surprise, but, with more 

dangerous fascination, she steals it almost imperceptibly."
92

 

Lord Orville is able to recognize the inherently virtuous nature of Evelina and the 

struggles that she undergoes to satisfy both virtue and propriety. Through the process of 

guiding her through these struggles, Lord Orville falls in love with Evelina.  

While Lord Orville is an exemplar of the positive suitor-educator role, Lt. 

Montraville of Rowson’s Charlotte Temple best exemplifies the negative suitor-educator 

who brings the heroine to ruin rather than to the proper role of wife and mother. Lord 

Orville’s education is never mentioned in Evelina; however, in Charlotte Temple it is the 

faulty education and guidance that Montraville receives that causes him to lead Charlotte 

astray. Lt. Montraville is the youngest son of a gentleman of fortune who, due to having a 
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numerous family, was forced to bring his sons up in various professions. When 

Montraville decides to go into the army, his father buys him a commission and warns him 

that due to the slim salary that the army provides, he will need to be careful about taking 

a wife. His father says, “A soldier has no business to think of a wife till his rank is such 

as to place him above the fear of bringing into the world a train of helpless innocents, 

heirs only to penury and affliction.”
93

 He goes on to suggest that if a soldier were to 

marry a young woman “whose fortune is sufficient to preserve you in that state in 

independence I would teach you to prize,” then there would be no barrier to marriage. His 

final admonition is simply to take care when deciding when and whom to marry so that 

financial misery is not their lot in life.  

Montraville, when later remembering this conversation, takes this to mean that he 

cannot possibly marry Charlotte as Mlle. La Rue as told him that she cannot have more 

than a thousand pounds to her name and there was a chance that her father would not give 

Charlotte any money should she marry someone about to go off to war. His father’s 

advice was certainly sound. It would be the height of folly to marry when unable to 

adequately provide for your wife and children. As mentioned earlier, it was common 

practice in eighteenth-century England for men to marry much later than women after 

they had established themselves financially so that they would be able to support a wife 

and children. In fact, it is likely that the disparate average age of marriage between men 

and women contributed to the lover as father-figure trope that is so popular in this time. 

However, Montraville’s response to this advice – carrying on affair with a young woman 

that he never plans to marry and leading her to expect more from him – displays the 

faulty moral understanding that he has as well as his inability to consider the 
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consequences of his actions. The narrator tells us that his impetuousness is exacerbated 

by his poor choice of friend:  

with a mind ever open to conviction, had he been so fortunate as to 

possess a friend who would have pointed out the cruelty of endeavouring 

to gain the heart of an innocent artless girl, when he knew it was utterly 

impossible for him to marry her, and when the gratification of his passion 

would be unavoidable infamy and misery to her, and cause of never-

ceasing remorse to himself: had these dreadful consequences been placed 

before him in a proper light, the humanity of his nature would have urged 

him to give up the pursuit: but Belcour was not his friend; he rather 

encouraged the growing passion of Montraville.
94

 

Montraville was not properly taught how to control himself. His father gave him good 

advice related to the need for restraint and care but Montraville only partially applied it 

because the full lesson was never taught. Furthermore, his friend plays on his 

weaknesses, encouraging Montraville’s vices so that he can satisfy his own in a dalliance 

with Mlle. La Rue.  

Due to his faulty education and lack of proper guidance, Montraville cannot 

provide the education that Charlotte needs. Therefore, despite this realization that he 

cannot marry Charlotte, Montraville still pursues her acquaintance without thinking of 

what he hopes to accomplish and the effects his pursuit would have on Charlotte. Night 

after night Charlotte continues to meet Montraville secretly despite the fact that she knew 

that what she was doing was wrong. Even Montraville knew that what he was doing was 

wrong. However, both of them had unscrupulous friends who continued to encourage 

them to follow a dangerous path. It is the unknowing intervention of Lucy Temple that 

makes Charlotte fully aware of the mistakes she is making. Charlotte receives a letter 

from her mother asking her to come home for her birthday. Charlotte is overcome by the 
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trusting, complimentary language that Lucy uses and resolves that she will not leave with 

Montraville for America and instead will stay happily at home with her parents.  

Even away from home, the only useful education and guidance that Charlotte 

receives is from her mother. Yet because that guidance is not provided in person but 

rather through a letter, Charlotte is easily persuaded to come to the rendezvous point to 

tell Montraville in person that she does not wish to run away with him, only to be 

kidnapped by Montraville because he cannot take her no for an answer. Montraville was 

given an opportunity by Charlotte to recognize his faults and think about the 

consequences of his actions on her but he refuses to take it and forcibly takes her and 

ruins her. Furthermore, despite the proof Montraville has amply given that he is not to be 

trusted to act in Charlotte’s best interest, she still trusts that he will post her letter to her 

parents to tell them what happened to her. He continues to put on a sympathetic face and 

promises to do as she wishes even as he ignores her desires in favor of his own. Because 

of her innocent nature, Charlotte is unable to see through him and never learns the best 

way to conduct herself. 

Once in America, Montraville sets up a house for Charlotte and initially visits her 

often. However he gradually spends less and less time with Charlotte in favor of Julia 

Franklin, a rich heiress in New York, eventually leaving Charlotte alone and pregnant. 

Charlotte never learns her lesson in regards to Montraville. Until the very end she 

believes in his innate goodness and the possibility that he will return to save her. Even 

when he accuses her of infidelity to him, she believes that he will eventually see that her 

love for him is steadfast. To Charlotte’s credit, she is correct in believing that Montraville 

would not wish to see her or her child in want, for despite the fact that he believes she has 
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been perfidious, he recognizes that he was the cause of her initial ruin and therefore he 

was responsible for her well-being. His faith in Belcour, however, means that he trusts 

his friend to perform tasks in his name to take care of Charlotte, tasks that Belcour has no 

intention of ever doing. This means that though Montraville meant to do the right thing 

by Charlotte, he ultimately could not because he never learned the objective thinking that 

would make him an exemplary husband. Without a proper guide in her suitor, Charlotte 

had no hope of becoming a respectable wife. Charlotte’s only redemption comes in the 

form of her daughter Lucy, named after her grandmother. Lucy is raised by her 

grandparents and “as she grew up and improved, [Mrs. Temple] began to almost fancy 

she again possessed her Charlotte.”
95

 The Temples have a second chance to raise their 

daughter properly in their granddaughter, preferably so that she is better able to the 

advice of her guardians and avoid ruin.
96

 

Ultimately, in Charlotte Temple it is not so much the education that Charlotte 

receives as the education she does not receive that provides an example for the reader. 

The reader can easily recognize that Charlotte is making poor choices in trusting her heart 

and well-being to an impulsive and thoughtless man like Montraville. While Charlotte 

can never seem to learn from situations that repeat again and again, the reader, often with 

the help of the narrator, can learn those lessons.  

Shelly Jarenski argues that seduction novels like Charlotte Temple provide 

readers with a choice of what to do with one’s education. She disagrees with scholars 
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who claim that seduction novels simply allow readers to “vicariously experience the 

autonomy they were denied in the real world” as well as those who believe that novelists 

simply highlight the fact that women had no choice at all by offering “unsatisfactory 

alternatives.”
97

 Instead she believes that “the negative side of female education in these 

novels is presented as a foil for the positive, redemptive qualities granted to education 

within them.”
98

 Jarenski provides the example of the two different possibilities presented 

in Mme. Du Pont and Mlle. La Rue; if Charlotte had turned to Mme. Du Pont for help 

rather than simply relying on Mlle. La Rue she would not have fallen into ruin.  

Essentially, this argument is correct; Charlotte did have options that she did not 

even consider exploring, both in Mme. Du Pont and in her parents. However Jarenski 

gives Madame Du Pont too much credit, accepting uncritically the idea that “Madame Du 

Pont was a woman every way calculated to take the care of young ladies.”
99

 Mme. Du 

Pont’s decision to hire Mlle. La Rue and her inability to monitor all of her pupils is a 

large part of the problem of Charlotte’s education. It is Mme. Du Pont’s fault that 

Charlotte was introduced to Mlle. La Rue in the first place. Charlotte certainly had the 

option to confide in her headmistress, but it is also would have been reasonable for 

Charlotte to assume that Mme. Du Pont would agree with whatever advice Mlle. La Rue 

might give considering she put her trust in Mlle. La Rue to teach her pupils, and therefore 

not confide in her. Without a clear guiding hand from anyone but Mlle. La Rue because 

Mme. Du Pont was busy with the rest of her pupils and her parents were elsewhere, it is 
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not surprising that Charlotte would accept Mlle. La Rue’s guidance and Montraville’s 

attentions as she did.  

Miss Milner of Inchbald’s A Simple Story suffers in much the same way as 

Charlotte due to an inappropriate suitor-educator. When Mr. Milner had died he had 

trusted his friend, the priest Mr. Dorriforth, to care for his daughter and supply the 

education needed to make up for her deficiencies. As mentioned earlier, he hopes that 

Dorriforth "will protect without controlling, instruct without tyrannizing, comfort without 

flattering, and perhaps in time make good by choice rather than by constraint, the dear 

object of his dying friend's sole care."
100

 However the impertinence of Miss Milner 

coupled with her inappropriate attraction to Dorriforth make education difficult for 

Dorriforth to manage. He provides instruction for her prior to the revelation of her 

feelings, but because of her attraction, her reaction to his instruction is mixed. She 

schools her behavior to match his wishes before he has been released from his clerical 

vows and therefore is unavailable as a suitor because she wishes to please him. She even 

removes herself from his presence completely because her attraction to a priest is highly 

inappropriate. However, once Mr. Dorriforth becomes Lord Elmwood, and thus a 

romantic relationship between him and Miss Milner is possible, Miss Milner is no longer 

willing demurely to submit to Elmwood. She constantly tests her boundaries with him, 

pushing him to accept something close to equality in their relationship or even to accept 

her dominance. Yet Lord Elmwood is a stubborn and authoritarian figure who is not 

willing to concede power to Miss Milner. Arguably, Lord Elmwood provides just as 

damaging an “education” to Miss Milner as Montraville provided to Charlotte. Both men 
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contributed to the fall and death of their love interests and ultimately aided little in the 

redemption of their daughters. 

From the beginning Miss Milner’s superficial accomplishments were Mr. 

Dorriforth’s primary cause of concern. The first description of Miss Milner that he 

receives is that “she’s a young, idle, indiscreet, giddy girl, with half a dozen lovers in her 

suite; some coxcombs, some men of gallantry, some single, and some married.”
101

 He 

worries that she will not be able to be improved from the decidedly negative description 

he is given of her. However, during the course of the same conversation which merited 

the above description of Miss Milner, another woman, the wife of a merchant who had 

suffered severe losses, refutes such unmitigated censure of Miss Milner. She claims that 

Miss Milner “procured us time in order to discharge the debt [to Mr. Milner]; and when 

she found that tie insufficient, and her father no longer to be dissuaded from his intention, 

she secretly sold some of her most valuable ornaments to satisfy his demand and screen 

as from its consequences.”
102

 Dorriforth takes heart that there is a basis for good behavior 

in Miss Milner. However from this promising foundation he assumes that Miss Milner 

will be fairly easily swayed to more virtuous behavior in all aspects of her life. He 

discounted the profound effect that years of selfish and thoughtless behavior has on Miss 

Milner’s disposition. 

As the story progresses and the relationship between Miss Milner and Mr. 

Dorriforth deepens and becomes more complicated, Dorriforth’s improper and initially 

unacknowledged attraction to Miss Milner leads to responses and commands that are not 

suited to a sober guardian educating his young ward. Instead they are more suited to that 
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of a jealous lover; they are irrational and occasionally violent. For example, nearly all of 

Dorriforth’s dealings with another of Miss Milner’s suitors, Lord Frederick Lawny, are 

characterized by irrational decisions on both sides. When Lord Frederick first began to 

visit Miss Milner, Dorriforth was wary of him because he was “a young nobleman, 

immersed in all the vices of the town, without one moral excellence.”
103

 Dorriforth orders 

Miss Milner to refuse to continue to allow Lord Frederick’s visits. In response, Lord 

Frederick accuses Dorriforth of being in love with Miss Milner and therefore acting out 

of jealousy. Yet at this point, so soon after Miss Milner has come to stay with him, 

Dorriforth simply wished to see Miss Milner married, “to see his charge in the protection 

of another, rather than of himself.”
104

 Later, however, when Lord Frederick attempts to 

secure Miss Milner’s permission to see her, Dorriforth “with an instantaneous impulse”
105

 

strikes Lord Frederick and thus precipitates a duel between the two men. Despite Lord 

Frederick’s unseemly attempts to detain Miss Milner, Dorriforth’s response is 

nonetheless shockingly violent and uncalled for.  

With her guardian acting in such a manner, it is unsurprising that Miss Milner 

grows little throughout the novel. In this particular case, Miss Milner must be the one to 

find a rational and safe solution to the problem at hand by claiming a love she does not 

feel for Lord Frederick so as to save his life. This is not to say that Miss Milner never 

makes improper decisions in the heat of the moment, for she most certainly does. 

However with the implacable and heated example that Mr. Dorriforth often provides it is 

unsurprising that Miss Milner never truly reforms from the thoughtless, selfish, stubborn 

girl she was at the beginning of the novel. Michael Boardman, in his attempt to move 
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away from ideological readings of A Simple Story argues that “in the intensely 

implicatory fictional game she invites us to play with these two possible people, Inchbald 

wants to try something Fielding and Burney did not: she explores the fictional 

potentialities of depicting two conflicted, attractive personalities who can't surmount their 

difficulties.”
106

 As such, he views Miss Milner and Dorriforth as so fundamentally 

different that they can never properly communicate with each other and any relationship 

they partake in must necessarily be doomed to failure. In other words, Dorriforth is so 

completely incapable of educating Miss Milner and guiding her towards the proper role 

of wife and mother, that their precipitous and unlikely marriage at the end of the first half 

of the novel has no possibility of succeeding.  

Boardman uses the manner in which Miss Milner and Elmwood are wed as the 

crowning example of this. Elmwood and Miss Milner had prepared to be separated after 

Miss Milner had disobeyed him and attended a masquerade in revealing clothing. Both 

were resigned to the idea of never seeing one another again when Mr. Sandford, 

Elmwood’s priest mentor, who had highly disapproved of Miss Milner throughout the 

novel, suddenly steps in and marries them on the spot. The couple could not come 

together on their own and instead needed an outside influence to facilitate their 

reconciliation. That this reconciliation is brought about by the man who had been trying 

throughout the novel to separate the two because he felt that Miss Milner could not 

possibly be a proper Lady Elmwood further highlights the hopeless quality of their union. 

When the third volume opens seventeen years later, it is to the recitation of the downfall 

of the Elmwood’s marriage and the consequences that their daughter, Lady Matilda, must 
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endure. Lady Elmwood, impulsive and selfish as ever, grows bored after the long absence 

of her husband and embarks on a dalliance with a new lover:  

Lady Elmwood, at first only unhappy, became at last provoked; and giving 

way to that irritable disposition which she had so seldom governed, 

resolved, in spite of his injunctions, to divert the melancholy hours caused 

by his absence, by mixing in the gay circles of London. … To violent 

anger, succeeded a degree of indifference still more fatal—Lady 

Elmwood's heart was not formed for such a state—there, where all the 

tumultuous passions strove by turns, one among them soon found the 

means to occupy all vacancies—that one was love.— The dear object of 

her fondest, her truest affections, was away; and those affections, painted 

the time so irksome that was past; so wearisome, that, which was still to 

come; she flew from the present tedious solitude, to the dangerous society 

of one, whose every care to charm her, could not repay her for a moment's 

loss of him, whose absence he supplied.
107

 

Despite four years of happy marriage, Elmwood has still not been able to control his wife 

and instill the proper patience and virtue in her that would have allowed her to bear his 

absence with more forbearance. Such a heart, “where all the tumultuous passions strove 

by turns” should have been reined in years earlier, before she had even married.  

Lady Matilda Elmwood learns from the example of her mother’s fall and is very 

willing to submit to her father’s authority on all matters. The focus of Matilda’s story is 

heavily on her reconciliation with her father and so little focus is placed on her suitor. 

Furthermore, because Matilda’s suitor, Henry Rushbrook, is Lord Elmwood’s heir, he 

must be careful about how he approaches Matilda so as not to provoke his uncle’s ire. As 

such, Matilda receives little instruction from Rushbrook. After Rushbrook realizes that 

Matilda is staying at her father’s country estate he continually attempts to put himself in 

her way as he is instantly caught by her melancholy story as well as her beauty and 

demure air. He claims to love her despite seeing her but once and without having 

properly conversed. After returning to town he becomes obsessed with the idea of her but 
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without any hope of something coming of this obsession given the degree of anger that 

Lord Elmwood continued to hold for his wife and by extension his daughter. Due to the 

concerned interference of Mr. Sandford and Miss Woodley, Rushbrook and Matilda meet 

only twice and in fact for the entire third volume Matilda holds Rushbrook in contempt 

for his position as her father’s heir. It is not until after Matilda is restored to her father’s 

esteem following her kidnapping that Matilda looks upon Rushbrook with any kind of 

favor. She accepts his marriage proposal not because she loves him but so that he might 

not be banished from her father’s presence in the same way that she had once been. 

Matilda does not seem to grow at all throughout her story. Instead her father matures and 

recognizes that the implacability of his resolve against his daughter was unnecessary. 

Matilda’s story instead appears to function as a further explanation of the follies of her 

mother.  

Like Matilda, Maria Williams got relatively little instruction from her suitor. 

Through the vast majority of The Advantages of Education Mrs. Williams is the primary 

educator and guide for Maria. Instead Maria’s suitors serve as mediums through which 

Maria’s social education can be continued. Mrs. Williams is extremely unwilling to 

outright tell Maria what she should and should not do in deciding how to interact with her 

two suitors, Sir Henry Neville/Mr. Stanley and Edmund Herbert. Maria must rather put 

her mother’s oblique lessons to practical use and decide on her own which suitor is best 

suited to her future happiness and act on that decision.  

When Maria first meets Mr. Stanley on the road, she is most troubled by the 

difference between her reaction to him and her mother’s reaction. Maria had not seen 

anything particularly objectionable about Mr. Stanley and had enjoyed their conversation. 
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Mrs. Williams, on the other hand, was instantly skeptical of the young man as her 

“natural frankness had been considerably chilled by the unpleasant lessons which 

experience teaches.”
108

 When Maria observes her mother’s cold reception of Mr. Stanley 

she wonders if there was something that she had missed about him and if she should have 

moderated her behavior more. As such, “the extraordinary incident of being escorted an 

hundred yards, by an unknown beau, was sufficient to annihilate the cheerfulness, and 

disturb the attention of a lovely girl of nineteen, during a whole evening.”
109

 Observing 

this behavior, Mrs. Williams becomes concerned, a concern that is later justified given 

that Mr. Stanley’s real name is Sir Henry Neville and that he is in Everdon to escape the 

consequences of his romantic indiscretions. Even after Mrs. Williams learns Sir Henry’s 

real name (though not his true reasons for hiding his identity), she still gives Maria free 

reign to make her own decisions. She feels that because Maria will be the one to bear the 

consequences of any decision made regarding her suitor, then Maria should be the one to 

make those decisions on her own. Therefore, when Maria accepts Sir Henry’s proposal, 

Mrs. Williams gives her consent.  

Despite their informal engagement, Sir Henry and Maria do not in fact marry; 

instead Maria marries the son her of mother’s friend, Edmund Herbert. Initially, Maria is 

unaccountably antagonistic to Mr. Herbert. After hearing so many stories of him from his 

mother Mrs. Herbert she had unreasonably high expectations for him and when she 

compares him to Sir Henry, she finds him less pleasing and engaging. To make matters 

worse, Sir Henry defames Mr. Herbert so that Maria will not trust Mr. Herbert and so that 

he can remain safe in her regard. Yet it is Mr. Herbert who tells Maria that Sir Henry has 
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no uncle controlling his fortune, as he had claimed to put off announcing their 

engagement more publicly. Such a charge was extremely shocking to Maria as “no virtue, 

however splendid, could in her idea preponderate against so black a charge [as a 

deliberate lie].”
110

 Despite her distrust of Mr. Herbert, she is forced to acknowledge that 

it would make little sense for him to fabricate the lie that he did but still asks her friend 

Charlotte to confirm the truth for her. When Charlotte confirms that Sir Henry had no 

immediate family living, Maria is forced to accept that Mr. Herbert is more virtuous than 

Sir Henry and she attempts to determine what she is going to do about her now perilous 

situation with Sir Henry. Mr. Herbert, through his more principled behavior, is able to 

guide Maria toward the truth. Despite guiding Maria to information she needed to make a 

properly informed decision regarding her marriage, Mr. Herbert still does not provide an 

actual lesson in how to use that information and the consequences of ignoring it. Instead, 

it is her mother that is the foundation and the support for making her decisions. 

 

The Intrusive Narrator 

As a child’s initial education cannot be determined by herself and must instead be 

guided by someone else, the sections of each novel that chronicle the early education of 

each heroine is directed more towards parents, especially mothers, than towards young 

women, who really could not receive much benefit from being told how their childhood 

education should have happened. Jane West and Susanna Rowson seem particularly 

aware of this fact. These two authors make more frequent use of an intrusive narrator 

than either Frances Burney or Elizabeth Inchbald, often interjecting advice aimed directly 

at a very specific audience. These narrative intrusions make the reader more aware of the 
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fact that the authors know that they are working within well-established narrative clichés 

but the authors still believe they have something original and educational to provide to 

their readers. These intrusions also take on a more explicitly conduct book feel, by telling 

rather than showing the reader the best way to react or behave in certain situations, 

including in the process of reading. At the same time, these intrusions also reveal a level 

of awareness from the authors of what is most appealing about novels. They tailor their 

characters and descriptions to provide the most pleasing reading experience within the 

confines of the goals that they appear to be attempting to attain.  

Jane West is particularly aware of this fact in her first novel The Advantages of 

Education. West, in her persona of Prudentia Homespun, imagines a very specific 

audience and what pieces of advice or particular moments within the novel would be 

most helpful to that audience at any given time. The narrator frequently steps in to 

explain to the reader why she should be paying attention to a scene or to provide related 

advice that the characters themselves wouldn't have been able to provide. At various 

points, she recognizes that she is speaking to multiple audiences. The full title itself 

suggests a dual audience: The Advantages of Education, or, The History of Maria 

Williams, A Tale for Misses and their Mammas. The first chapter of the book is devoted 

to a conversation between Prudentia Homespun and her friend about how to make the 

story as interesting as possible for young women without sacrificing her didactic 

purposes. Prudentia is determined to combat the unrealistic expectations that novels 

provide regarding such issues as marriage and the worth of individuals based on their 

looks.  
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Yet despite this wish she changes the name of her heroine from Polly to Maria 

and agrees to "allow her beauty and elegance, lest I should not have one reader in 

teens."
111

 She is willing to allow a certain latitude if it will get the attention of young girls 

and hopefully keep that attention on the proper subjects. Elizabeth Inchbald makes a 

similar narrative decision. When first introducing Mr. Dorriforth to Miss Milner, the 

narrator interjects, “But that the reader may be interested in what Dorriforth says and 

does, it is necessary to give some description of his person and manners.”
112

 In both these 

cases, the narrator recognizes that most readers have likely come to expect certain 

physical characteristics of the characters that color their reading experience. It was 

common that the outward appearance of a character be indicative of their inner qualities 

and a physical description often told the reader all they needed to know about the 

character. Neither Inchbald nor West seem to actually adhere to this notion but they 

recognize that their readers likely do. As such, they are willing to accommodate their 

readers’ preconceptions to convey their message.  

The assumption that both West and Rowson have that their audience will not be 

interested in moral lessons without any kind of incentive is an interesting one. It points to 

a possible reason why novels were used as educational tools when other more serious 

recourses such as conduct books were available. While “Prudentia Homespun” and 

Elizabeth Inchbald are willing to tailor the physical qualities and name of their heroines 

to appeal to young women, Rowson anticipates her readers’ expected reactions to her 

story and explains why her story has proceeded the way it has.
113

 Rowson’s most 
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pertinent interruption happens when Charlotte is informed that her seducer, Montraville, 

has married someone else, seemingly without any consideration for Charlotte’s situation, 

pregnant and alone in a strange country. Charlotte is understandably distressed by this 

abandonment (forwarded by Montraville’s rakish friend who represents Charlotte’s 

behavior falsely to encourage Montraville to abandon her). She grows increasingly ill, 

with no one who is willing to aid her. The next chapter opens with an interjection that 

Rowson imagines the reader would make: “’Bless my heart,’ cries my young, volatile 

reader, ‘I shall never have patience to get through these volumes, there are so many ahs! 

and ohs! so much fainting, tears, and distress, I am sick to death of the subject.’”
114

 The 

narrator immediately retorts wondering whether the reader has felt anything close to the 

level of distress that Charlotte is feeling, and argues that if she had not been so innocent, 

then the reader would be more compassionate.  

The narrator is displaying her awareness of how young women might typically 

read a sentimental novel, especially at the end of the century when the conventions of 

sentimentality are becoming something of a joke. Through much of the eighteenth 

century, and especially from the 1740s to the 1770s, “sentimental work reveals a belief in 

the appealing and aesthetic quality of virtue, displayed in a naughty world through a 

vague and potent distress.”
115

 However, the sentimental novel relied heavily on 

provoking tears in such a way that belies any attempt at analysis and instead the reader is 
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forced to simply respond to emotion conveyed rather than identify with a character or 

situation. With the French Revolution and British attempts to distance themselves as 

much as possible from the emotionally volatile situation in France, sentimentality came 

under attack from all sides. It was generally viewed as self-indulgent emotion whose 

concerns do not actually lie with issues of importance. Furthermore, sentimental fiction 

was increasingly being seen as immoral or amoral. Hannah More, a Bluestocking and 

conduct book writer, believed that “fictional heroines who indulged sexually usually died 

indeed; none the less they remained heroines and their surrender to irrational and 

uncontrolled passion often appeared fascinating and noble.”
116

 The narrator is 

undoubtedly aware of this growing perception of sentimental fiction as overly indulgent 

and not actually useful as an educational model yet she still wishes to educate her readers 

by appealing to their emotions, even by showing the fall of her heroine.  

She might also be leading the reader to certain reactions. No reader would likely 

wish to be called “volatile” and so Rowson’s interjection could be just as much about 

promoting the readers’ satisfaction with their reading abilities. If the reader did not react 

in the way that Rowson predicts than they have already proven their superior abilities. 

Just as with the choices that the heroine makes, Rowson is providing the reader with 

alternatives that the reader knows she should not make and is implicitly praising the 

reader for not taking those alternatives. 

From the initial education that the heroine receives to her experiences as she first 

enters the public world, novels provide the reader with a more detailed exploration and 

explanation of how they should behave. Unlike conduct books which deal largely with 

abstract discussions of what is proper behavior, novels allow the reader to see the 
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possible consequences of their actions. While those consequences are not always entirely 

realistic, as it is hard to believe that if a young woman was found arm-in-arm with a 

prostitute her love interest would simply separate them and lead her away,
117

 they 

nonetheless provide more possibilities than conduct books do. The intrusive narrators 

highlight this aspect of novels, reminding the reader that though she may be enjoying 

herself while reading a novel, there is a moral purpose to her pastime.  
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Conclusion 

The benefit of studying conduct books and novels together is that we are able to 

gain a fuller understanding of some of the multitude of sources in young women’s lives 

that help to shape who they are supposed to be. Neither genre is either fuller “historical” 

or fully “literary;” each genre has elements of both that when examined together allow 

for a more nuanced vision of what young women were expected to know and how they 

were expected to behave. Furthermore, looking at the two genres complicates the 

messages that each genre presents, especially when the two genres reference each other. 

These books did not exist in a vacuum; they were responding to other publications of 

their time. Nearly every conduct book mentions novels and each author has something to 

say about the merits or demerits of young women reading didactic literature. The almost 

overwhelming disapproval of the novel forces us to question how useful novels are as an 

educational device. At the same time, mentions of conduct literature in novels sometimes 

provide a slightly better understanding of how conduct books were accepted and 

received.  

None of the novels under consideration here mention any specific conduct books, 

however, Jane Austen in Pride and Prejudice (1811) specifically mentions Fordyce’s 

Sermons multiple times. Scholars have argued that the manner in which Fordyce is 

treated in Pride and Prejudice suggests Austen’s disdain for the work and a decline in the 

reception of conduct literature in Britain. However, Austen began writing Pride and 

Prejudice in the 1790s when conduct literature was at its peak in popularity. The book 

was not published until 1811, but the groundwork had long been laid and it would be 

surprising to find that a hugely popular work such as Sermons for Young Women had not 
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been included in the novel from the beginning and was instead added in later in the 

editing process. Furthermore, we know that Austen liked at least some conduct literature. 

She read Gisborne’s Enquiry at the suggestion of her sister and enjoyed the book more 

than she originally believed she would.
118

 While this does not mean Austen would not be 

critical of other conduct literature or particular uses of it, it does suggests that she is not 

universally criticizing conduct literature in her treatment of Fordyce’s Sermons. Given 

Fordyce’s popularity as a preacher as well as a conduct book writer, the manner in which 

Fordyce is used as a method of critique suggests that Austen is not necessarily criticizing 

Fordyce, but rather the manner in which he is invoked. 

The criticism in Pride and Prejudice is against Mr. Collins and Mary as readers, 

not against Fordyce as a writer, I argue. Mr. Collins is presented as a thoroughly 

uninteresting reader as he read “with very monotonous solemnity”
119

 that suggests he is 

reading in a manner that he mistakenly believes will impress upon his listeners the 

importance of the work. However, he has been shown to be an obsequious creature who 

seems more willing to be impressed by the price of his patroness’s chimneypiece than by 

the actual morality of her actions. As such, his endorsement of Sermons is suspect 

because he has been shown to be morally oblivious and lacking in critical judgment. 

Even though Mr. Collins’s self-righteous speech after Lydia and Kitty have grown bored 

with his reading and interrupt him is in many respects correct in its sentiments, the reader 

is led to see it as just another ridiculously pompous and empty pronunciation by Mr. 

Collins. He says, “I have often observed how little young ladies are interested by books 

of a serious stamp, though written solely for their benefit. It amazes me, I confess; – for 
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certainly, the can be nothing so advantageous to them as instruction.”
120

 His observation 

is apt. Lydia and Kitty are ignoring a subject that had they paid attention to likely would 

have saved the family a great deal of grief. But they cannot be interested in his 

“monotonous solemnity” and so receive none of the benefit which Sermons has the 

possibility of providing them. Austen’s criticism is based on the manner in which Mr. 

Collins is presenting himself and Fordyce’s Sermons, not on the conduct book itself.  

Likewise Mary’s pedantic and obviously vain espousal of conduct book ideology 

and dry moral texts is a criticism of Mary as an inefficient reader. Mary’s pursuit of 

accomplishments, such as playing the pianoforte and singing, at which she is obviously 

naturally deficient and which no amount of practicing seems to able completely to 

overcome, is simply proof that though Mary may read moral texts and can regurgitate 

them to her family at (what she sees as) opportune moments, she is not actually 

internalizing anything that she is reading. She is not critically engaging with the texts, 

revealed in the fact that all of the conduct books, including Fordyce’s, reject the 

acquisition of accomplishments for the sake of vanity. This is clearly what Mary is doing 

in her pursuit of the pianoforte. Understanding Fordyce’s Sermons and the place of 

conduct literature in the time period then allows for a better understanding of what 

Austen is doing with her inclusion of it in her novel. This understanding can be extended 

to encompass how novels and conduct books are read together and separately as 

educational works.  

Many historical studies of conduct literature were written from the late 1970s 

through the early 1990s, just as feminist historians were attempting to fill the blanks in 

women’s history and determine how women’s lives were shaped. Therefore much of the 
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historiography regarding conduct literature is insufficiently nuanced; often the advice in 

conduct literature is taken at face value. However, conduct literature provides an 

idealized version of women’s lives and feminine behavior. Studying conduct literature on 

its own provides the historian with a sense of what society in the eighteenth century 

wanted women to be, but it gives no indication of how women actually behaved. The 

marked upswing in the number of conduct books published in the 1790s suggests that the 

fears and anxieties that motivated the creation of conduct literature in general was 

increased by something. Linda Colley suggests that fears regarding the French 

Revolution were channeled into anxieties regarding women’s behavior and resulted in an 

increase of the publication of conduct literature.
121

  

Fears of the influence of the French were common throughout the eighteenth 

century and the French Revolution made those fears seem justified, but were those fears 

the only reason for the upsurge of conduct literature publication? What other motives for 

the creation of conduct literature, such as fears regarding social mobility due to 

industrialization perhaps, could have been exacerbated in the last decade of the 

eighteenth century? A more in depth study of how conduct literature was accepted by its 

intended readers as well as by those responsible for their education would allow for a 

better understanding of how conduct literature was operating in the eighteenth century. 

By using methods such as those used in works like Amanda Vickery’s The Gentleman’s 

Daughter, which examined the letters and private papers of gentlewomen in the Georgian 

era to determine how women talked about their own lives and activities, a better 

understanding of how effective conduct literature was, and perhaps how effective the 

author intended the book to be, might be acquired.  
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A similar attempt might be made with novels. Many novelists made claims in 

their books that they were providing a means of educating the reader. As examined here, 

there were certainly the means present to provide a kind of social education for the 

reader. But it is uncertain what exactly the eighteenth-century reader took from the 

novels. We are not even certain who exactly was actually reading these novels. Due to 

this uncertainty, it would be difficult to figure out readers’ responses, yet by determining 

those responses we would have a better understanding of how novels actually worked in 

the lives of young women and whether or not they were able to be “of service to some 

who are so unfortunate as to have neither friends to advise, or understanding to direct 

them, through the various and unexpected evils that attend a young and unprotected 

woman in her first entrance into life,” as Rowson wishes in the Preface to Charlotte 

Temple.
 122

  

It is clear that many novelists wanted to be able to affect the conduct of their 

readers in some manner and it is equally clear that many of their contemporaries had 

doubts as to the novels’ ability to do so. Few of the conduct books examined here have 

anything positive to say about novels. Gisborne and Wollstonecraft are particularly 

condemnatory of the effects novel reading have on young women. Wollstonecraft claims 

that novels are “one great cause of the affectation of young women … A false taste is 

acquired, and sensible books appear dull and insipid after those superficial performances, 

which obtain their full end if they can keep the mind in a continual ferment.”
123

 Gisborne 

argues that novels are more habit forming than any other kind of book, and that they 

“have been known to betray young women into a sudden attachment to persons unworthy 
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of their affection, and thus to hurry them into marriages terminating in unhappiness."
124

 

Even seemingly wholesome novels are dangerous because they can lead the reader to less 

acceptable novels.  

France Burney in the preface to Evelina also acknowledges that “perhaps were it 

possible to effect the total extirpation of novels, our young ladies in general, and 

boarding-school damsels in particular, might profit from their annihilation.”
125

 However, 

Burney rationalizes that “since the distemper they have spread seems incurable, since 

their contagion bids defiance to the medicine of advice or reprehension, and since they 

are found to baffle all the mental art of physic, save what is prescribed by the slow 

regimen of Time, and bitter diet of Experience, surely all attempts to contribute to the 

number of those which may be read, if not with advantage, at least without injury, ought 

rather to be encouraged than contemned.”
126

 Even novelists then were at least pretending 

to ascribe to a view of novels in general as bad for the reader in an attempt to claim for 

their own novels a higher standard – or as at least not inflicting injury upon the reader. If 

we were to obtain a better understanding of how young women actually responded to the 

novels that they read, the fears that both conduct book authors and novelists present 

would be better understood, as would the place that conduct books and novels held in the 

educational life of young women.  
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Appendix: Novel Family Trees 
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