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Biography 

Best known for her proposal to establish a women’s college, Astell published on a variety of 

other topics: religious dissent, the social contract, the marriage contract, epistemic issues, mind–

body dualism, immortality, proofs for God’s existence, reason and revelation, and Locke’s views 

on ‘thinking matter’. Her correspondence with John Norris treated the pure love of God and 

occasionalism. On marriage she drew a shrewd contrast between the treatment of political 

tyranny by contractarians (such as Locke), and their failure to deal with domestic tyranny. Some 

of her reactions to the views of major philosophers anticipated later debates. 

1. Philosophical influences on life and works 

Mary Astell gained notoriety in her native England and beyond for A Serious Proposal to the 

Ladies… (1694), which advocated the founding of an Anglican academy for women. Letters 

Concerning the Love of God (1695) followed – her side of this correspondence with Cambridge 

Platonist John Norris was praised by Leibniz. Having failed to get support for her educational 

institution, Astell offered women a manual for improving their understanding: A Serious 

Proposal to the Ladies, Part II (1697) drew on Lockean views, Cartesian ‘method’, and the Port 

Royal Logic (see Port-Royal). After examining the marriage contract inSome Reflections Upon 

Marriage (1700), Astell became a pamphleteer on religious and political topics, criticizing 

Defoe, Swift, Shaftesbury andLocke. (Swift retaliated by satirizing her in the Tatler.) The 

Christian Religion… (1705) responded to Locke, Damaris Masham and Archbishop Tillotson. 

Her circle of friends included Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, for whose posthumously published 

letters she wrote a preface, and the Anglo-Saxon scholar Elizabeth Elstob. 

2. Social and political thought 

According to Springborg (1996), the real focus of Astell’s Reflections Upon Marriage is the 

‘absurdity of contractarian voluntarism’. Here, and in her pamphlets, Astell wants to show that 

contractarians such as Locke are reluctant to accept arguments against domestic tyranny on the 

basis of consent, while they press these arguments against the state. Indeed, Springborg suggests 

that Astell may be the first systematic commentator on Locke’s Two Treatises of Government. 

In Moderation Truly Stated… (1704a) and An Impartial Enquiry into the Causes of Rebellion 

and Civil War in This Kingdom (1704c), Astell defended the royalist cause and the Established 

Church, while challenging the work of James Owen and Charles Davenant; A Fair Way with the 

Dissenters… (1704b) attacked Defoe; Bart’lemy Fair or an Enquiry after Wit (1709) 

criticized Shaftesbury’s Letter Concerning Enthusiasm and charged Swift with irreligion. 

3. The rejection of occasionalism 
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In Letters Concerning the Love of God, Norris had argued that God should be the sole object of 

our love and that Malebranche’s occasionalism ensures this conclusion (see Occasionalism): all 

our perceptions and sensations, all our sources of pleasure, are caused solely by God. Astell had 

reservations about this view and, before allowing the correspondence to be published, appended 

a letter arguing specifically against occasionalism. Her criticisms are prefigured in medieval 

debates on secondary causation. The first is that ‘it seems more agreeable to the Majesty of God, 

and that Order he has established in the World, to say that he produces our Sensations mediately 

by his Servant Nature, than to affirm that he does it immediately by his own Almighty 

Power’ (1695: 281–2). AlthoughAquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles and Molina’s Concordia had 

advanced similar arguments, this objection is not conclusive (see Aquinas §3;Molina, L. de). For 

occasionalists, to hold that God concurs with secondary causes is to hold that God’s own causal 

role in natural change is not sufficient to determine effects in all their specificity. They can 

therefore claim that their doctrine is more consistent with God’s majesty than that of 

concurrence. 

Astell’s other objection is more powerful: if bodies contain ‘nothing in their own Nature to 

qualify them to be instrumental to the Production of… sensations’ (1695: 279), and if God is 

sufficient to cause these natural changes, then it seems God has created bodies in vain – which 

would be contrary to God’s perfection. Aquinas had stated a like objection in Summa Contra 

Gentiles. 

In place of occasionalism, Astell maintains that sensation is directly caused by mind–body 

interaction, and mediately caused by God. She goes beyond this Cartesian account to suggest that 

something like More’s Neoplatonic ‘plastic part of the soul’ might explain the agreement 

between external objects and sensations (see More, H.). 

4. Other metaphysical topics 

The Christian Religion… attempts (1) to show how religious belief can and should be grounded 

in reason, (2) to determine the roles of reason and revelation, (3) to encourage women to 

examine Christian doctrines rationally, and (4) to examine the obligations that determine 

Christian practice. Towards these ends, Astell critically evaluates Archbishop Tillotson’s 

sermons, Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity,Masham’s A Discourse Concerning the 

Love of God, and the anonymous Ladies’ Religion. In place of the Socinianism and scepticism 

she finds there, she offers her own rational accounts of revelation and Christian practice, which 

frequently rely on substantive metaphysical arguments (see Socinianism). For example, in 

addition to an ontological argument for God’s existence, Astell offers a cosmological argument 

that turns on a ‘causal likeness principle’ different from that of Descartes. Her argument is 

vulnerable, none the less, to the well-known criticisms ofDescartes’ version. 

She also offers a two-part argument for the immortality of the human mind: first she argues for 

the immortality of immaterial things, and then offers a ‘real distinction’ argument to prove that 

the mind contains none of the properties of extended matter. Her Platonic first argument bears a 

striking resemblance to that of Leibniz for the ‘natural indestructibility’ of monads: 
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A Being is Mortal and Corruptible, or ceases to Be, when those Parts of which it consists… are 

no longer thus or thus United…. Hence it follows, That a Being which is Uncompounded, which 

has no Parts, and which is therefore incapable of Division and Dissolution, is in its own Nature 

Incorruptible…. If then the Mind be Immaterial, it must in its own Nature be Immortal. 

(Astell 1705: 248–9, §§257–8) 

In response to the possibility of divine annihilation, she adds: ‘He does nothing in vain, and can’t 

be suppos’d to Make a Creature with a design to Destroy or Unmake it’. In addition to depending 

upon speculation about the ‘purposes of God’, this response also does not address an issue which 

also remained for Leibniz: the possibility of instantaneousnatural annihilation. 

Astell’s version of the real distinction argument is especially of interest in light of twentieth-

century interpretations of Descartes’ argument as an epistemic one (Wilson 1978). She reasons: 

When two Complete Ideas… have different Properties and Affections, and can be consider’d 

without any Relation to, or Dependance on each other, so that we can be sure of the Existence of 

the one, even at the same time we can suppose that the other does not Exist, as is indeed the case 

of a Thinking and of an Extended Being, or of Mind and Body; here these two Ideas, and 

consequently the things they represent, are truly Distinct and of Different Natures. 

(Astell 1705: 248–9, §§257–8) 

Astell regarded the foregoing arguments and their theological consequences as threatened by the 

possibility of Locke’s ‘thinking matter’. She notes that according to Locke’s Essay: 

it is impossible for a Solid Substance to have Qualities, Perfections, and Powers, which have no 

Natural or Visible Connexion with Solidity and Extension; and since there is no Visible 

Connexion between Matter and Thought, it is impossible for Matter, or any Parcels of Matter to 

Think. 

(Astell 1705: 259, §267) 

This view parallels what Margaret Wilson has called Locke’s ‘official position’: all properties 

and powers of an object ‘stand in comprehensible or conceivable relations to its Boylean 

“primary qualities”’ (1979: 144). Like Wilson, Astell argues that this position is inconsistent 

with Locke’s view in his third letter to Stillingfleet: ‘Some Parcels of Matter be so order’d by 

Omnipotence as to be endued with a Faculty of Thinking’ (Astell 1705: 259, §267). Astell 

concludes that God’s superaddition of thought to matter could only create an ‘Arbitrary Union’ 

between matter and the faculty of thought, so that ‘it is not Body that Thinks, but the mind that is 

United to it, Body being still as incapable of Thought as it ever was’ (1705: 261, §269). 
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