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Biography 

The only seventeenth-century woman to publish numerous books on natural philosophy, 

Cavendish presented her materialism in a wide range of literary forms. She abandoned her early 

commitment to Epicurean atomism and, rejecting the mechanical model of natural change, 

embraced an organicist materialism. She also addressed the relations that hold among 

philosophy, gender and literary genre. 

1. Philosophical influences 

Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, made contact with Hobbes, tutor to the Cavendish 

family, during the English Civil War. She became a member of the ‘Newcastle Circle’, which 

included Hobbes, Charletonand Digby, and which was influenced by interaction 

with Mersenne andGassendi. While exiled in Paris, Rotterdam and Antwerp, she 

metDescartes and Roberval. In 1667, she became the first woman to attend a session of the Royal 

Society of London. She corresponded with Christian Huygens about ‘Rupert’s exploding drops’, 

and with Glanvillabout witchcraft and Neoplatonic notions such as ‘plastic faculties’ and the 

‘soul of the world’. She was one of the first Englishwomen to gain recognition for her 

publications. In additional to writing treatises such as Philosophical Fancies (1653) 

and Philosophical and Physical Opinions(1655, 1663) she experimented with a wide range of 

genres to express her views: poetry, orations, plays, autobiobraphy (Nature’s Pictures…, 1656), 

biography (The Life of … William Cavindishe…, 1667), allegories (The World’s Olio, 1655), 

epistolary narrative (CCXI Sociable Letters, 1664a) and fiction (The Description of a New 

World, called the Blazing-World, 1668). Introduced to twentieth-century readers by Henry Ten 

Eyck Perry (1918) and Virginia Woolf (1925), her philosophy only came in for serious, sustained 

evaluation beginning in the 1980s. 

2. Organicist materialism 

Cavendish’s earliest works, such as Poems, and Fancies (1653), combine a version of Epicurean 

atomism with Lucretius’ strategy of using poetry to achieve the highest form of the good: 

intellectual pleasure (seeEpicureanism §§3–5). But it is her Philosophical 

Letters (1664b),Observations upon Experimental Philosophy (1666), and Grounds of Natural 

Philosophy (1668) that present her mature natural philosophy. She attacks the Platonists’ and 

hermeticists’ postulation of incorporeals in their theory of natural change. She agrees with 

Hobbes that an incorporeal substance is inconceivable for ‘natural reason’, but concedes that, on 

the basis of faith, one might accept ‘supernatural spiritual beings’. 

Like Hobbes, she holds that all natural change is change of motion. But instead of mechanism, 

the model for change in her mature philosophy is one of vital agreement or sympathetic 

influence of parts, as within a single organism. For, she rejects Hobbes’ principle: every motion 
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in a body is produced by a contiguous body through impact. Rather, motion and vitality cannot 

be transferred from an external source, but are inherent in corporeal body. Cavendish rejects the 

transfer model of causation, which she thinks must underlie mechanical philosophy, for two 

main reasons. First, if motion is a mode of body, then it cannot be transferred outside of the 

substance in which it inheres. This would give to motion the unacceptable status of a ‘real 

quality’: a mere modification of substance that is none the less treated as if a ‘complete thing’. 

Second, since motion is naturally inseparable from material body, if motion could be transferred, 

then a portion of body would be transferred too. But, since all change reduces to changes in 

motion, it follows that corporeal body would quickly be diminished. Cavendish here adapts a 

standard argument against atomism, cited by Lucretius. 

Corporeal individuals, that is to say parts of body, can act on others at a distance because of their 

sympathy and vital agreement, just as a seriously wounded appendage can affect change in the 

organism as a whole. Cavendish is even committed to a version of panpsychism, whereby all 

corporeal individuals contain some degree of sense and reason (see Panpsychism). (In De 

Corpore, Hobbes admitted that he could not refute those who would ascribe sense to inanimate 

bodies.) She holds that corporeal nature is endowed with something analogous to understanding: 

Bodies know how to ‘pattern out’ the figure of a distant object in perception; they know how to 

duplicate themselves in generation. Her views – (1) that nature is a single, unified corporeal 

body, intrinsically possessing self-motion or vital force, (2) that all parts of corporeal nature have 

some degree of sense and intellect, (3) that causation is understood through the vital affinity one 

part of nature has for another, rather than via the mechanical model – are all adaptations from 

Stoicism. Cavendish appears to have been familiar with some version of Chrysippus’ views, for 

she makes reference to some of his analogies and arguments (see Stoicism §3; Chrysippus). 

3. Theory of sense perception 

Cavendish characterizes her anti-mechanist model of change in the following way: 

A Watch-maker doth not give the watch its motion, but he is onely the occasion, that the watch 

moves after that manner, for the motion of the watch is the watches own motion, inherent in 

those parts ever since that matter was…. Wherefore one body may occasion another body to 

move so and so, but not give it any motion, but everybody (though occasioned by another, to 

move in such a way) moves by its own natural motion. 

(Cavendish 1664b: 100) 

She uses this vital concomitance model in her theory of sense perception: the ‘corporeal motions’ 

of external objects are the ‘occasion’ for the ‘sensitive and rational motions’ in creatures to 

imitate or ‘pattern out’ the motions and figures of the external objects. An ‘occasion’ is any 

circumstance which has no intrinsic connection to or direct influence on the effect, is not 

necessary for the production of the effect, but has an indirect influence on the production of the 

effect by inducing the primary cause through command or example. For Cavendish, a ‘primary 

cause’ is that which is necessary and sufficient for the production of the effect. An external 

object cannot be necessary for perception since ‘the sensitive organs can make such like 

figurative actions were there no object present’ (1668b: 56). But neither is it sufficient; when the 
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sense organs operate ‘irregularly’, misperception of objects takes place. So, the sensitive body is 

the principal cause of perceptions, and external objects are the exemplar causes that induce the 

body to pattern out one sense perception rather than another. 

Cavendish’s main argument against Descartes and Hobbes on perception is that their talk of 

translation of motion, or of imprinting an image, can only be interpreted via a transfer model of 

causation. But, as has been shown, such a model is inconsistent with their substance/mode 

ontology. Cavendish also has specific criticisms of Hobbes’ theory of memory that derive from 

Stoic arguments. If sense is produced by imprinting and if, as Hobbes suggests, the bodily organs 

retain these imprints, then mechanism entails an eventual jumble of corporeal images. This 

criticism, derived from Chrysippus, was also proffered by Digby and Glanvill. Hobbes would 

have charged his critics with interpreting his metaphors too simplistically, since the impressions 

he refers to are infinitesimal motions. But without the mathematical model later provided by the 

calculus, the only models in terms of which to depict the impact of infinitesimally small motions 

were crude mechanical ones. So, however quaint these criticisms may seem to us, they were 

contemporary demands for an intelligible mechanical model of perception. 

4. Philosophy and gender 

In ‘Female Orations’, a section of Orations of Divers Sorts (1662), Cavendish explores the 

following questions: Is woman’s social subordination to man a fact or no? If the former, is it due 

to oppression by men, to a natural inferiority in women, or to unfair cultural practices such as 

inferior education and constricted possibilities for acquiring moral, physical and intellectual 

experience? Finally, is woman’s subordination to man inevitable? Rather than arguing for a 

position, Cavendish is content to lay out the logical space of the gender politics of her day. The 

prefaces and introductions to her books also contain defences of her desire to publish and her 

ability, as a woman, to do philosophy. Her experimentation with varied philosophical genres is, 

in part, an attempt to find a form which her readers would find acceptable: one in which a 

seventeenth-century woman, explicitly seeking fame as a natural philosopher, might give voice 

to her views. 
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