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The 'Well-Ordered Universe': Nature and Society in the Works of Margaret Cavendish
Deborah Boyle
Department of Philosophy
2. Project Summary
I am currently writing a book manuscript on the philosophical thought of Margaret
Cavendish (1623-1673), showing how Cavendish's views in natural philosophy are related to her
views in social philosophy, political philosophy, and ethics. The point of my book is to argue
that Cavendish's views on a wide range of philosophical issues are unified by her emphasis on
the themes of peace and order, in contrast to recent scholarly work which has tended to focus on
Cavendish's deployment of the concept of freedom in her natural philosophy. The book should
be of interest to the growing community of scholars interested in Cavendish's writings, a group
which spans various disciplines: English Literature, History, History of Science, Political
Science, and Cultural Studies, as well as Philosophy.
I have already drafted seven out of eight chapters, with one remaining to be written. I am
applying for a Round 2 Faculty Research Grant (specifically, a Continuous Study Award) to
spend the five weeks between May 30 and July 4 writing that chapter. This chapter will focus on
Cavendish's views on gender, particularly her ambivalent attitude towards marriage, which she
saw, on the one hand, as essential for maintaining social stability, but, on the other hand, as
frequently harmful for women.
3. Budget
I am requesting $3750 in salary.
Justification: The Summer Stipend from the National Endowment for the Humanities for
which I have applied would provide an outright award of $6000 for two consecutive months of
full-time research and writing ($750 per week). Ifl do in fact receive an NEH Summer Stipend,
I will withdraw this application for a Continuous Study Faculty Research Grant. Ifl do not
receive an NEH Summer Stipend, I would hope for my research and writing to be funded by a
Continuous Study Faculty Research Grant at the same rate as the NEH. Since Continuous Study
grants are for five weeks, at $750 per week, this would be a total of$3750.
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4. Project Description
a. The nature. method, objectives. and significance of the project
At the time of her death in 1673, Margaret Cavendish had published eighteen plays, as
well as poems, orations, essays, and allegories; letters written to imaginary correspondents; a
widely-praised biography of her husband; a work of science fiction; and five volumes of natural
philosophy. Despite Cavendish's own wish that Fortune "may place my Book in Fames high
Tow'r," her works were largely neglected until about thirty years ago. Since then, numerous
articles and several books have been published on Cavendish's work. However, most of these
publications have focused on Cavendish's plays, stories, and poems- her works of fiction. Only
a small number of articles have been published on Cavendish's philosophical thinking. The
manuscript I am writing will be the first book to provide a comprehensive account of
Cavendish's philosophical thought. The award of a Faculty Research grant would enable me to
complete this manuscript during Summer 2011.
Lisa Sarasohn's book The Natural Philosophy ofMargaret Cavendish, published in 2010,
was the first attempt by any scholar to provide a book-length treatment of some aspect of
Cavendish's philosophical thought. Sarasohn, a historian by training, focuses on Cavendish's
natural philosophy - that is, Cavendish's account of the nature of the physical world. However,
Cavendish's fictional works are still a primary focus even in this book, for Sarasohn argues that
Cavendish's natural philosophy can be understood "only by combining the philosophic and the
fantastical" (Sarasohn, p. 39). While Sarasohn's perspective is illuminating in many ways, it
provides a somewhat distorted picture of Cavendish's philosophical thought. Linking
Cavendish's natural philosophy with her more fanciful stories and poems tends to undermine
Cavendish's claims to be presenting a serious contender to the mechanistic natural philosophy
that dominated seventeenth century science; depicting Cavendish's philosophical thinking as
"wide-ranging speculation" (Sarasohn, p. 17) exaggerates the extent of Cavendish's skepticism.
Finally, Sarasohn' s discussion of possible connections between Cavendish's natural philosophy
and her politics does not take account of Cavendish's views on human nature. Thus a detailed
study showing how Cavendish's views in natural philosophy are related to her views in social
philosophy, political philosophy, and ethics is still needed. My book, The 'Well-Ordered
Universe': Nature and Society in the Works ofMargaret Cavendish, will fill this gap.
The point of my book is to argue that Cavendish's views on a wide range of philosophical
issues are unified by her emphasis on the themes of peace and order. Recent scholarly work has
tended to focus on Cavendish's deployment of the concept of freedom in her natural philosophy.
Some scholars have even argued that Cavendish draws normative principles for human
interactions from her natural philosophy, and that her focus on freedom suggests that in human
society and nature, freedom is the highest good. I do not dispute that freedom plays an important
role in Cavendish's thinking; in fact, given the popularity of deterministic, mechanistic accounts
of nature in the seventeenth century, it is a striking feature of her natural philosophy that she
thinks that physical substance has free will. However, I argue that freedom is not the most
important element of Cavendish's natural philosophy, and that the thesis that freedom in nature
provides her with a normative standard for human society is untenable. Instead, I contend that
Cavendish conceives of peace and order as the highest goods- in human society as well as in
nature as a whole -- and that focusing on how she deploys the concepts of peace and order in
society and nature can also shed light on how she conceives of the relationship between these
two realms.
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I have completed drafts of seven ofthe eight chapters comprising my book. A Faculty
Research grant would enable me to finish the remaining chapter (Chapter 7). The book is
organized as follows:
Chapter 1, "The Value of Peace and Order," makes the case for my view that
Cavendish's philosophical thinking can best be understood by considering how she deploys the
concepts of peace and order.
Chapter 2, "Cavendish's Theory of Matter," considers Cavendish's natural philosophy.
Understanding these views is complicated by the fact that Cavendish's earliest work in natural
philosophy presents an atomistic theory, repudiated in a subsequent book in favor of a theory
now known as "vitalist materialism." This chapter examines both theories, as well as showing
how Cavendish developed and refined important elements of her vitalist materialism from its
first version in 1655 to its last version in 1668. I argue that in both her earlier atomism and her
later vitalist materialism, Cavendish's natural philosophy shows a preoccupation with order and
peace. For example, in her atomism, order and regularities result simply from the internal
principles of matter, understood in this case as divided into atoms. Cavendish does not describe
her atoms as working together as an organized system; each atom possesses its own inherent
principle of motion, and sometimes they work together, but sometimes they do not. In her later
theory, however, Cavendish explicitly argues that nature is a unified system, which helps
coordinate the actions of matter by laying down rules and principles for its behavior.
Chapter 3 considers Cavendish's account of just how the totality' of matter operates as a
unified system. It explicates the various qualities Cavendish ascribes to nature: nature is infinite
and eternal and its parts are perceptive, knowing, and autonomous. The chapter explains how
these views support Cavendish's view of nature as generally peaceful and orderly, as well as
explaining how she thinks disorder and "irregularities" occur in nature. My interpretation of
Cavendish's views on peace and order in nature draws on some recent work by historian of
philosophy Karen Detlefsen; however, in contrast to Detlefsen's views, I argue that an analysis
of Cavendish's use of the concepts of"natural" and "unnatural" shows that Cavendish thought
even disorder and irregularities are natural. Finally, this chapter explains the connections
Cavendish draws between the concepts of order and disorder and the concepts of sympathy and
antipathy, situating her use of those concepts in the context of sixteenth- and early seventeenthcentury accounts of natural magic.
Chapters 4 and 5 examine Cavendish's preoccupation with peace and order in her
accounts of human nature and human society. These chapters are expanded versions of material
I published in a 2006 article in the Journal of the History ofldeas, "Fame, Virtue, and
Government: Margaret Cavendish on Ethics and Politics." In Chapter 4, "Human Nature and
Human Society," I argue that Cavendish's pessimism about human relations stems from a belief
that humans are motivated by desires which simply do not exist in other parts of nature. Like
Thomas Hobbes, she thinks that humans (and other parts of nature) are motivated by a desire for
self-preservation, a desire which derives from what she calls "self-love." Unlike Hobbes,
however, Cavendish thinks that mere preservation of the self is not enough to satisfy humans'
self-love. What we really want, she thinks, is public recognition- that is, fame. Only fame can
preserve some element of the self even after death. Thus the topic of Chapter 4 is a
philosophical analysis of Cavendish's concepts of self-love and fame, as well as their
connections to the concepts of virtue and peace.
Chapter 5, "Peace and Order in the Commonwealth," examines Cavendish's social
philosophy. While she frequently praises the solitary life, Cavendish also recognizes that
humans are social creatures. Humans do, and must, organize into various forms of society, just
as the parts of matter organize themselves into various sorts of creatures and objects. Moreover,
Cavendish thinks that the members of human societies have appropriate roles, laid down by
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nature itself, with principles guiding those roles. When humans follow these principles, there is
peace and order; when they do not, there is chaos and disorder. However, given humans' desire
for public recognition (explored in the previous chapter), humans need something external in
order to ensure peace and order: a government. I argue that Cavendish endorsed absolute
sovereignty because she believed that only this form of government best promoted peace and
social stability.
Chapter 6 turns to Cavendish's views about the relationships between humans and the
natural world, particularly plants and non-human animals. Just as Cavendish thinks there are
appropriate roles for humans in their interactions with each other- roles which are, however,
often not respected - so she thinks there are appropriate roles for humans in their interactions
with the natural world. If people followed these norms, there would be peace and order; yet
here, too, she thinks humans frequently fail to act as they should, leading to disorder and
disharmony. I explore Cavendish's attitudes towards animal experimentation (such as the blood
transfusions performed by members of the Royal Society of London), vegetarianism, hunting,
and the use of metals in alchemy. In contrast to some recent claims by Cavendish scholars, I
argue that Cavendish did not object in principle to the human use of animals and natural
resources; her objection, rather, was to using them in inappropriate and wasteful ways, ways that
derive from and reinforce human pride and self-love.
Chapter 7 will explore Cavendish's views of female and male nature and gender
relations. This chapter remains to be written; should I receive a Faculty Research Grant for
Summer 2011, I would devote five weeks to composing it. Cavendish's views on male and
female nature have been much contested in the secondary literature, with some scholars arguing
that she should be interpreted as a feminist and others (including myself, in my 2004 article
"Margaret Cavendish's Nonfeminist Natural Philosophy") rejecting such an interpretation. In
this chapter, I plan to argue that Cavendish believes that women are naturally inferior to men,
and that peace in society is best served when men and women follow the roles prescribed to them
by nature-- including marriage. However, Cavendish was ambivalent about marriage, depicting
it quite negatively in some works; moreover, her unconventional life as a woman writer violated
her own views about what was natural for women. This chapter will explore these ambiguities in
Cavendish's thoughts about gender.
In the last chapter, "Health and Order in the Human Body," I examine Cavendish's
medical theories. This chapter is based on my paper "The Well-Ordered Body: Margaret
Cavendish on Health and Disease," which was presented at the Margaret Cavendish Society
Conference in Sheffield, England, in 2007 (read on my behalf by Hilda Smith, as I was unable to
attend the conference). I situate Cavendish's views in the context of the seventeenth-century
conflict between proponents of traditional Galenist medicine and the newly-developing
iatrochemical medical theories then gaining some currency in England. I argue that Cavendish
sided largely with the Galenists, not only because of the iatrochemists' affiliations with radical
politics but also because Galenism's view of health as a state of balance in the body fit nicely
with Cavendish's interpretation of nature as generally peaceful and balanced.
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b. Expected results and impact
The final product of my summer work will be Chapter Seven of an eight-chapter book
manuscript of approximately 70,000 words. The book is intended for academic specialists on
Margaret Cavendish, as well as graduate students and advanced undergraduate students. The
community of scholars interested in Cavendish's writings now spans a wide range of disciplines:
English Literature, History, History of Science, Political Science, and Cultural Studies, as well as
Philosophy. Thus, while the focus of my book is Cavendish's philosophical thinking, it is
written to be accessible to scholars from other fields besides philosophy.
I intend to submit my book proposal and sample chapters to Cambridge University Press,
which already has published several modem editions of Cavendish's books.
c. Timetable
Because I intend to teach a course during Maymester (which ends on May 26), I propose
to carry out this work during the five weeks between May 30 and July 4, 2011.
d. Current support
I currently have no support for this project.
e. Efforts to secure funding
I am one ofthe College's two nominees for a 2011 Summer Stipend from the National
Endowment for the Humanities. My application was submitted in October 2010, but I do not
expect to hear a decision until the end of March, 2011.
5. IRBIIACUC Application
This proposal involves no research on human or vertebrate animal subjects.
6. Curriculum Vitae
Please see next page.
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