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In this project I examine eighteenth-century literary representations of the 

pregnant or birthing female body—the woman who herself straddles the line between 

subject and object, Self and Other, life and death—and what she signifies in the 

Enlightenment cultural imagination. Throughout the project, I examine how the 

overriding metaphors of gestation and birth inhabit the act of writing itself, as well as the 

structures underpinning these authors’ narrative and verse. The works I examine propose 

that reproductive women have a special relationship to metaphor—both in the specific 

representation of writing-as-birth, and the figurative function of metaphor in general. 

Combining affect theory, feminist psychoanalysis, medical and scientific history, and 

formal literary analysis, I investigate what the eighteenth century tells us about what it 

means to be human, and the Enlightenment encouraged us to perceive human subjectivity 

as intimately bound with feminine reproduction. 

In my first chapter, I discuss the Enlightenment’s embryological debates and the 

monstrous maternal imagination as they appear in The Dunciad and elsewhere in 
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Alexander Pope’s life and works. In my second chapter, I consider how knowledge 

exclusive to reproductive women joins with narrative structures of concealment in Eliza 

Haywood’s 1720s short fiction. Her representations of pregnant women’s bodies and 

minds first convey, then challenge the abjection of pregnancy and parturition. My third 

chapter explores how Mary Wollstonecraft translates abject reproductive imagery into a 

affective scrutiny of the maternal mind in Maria and elsewhere. Wollstonecraft shows 

how the reproductive woman is susceptible to socioeconomic, material, and emotional 

pressures that can make her an object without agency. I end by offering an overview of 

representations of reproduction in agrarian and industrial environments.  

The authors I examine participated in the emerging science of embryology and in 

the gendered discourses of sensibility and sentiment. Their works demonstrate the 

political uses of pregnancy and birth. I participate in the ongoing critical reclamation of 

feminist history by probing literary representations of one of the most ostensibly 

appreciated—but oft-derided—times in a woman’s life: the transformative, dangerous, 

confusing, contradictory, metaphor-rich events of pregnancy and childbirth. 
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Introduction  

Scrutinizing the Maternal Mind 

 
Cells fuse, split, and proliferate; volumes grow, tissues stretch, and body fluids change rhythm, speeding up 

or slowing down. Within the body, growing as a graft, indomitable, there is an other. And no one is present, 

within that simultaneously dual and alien space, to signify what is going on. “It happens, but I’m not there.” 

“I cannot realize it, but it goes on.” Motherhood’s impossible syllogism. 

Julia Kristeva
1
 

 

 

In 1799, the accomplished writer Anna Laetitia Barbauld composed a short poem 

to her neighbor, who was about to deliver a child. “To a little Invisible Being who is 

expected soon to become visible” adroitly observes the remarkable processes of 

pregnancy and birth. The poem’s atmosphere is one of glad expectation. Anticipating 

caring for both the infant and mother, the nurse “prepares her lulling songs, / [and] eager 

matrons count the lingering day” (13-14). Barbauld emphasizes the mother-to-be’s deep 

yearning for the child: “But far the most thy anxious parent longs / On thy soft cheek a 

mother’s kiss to lay” (15-16). Before the infant is even born, the mother adores him or 

her: 

Come, reap thy rich inheritance of love!  

Bask in the fondness of a Mother’s eye!  

Nor wit nor eloquence her heart shall move  

Like the first accents of thy feeble cry. (25-28) 

Indicating the excitement of pregnancy’s final days, the speaker exhorts the child to hurry 

up and get born: “Haste, infant bud of being, haste to blow!” (12); “Launch on the living 

                                                 
1
 Desire in Language, 237-8.  
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world, and spring to light!” (30). But the speaker meditates on the darker aspects of 

childbearing too. She acknowledges the pains of labor, referring to them as “nature’s 

sharpest pangs” (19) which can be overcome only with the newborn’s smile (36). She 

also refers to the womb and birth canal as “thy living tomb” (20) and “prison doors” (29). 

Considering the real possibility that childbirth would result in death for either or both the 

mother or infant, this dose of gloom appropriately restrains any undue hopefulness.
2
 

Binding together parturition’s unsettling threats, maternal hope, and familial 

affection is the mysterious nature of gestation and childbirth. From the ode’s beginning—

even from its cumbersome title—the text is above all concerned with the unknowable, 

that which is not just hidden from view but ultimately from understanding. The ode 

addresses an “Invisible Being” whose arrival is only “expected,” not guaranteed. 

Expectation is filled with hope but not surety, for who knows what tragedy might result 

in miscarriage, stillbirth, or maternal death; even in our modern age of low infant and 

maternal mortality we still refer to pregnant women as “expectant mothers.” The speaker 

refers to other aspects of pregnancy and childbirth as unknowns as well. She references 

the “many tedious moons” and “lingering day[s]” (24, 14) of pregnancy (it was not then 

clear that pregnancy lasted 40 weeks, for accurately determining a date of conception was 

                                                 
2
 It is possible that Barbauld’s reminders of birth’s dangers were influenced in part by Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s death in childbed, which occurred two years prior and which was recorded in William 

Godwin’s widely-read 1798 memoir of his deceased wife. Barbauld and Wollstonecraft knew of each 

other during the 1790s and their published writings addressed each other’s political works, but it is not 

clear whether they were personally acquainted. After 1802, however, Barbauld became part of the radical 

circle of Joseph Johnson, where she was directly acquainted with Godwin.   
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as yet scientifically impossible). She also euphemizes the birth canal as “life’s mysterious 

gate” (4). The speaker wonders of the unborn child,  

What powers lie folded in thy curious frame,—  

Senses from objects locked, and mind from thought!  

How little canst thou guess thy lofty claim  

To grasp at all the worlds the Almighty wrought! (5-8) 

In both the rationalist Cartesian and empiricist Humean ontological traditions, if the 

infant’s mind is locked from thought, and if its senses are divorced from any objects, can 

it be said to really exist? Is the subject (can we yet call it a human?) evidenced materially 

by the mother’s growing belly, or is it denied subjectivity until it can exercise its own 

sense and reason? Is this Schrödinger’s Infant, who both is and is not? Or is Barbauld’s 

addition of the Almighty and the infant’s “lofty claim” to inhabit God’s world a clue that 

the fetus has a soul, and therefore a being? These questions certainly still influence 

modern personhood and abortion debates. But then, in addition to the question of the 

infant’s own being, the speaker reflects on the strange two-in-oneness of the mother and 

her unborn child: 

She longs to fold to her maternal breast  

Part of herself, yet to herself unknown;  

To see and to salute the stranger guest,  

Fed with her life through many a tedious moon. (21-24) 

Barbauld’s ode is as much about the mother as the child, for the two are physically and 

conceptually inseparable. Or are they? We cannot really discuss one without the other, 
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even after the child is born. The poet highlights the contradiction between the mother’s 

knowledge of herself and her unborn infant: What does it mean if something (someone?) 

is part of oneself, but to oneself unknown? Can the mother know enough of herself, or of 

her fetus, to distinguish what is known from unknown? Where does she end and her fetus 

begin? Their relationship is as paradoxical as a “stranger guest.” This strangeness, the 

two-in-one nature of pregnancy and birth, informs my entire dissertation. Through the 

discourses of psychoanalytic subjectivity and the functions of birth metaphors, I examine 

the pregnant or birthing female body—the woman who herself straddles the line between 

subject and object, Self and Other, life and death—and what she signifies in the 

Enlightenment cultural imagination. 

In this project I examine eighteenth-century literature that addresses, either 

directly or obliquely, some of the poetic, rhetorical, and narrative uses of pregnancy and 

parturition. I begin with Alexander Pope’s Dunciad (1727/1749), move to Eliza 

Haywood’s 1720s prose fiction, address Mary Wollstonecraft’s life, letters, and novel 

Maria (1798), and end by briefly considering agrarian and industrial representations of 

reproduction. Throughout the project, I examine how the overriding metaphors of 

gestation and birth inhabit the act of writing itself, as well as the structures underpinning 

these authors’ narrative and verse. Combining medical and scientific history with formal 

analysis, I investigate what the eighteenth century tells us about what it means to be 

human. Influenced by affect theory’s claims that emotional and physical responses are 

connected through human physiology as well as sociocultural structures, my project 

emphasizes how both sensory and emotional feeling influence our understanding of 
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Enlightenment representations of pregnancy and birth. My critical influences include 

queer feminist approaches, for the texts I choose confront binaries similar to queer theory 

(for instance, binaries defining the good/bad mother and the miracle/abject birth are as 

functionally unattainable as proper masculinity or femininity). I also employ Kristevan 

feminist psychoanalysis because it grapples with the same misogyny as my texts do. 

Using these lines of inquiry, I restore to histories of the Enlightenment the philosophical 

complexity that may be obscured through our knowledge of their science, the constraints 

authors may have been under because of cultural misogyny, or our perspectives on the 

conditions of parturition during the eighteenth century. Looking through the lens of the 

abject requires viewing sex and sexuality through modern critical perspectives not always 

congruent with those of the eighteenth-century. Thus, when I discuss sexuality and 

reproduction, I endeavor to place them in what Tim Hitchcock has termed the sexual 

revolution of the eighteenth century. This revolution, far from being a liberating one, was 

instead a transition period wherein bodies became more and more sexualized and sex acts 

began to be described on a scale of normativity. Additionally, as Thomas Laqueur has 

pointed out, the increasingly biological bent of eighteenth century science (focusing on 

biological difference between genders, rather than how male and female complemented 

each other), contributed to the century’s increased focus on what modern scholars would 

eventually call sex and sexuality. Pope, Haywood, and Wollstonecraft use different 

cultural assumptions and terms than twentieth-century psychoanalysis, but they all 

expose something we can’t otherwise see: how since the Enlightenment we perceive 

human subjectivity as intimately bound with feminine reproduction.  
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The works I examine propose that reproductive women have a special relationship 

to metaphor—both in the specific representation of writing-as-birth, and the figurative 

function of metaphor in general. Metaphor is, after all, the conceptual collapse of or 

identification between two ostensibly unrelated ideas or things. In poetics, descriptive 

metaphors convey artistry and ideas; in rhetoric, its portrayal of logical relationships 

gives arguments evidentiary and expository support. These are rather dry definitions of a 

concept whose multiplicity and whose apparent linguistic universality make it perhaps 

the most versatile poetic figure.
3
 But as Whalley and Martin suggest for general 

metaphorical analysis, if we “take into account not merely some notion of semantic 

equivalence but the actual sensation [that some] metaphors induce,” then the birth 

metaphor is special: it transcends the descriptive or the expository because of its 

affective, embodied nature. Indeed, Whalley and Martin’s definition of metaphor 

especially notes the very lively, birthy language by which poets and critics alike have 

described metaphor: it is vital, it represents genesis, it arises, it creates.
4
 It’s impossible to 

fully intellectualize the birth metaphor because it unavoidably involves the material body, 

the interface between mind and body, and indeed the growing and changing interface or 

relationship between the minds/bodies/individuals of the mother and her fetus.  

                                                 
3
 As Whalley and Martin note in the Princeton Handbook of Poetic Terms entry “Metaphor,” there are 

some arguments whether metaphor is very limited (as a describable trope/figure) or is essentially 

limitless (as in many anthropologists’ view that all language is metaphor) (136). I’m of the opinion that 

metaphor is fundamental to human understanding, and so it is extraordinarily complex and possibly 

limitless. Though linguistic anthropologists have not yet determined whether there are universal human 

metaphors across languages, jumping off of Lakoff and Johnson’s work in Metaphors We Live By, many 

argue that all languages operate metaphors. Therefore, thinking and speaking in metaphor is an essential, 

universal component of human communication. 
4
 Whalley and Martin, “Metaphor,” 137-8. 
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Metaphor is paradoxical at its core. Whether in poetics or rhetoric, metaphor can 

“preserve the distinctness of each term yet in momentary coincidence [or identity], each 

term is changed.”
5
 This preservation of distinctness yet changing of terms when meaning, 

sense, and identity coincide is exactly what this dissertation argues when I write that 

reproductive women have a special relationship to metaphor, and the power of that 

relationship that helps drive some of the writing in the eighteenth century. As Lily 

Gurton-Wachter puts in in her reflection on Barbauld’s poem, during pregnancy,  

your body becomes inhabited by a stranger, by a guest who is stranger 

than any other guest you’ve ever hosted, insofar as you have never even 

met; and yet also closer and more intimate than any other, insofar as they 

are, really, a part of yourself. In pregnancy, you become strange to 

yourself, estranged from who you once were, from what your body used to 

be or mean or contain, so that your body turns into something that you no 

longer fully understand. In pregnancy, the distinction you once knew 

between self and other comes undone.
6
 

How do we reconcile the stranger who is both a known and unknown guest? Any woman 

who has been pregnant or borne a child may struggle to answer these questions; 

Barbauld, who had no children of her own body, certainly does. So too does any writer 

who addresses the question of gestation and childbirth, whether by representing it directly 

in prose fiction or alluding to its processes while composing verse. In the epigraph to this 

                                                 
5
 Ibid., 137.  

6
 Gurton-Wachter, “The Stranger Guest.” 
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Introduction, Kristeva’s gestating mother is as paradoxical as metaphor itself, 

simultaneously losing and confirming her own identity. The “graft,” the “other” within 

her, signifies different and confusing things to itself, to her, and to the observer. 

Kristeva’s psychoanalytic theory offers some perspective on the subjectivity-paradox 

pregnancy and birth. She writes, “So, if we suppose that a mother is the subject of 

gestation...if we suppose her to be master of a process that is prior to the social-symbolic-

linguistic contract of the group, then we acknowledge the risk of losing identity at the 

same time as we ward it off.”
7
 The inherently liminal realm of female reproduction, in 

reality and in its function as metaphor, is key. Kristeva conceptualizes motherhood by 

interrogating the perceived split between a mother’s semiotic and symbolic roles: “For 

Kristeva, the pregnant woman...is a figure of the doubling of self into other, and the 

eventual splitting of the self into the other, a figure that bespeaks both the identification 

of the self with the other, and the negation of self in the other that makes the recognition 

of the other possible.”
8
 It is a strange sort of mitosis, a split occurring from cellular up to 

ontological levels. Whereas ruptures are often characterized in psychoanalytic literature 

as unwelcome but unavoidable, Kristeva theorizes them in more positive terms of female 

agency. 

Responding to Lacan’s theorized development of a child who, in the mirror stage, 

experiences a rupture between itself and the rest of the world (the rupture, in other words, 

between the semiotic and symbolic orders, introducing the child to the world of 

                                                 
7
 Kristeva, Desire in Language, 238. Emphases original. 

8
 Covino, Amending the Abject Body, 22. 
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representation and not merely the interconnectedness of being), Kristeva prioritizes and 

reclaims the central role of the mother’s body for psychoanalytic theory in a positive, 

active way. She views the maternal figure as “a place or space of significant activity, 

rather than an empty receptacle. The child’s early intimacy with the mother’s body is not 

only itself a kind of language, defined as it is by patterns of sound and movement, but it 

is the ground of all symbolic, or social language; it is what makes language acquisition 

possible.”
9
 Instead of the maternal body being the cause of psychosis or anxiety, Kristeva 

posits that maternal nurturing through bodily closeness—we can presume both inside the 

womb and outside of it—is crucial for the development of the symbolic order, the 

subject-object relationship, and the power of language itself. Unlike Lacan, whose focus 

on the infant’s activity elided the mother’s role in subject-object formation (except to 

refer to her in Platonic terms as the chora, a passive receptacle),
 
Kristeva asserts that it is 

in fact the mother’s suspension between the semiotic and symbolic realms—between 

actuality and representation, between disorder and order—that dominates infant 

development.
10

 But for my purposes, “motherhood’s impossible syllogism,” that 

suspension, that perpetual liminality, also profoundly influences literary representations 

of gestation and parturition.  

                                                 
9
 Ibid., 19. I would add, however, that Kristeva’s work usually attends less to the pregnant or actively 

birthing woman, than to the already-mother or to the woman not-as-yet defined by maternity. While I 

agree with Covino’s assessment that “One of Kristeva’s interests is the ways in which the necessary 

abjection of the mother—our separation from her in order to become individualized, to take objects, to 

enter language, to become good citizens of the family and the social world—is mistranslated into the 

abjection of women in general, who are reduced to the maternal function” (21), I nevertheless believe 

that closer attention to the abjection of birth processes themselves can help us analyze the abjection of 

women in general. 
10

 Ibid., 18. Regarding the chora, see Zeyl’s translation of Timaeus.  
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The doubling of self onto other, the pregnant mother’s two-in-oneness that 

collapses the boundaries between subject and object, is represented in my dissertation by 

a) the abject maternal mind and body, and b) pregnancy and childbirth as literary figures 

of narrative structure and compositional process. The authors I discuss in this project all 

participate in the discourses of Enlightenment science, medicine, and epistemology. 

Because they are artists, they participate in discourses of compositional process, literary 

aesthetics, and political rhetoric. Because they are human, they participate in discourses 

of reproduction. Happily for me, all these discourses intersect and create bonds between 

human and literary reproduction. But the partnership is not always rosy. As the remainder 

of this Introduction will show, the history of obstetric medicine in the eighteenth century 

is fraught with elements that render abject the parturitive female body. 

 

Eighteenth-Century Histories of Pregnancy and Parturition 

My integration of medical history with literary study is informed by the 

underlying principles of Mary Mulvey Roberts and Roy Porter’s collected studies of 

Enlightenment medicine: “the belief in an essential compatibility between the medical 

and literary enterprises[:] The conviction that medicine protects life and literature 

interprets it; that both are in some sense diagnostic and therapeutic.”11 This dissertation 

draws upon Enlightenment medical and scientific discourses of embryology and 

obstetrics, both of which were modernizing during the 1700s. In recent decades, critical 

interest in the medical and scientific humanities has greatly enlarged our understanding of 

                                                 
11 Roberts and Porter, Literature and Medicine, 1.  
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eighteenth-century theories and practices surrounding human conception, pregnancy, and 

birth. Medical histories initiated by Roy Porter and Irving Loudon combined with the 

second-wave feminist scholarship of Adrienne Rich and Susan Stanford Friedman to 

uncover the Enlightenment’s mundane and extraordinary practices governing childbirth. 

Their work has reclaimed personal narratives, professional treatises, and data about 

maternal and infant mortality rates. Some medical histories consider the sexual nature of 

procreation, pregnancy, and birth, illustrating the tension arising from gynecological 

studies that tiptoed around the supposed immorality of the sexual female body. The 

maternal breast is also an important topic both aesthetically and politically, its display in 

text and art harkening to Classical figures of womanhood while simultaneously 

suggesting modern harlotry. The figure of the midwife has fronted many studies, most 

influentially in Robert Erickson’s Mother Midnight which tracks the century’s entrenched 

misogyny against midwives, who were commonly associated with whores and witches.12 

Dozens of literary and cultural-studies scholars have focused on the sociopolitical impact 

of the maternity metaphor: how important mothers were in shaping national identity and 

morality, or in playing the domestic, feminine foil to the public, masculine protagonist.  

Overall, however, the discourse of motherhood is concentrated on women who 

are already mothers, rather than on the time spent gestating and giving birth. This is a 

critical blind spot, for we must consider that pregnancy and birth—like death and 

                                                 
12 On sex and birth, see Porter, “A Touch of Danger” and “Spreading Carnal Knowledge,” and Blackwell, 

“‘An Infallible Nostrum.’” On the maternal breast, see Rich, Of Woman Born, and Wollstonecraft, A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman. On the figure of the midwife, see Erickson, Cody, Lloyd, Donnison, 

Loudon, and Adrian Wilson. 
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dying—were much more prevalent, visible, and ordinary several centuries ago than they 

are today. Childbirth and recovery happened at home, not in an anonymous hospital 

room. In England during the eighteenth century, the total fertility rate averaged about 4.5 

live, successful births per woman.
13

 What we might consider a short interval of nine 

months in a woman’s life was in fact not so short, for many women (if not most) 

accumulated years being pregnant, recovering from childbirth, and breastfeeding. Yet for 

all their normality, gestation and childbirth were still novel events in a woman’s life. Her 

thrill of expectancy and hopes for the future would combine with fear of the unknown, 

not to mention the utter strangeness of becoming aware of a little life’s gradual growth 

within her body. One of the Enlightenment’s budding sciences, embryology, attempted to 

understand that strangeness—to catalog it, quantify it, reconcile it with various governing 

epistemologies—by theorizing human conception and development in utero.  

Embryology was at heart an ontologic and ontogenic endeavor. That is, it 

attempted to combine the study of being with being human. It began with the study of the 

material body. Natural philosophers were very much concerned about the roles the male 

and female organs played in generation—and speculation about organs led inevitably to 

casting male and female into social roles.
14

 From the Classical period, theories of 

conception relied on one foundational system of thought with two interpretations: the 

one-sex model and its Aristotelian versus Galenic interpretations. The one-sex model 

                                                 
13

 Roser, “Fertility.” The Total Fertility Rate (TFR) is an amalgamated rate of live births per woman if she 

lives out her childbearing years; it therefore obscures data on how many unsuccessful births (miscarriage, 
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imagined men and women as the same sex, only inverted from each other: female 

reproductive organs were simply male organs turned inside-out, and vice-versa. The idea 

of complementary organs initiated questions about whether complimentary orgasms were 

essential for procreation. Aristotle’s interpretation “denied the necessity of female 

orgasm, isolat[ing] orgasm from generation…. because, by definition, conception is the 

work of the male emission on material in, or produced by, the body of the female.”15 

Galen, in the second century AD, argued that both male and female orgasm and ejaculate 

were necessary for conception.
16

 As Thomas Laqueur, Dennis Todd, and Marie-Hélène 

Huet have documented, the primary divide for hundreds of years was between ovists and 

animalculists who argued, respectively, that the female ovum or the male spermatozoa 

was primarily responsible for a child’s features. Not much changed for theories of 

conception until 1651, when William Harvey challenged Aristotle’s androcentrism but 

reaffirmed Aristotle’s core claim by arguing that all life comes from the female egg. As a 

result, “[f]or a time it seemed...that the newly discovered egg would detract ‘much from 

the dignity of the Male sex’ since it ‘furnish’d the matter of the Fetus,’ while the male 

only ‘accentuated it’.”
17

 Then, in the 1670s, the Dutch scientist Anton van Leuwenhoek 

discovered with his microscope that semen contained millions of living “animalcules” 

(sperm cells), which led to the theory that male ejaculate was as (if not more) important 

to conception as the female egg.18 Men regained the procreative upper hand, so to speak.  

                                                 
15 Laqueur, Making Sex, 47. 

16 Ibid. 44-46. 

17 Ibid. 171. 

18 Ibid. 171.  
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In addition to theories of conception, human ontogeny (the development of the 

organism) was a focus of early embryology. The early eighteenth-century saw debates on 

whether a fetus experienced gradual development in utero, or if it arrived in the womb 

pre-formed and simply grew larger. There was also no fixed agreement on how long 

pregnancy lasted (that is, exactly when a pregnant woman conceived); early pregnancy 

was essentially impossible to detect.
19

 These embryological debates influenced diagnostic 

practices (both medical and moral) through theories of the maternal imagination. During 

the eighteenth century, though natural philosophers continued theorizing conception, they 

also focused increasingly on the fetus’ developments in utero. The two competing 

embryological theories were epigenesis and preformation.
20

 Epigenesis refers to the 

gradual development of a fetus (see illustration below), which in the eighteenth century 

rested on William Harvey’s own observations of animal development from the 1650s.  

                                                 
19

 See Cody, Birthing the Nation. 
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Figure 1: Representation of Aristotelian epigenetic development. Globules of sperm and/or ovum 

matter gradually coalesce into more complex forms, as in plates 5 (formation of the brain and 

nervous system) and 6 (formation of the vascular system).
21
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Preformation (also known as pre-existence), on the other hand, held that an embryo was a 

fully-formed human that simply grew progressively larger. Preformation is a scientific 

kind of predestination or fatalism, where all features are preordained by God and biology.  

 

Figure 2: Representation of embryonic preformation. Within the ovum, itself invisible to the human 

eye, a microscopic humanlike figure awaits. The figures at the bottom represent an apparently 

complete fetus, with full skeleton, at only three, four, and six weeks’ gestation.
22
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A version of epigenesis is supported by twentieth-century science, but in the early 

Enlightenment it was founded on the force of maternal imagination, as I discuss in my 

first chapter. As the century progressed, several factors gradually cast doubt on 

preformation. A fetus’s size at birth—small or large—turned out to not be the most 

accurate prediction of gestational age or the infant’s likelihood of survival: full-term, 

healthy babies can range between less than five and more than ten pounds. 

Underdeveloped or premature babies, however, are almost always small. Questions about 

the functional differences between a baby delivered at an estimated nine months’ 

gestation versus one delivered after an estimated six or seven months provoked extensive 

practical and laboratory research. In the dissection and study of miscarried fetuses, the 

visible differences between early embryos and more mature fetuses implied a gradual and 

pervasive development, rather than simple outward growth.
23

  

Debates on the various merits of epigenesis and preformation focused on the 

mother’s role in gestation, placing in some cases extreme pressure on her responsibilities 

for conceiving and gestating well. Gradually, its processes assisted by better fetal 

dissections during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the preformation hypothesis 

was abandoned in favor of gradual embryological development. Finally, Oskar Hertwig’s 

microscopic observations of the sperm entering the egg in 1876 led to our current 

understanding of human ontogeny: both male sperm and female ovum participate equally 

in the initial formation of an embryo. Of the centuries-long empirical and philosophical 

embryological debates, Laqueur observes, “Social sex thus projected downward into 
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biological sex at the level of the microscopic generative products themselves…. 

Fertilization became a miniaturized version of monogamous marriage, where the 

animalcule/husband managed to get through the single opening of the egg/wife, which 

then closed….In other words, old distinctions of gender now found their basis in the 

supposed facts of life.”24 Male and female became, socially and biologically, distinct 

sexual entities.  

One of the most useful findings of recent humanistic-scientific crossover is 

contextualizing the medicalization and professionalization of childbirth into a male-

dominated field, instead of a female-dominated one. Originally, the only people presiding 

over a woman’s lying-in would be female attendants: female servants, sisters, mothers, 

women-friends, and a midwife or two to direct the birth. Only in the unfortunate cases 

where the mother or child appeared in danger would a male doctor be sent for. These men 

were commonly called man-midwives or accoucheurs, but they had formal medical 

training from which female midwives were barred.
25

 Scholars debate the exact nature of 

the growing divide between male and female birth attendants in the eighteenth century. 

While midwives were often associated with harlotry and witchery, medical men were not 

nearly as subject to gendered moral stereotypes. Adrienne Rich, arguing for the primacy 

of nature’s way over unnecessary medical interventions, notes that historically, female 

midwives were marginalized by the male medical community, despite being well-versed 

in pregnancy and birth by virtue of thousands of years of practical experience attending 
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laboring women (and usually, personal experience laboring in childbirth).
26

 In particular, 

she argues that medieval and early-modern male doctors tended to practice on unproven 

theories and religious doctrine, whereas midwives practiced empirically based on 

observation and the evidence of prior trials.  

It is true that in the eighteenth century, some male doctors theorized birth rather 

than practicing it. Some, like William Smellie, constructed wood-and-leather pregnant 

dummies to train new practitioners, whereas midwives learned through practical 

apprenticeships.
27

 The growth of modern medical science, including surgery and the use 

of tools, during that time gave male doctors even more leverage over female midwives. 

Rich locates the major divide between male and female midwives in the practice of 

“destructive obstetrics,” which she describes as the practice of performing surgery on the 

laboring mother or the use of forceps, both of which were restricted to medical men. In 

surgical cases, the doctor would usually use a hook to dismember and draw out the 

deceased newborn. More rarely would he perform a cesarean section to deliver a stillborn 

infant; the operation would almost certainly kill the mother.
28

 The obstetric forceps, 

invented by the Chamberlen family in 17th century France, reached Britain in various 

forms during the 1730s (see illustration below).
29
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Figure 3: “Hands of Palfyn” obstetric forceps. 

These are versions of Chamberlen’s forceps introduced to England in 1735.
30

  

 

Forceps quickly became a divisive line between male and female midwives. They were 

designed to end slow labors and extract a living child, but in unskilled hands they could 

leave the mother or her infant permanently disfigured or disabled.
31

 Elizabeth Nihell, a 

famous midwife and childbirth educator of the eighteenth century, characterized the man-

midwives who used forceps as horse-doctors.
32

 One pamphlet was “written in the voice of 
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infants supposedly murdered by men-midwives...and charged the doctors [at lying-in 

hospitals] with using obstetrical instruments to dismember infants and torture their 

mothers.”
33

 Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, whose squashed nose is a result of a 

botched forceps extraction during his birth, is one such popular fictional example. In 

1773, the Chamberlen forceps design was available to all male practitioners in England, 

but female midwives were legally banned from using such instruments. Only man-

midwives who had received accepted physician training could use them.
34

 Instead, female 

midwives used practiced hands to turn breech infants in the womb or to extract infants 

stuck in the birth canal—though it is important to note that inexpert fingers could 

provoke injury just as forceps could. 

Increased instances of puerperal fever in postpartum mothers were another 

indicator of the growing divide between midwives and doctors. As both Rich and 

Christine Hallet have noted, doctors tended to spread more bacteria between patients than 

midwives did, since they saw more patients with diverse illnesses and came into contact 

with corpses more often. As a result, puerperal fever and sepsis were more common 

among women who were attended by a male doctor. The fever was caused usually by an 

infection introduced into the uterus by an attendant during birth, or more rarely by a 

portion of retained placenta. The rates of maternal death due to puerperal fever and sepsis 

reached epidemic points by the early years of the nineteenth century as more women, 
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mostly poor, gave birth in hospital wards rather than at home.35 In the first decades of the 

eighteenth century, the rates of antenatal, parturitive, or postpartum maternal death 

(whatever the cause) are unclear, though some studies put them around one to two 

percent (more in times of famine or plague).
36

 If patients contracted puerperal fever the 

death rate certainly climbed to noticeable and even epidemic degrees between 1760 and 

1850.
37

 Irving Loudon notes that there were no national statistics kept before 1838. The 

first somewhat-reliable set of statistics emerges in the period 1847-50, showing a 

maternal death rate of 5.8 per 1000 births (including direct and indirect maternal deaths, 

which encompass injury during labor and birth, ante- and postnatal hemorrhage, 

puerperal fever, pre-eclampsia and eclampsia, etc.).
38

 

Second-wave feminist critiques of the eighteenth-century medicalization of 

midwifery have uncovered the increasing divide between male- and female-led obstetric 

practice; however, despite all their differences in practice, treatment, and education, it is 

inaccurate to imagine a midwife-doctor gender-war perpetrated during the century. It is 

unfair to think that man-midwives were the only ones who might harm a laboring mother; 

                                                 
35 Rich, Of Woman Born, 138, 151-55. Hallett, “The Attempt to Understand Puerperal Fever.” For 

Enlightenment tracts on puerperal fever epidemics in birthing wards, see Nisbet, The Clinical Guide 

(1800), or Hey, A Treatise on Puerperal Fever (1815). 
36

 Cody, Birthing the Nation, 41. 
37

 According to Christine Hallett, the first useful account of an “epidemic” of puerperal fever in England 

was described in 1760 (the first in France was in 1745/6); epidemics occurred in the lying-in wings of 

hospitals much more often than in neighborhoods or communities. Though many theories about the 

causes of puerperal fever, mainly inflammation and/or putrefaction, existed in medical literature and 

practice from the middle of the eighteenth century, it was not until 1843 with Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 

treatise on contagion vectors (what we now accept as germ theory) that medical people were urged to 

sterilize their hands and equipment; even so, it was not for several decades that hand-washing became 

mandatory in medical facilities.  
38

 Loudon, “Deaths in Childbed,” 17. 



23 

 

there were of course careless practitioners of both sexes. In many cases, midwives and 

doctors worked side-by-side to share information, write treatises, and train each other in 

best practices. To some extent, both sexes were victims of gendered moral stereotypes. 

While midwives were often associated with harlotry and witchery, medical men were 

somewhat morally suspect because of their familiarity with the female body. As Allison 

Muri and Pam Lieske show, medical men attempted to remedy cultural suspicions and 

increase their knowledge by constructing wood-and-leather mannequins of the pregnant 

body. These dummies were quite sophisticated, plus they sidestepped the moral 

uncertainty of seeing and touching a pregnant woman’s genitalia. However, critics 

viewed the use of dummies as politically fraught. Muri, for example, argues that using 

the dummies was a crucial stepping-stone in obstetrical development; Lieske argues that 

obstetrical machines only dehumanized female patients, making the mother merely “a 

vehicle of the scientific study of childbirth.”39 But to some, the dummies represented 

man-midwives’ honest efforts on behalf of their trade, patients, and learning. Josephine 

Lloyd, for example, finds that male midwives did not, as Rich implies, as a rule 

marginalize midwives or resort only to destructive methods during difficult labors. 

According to Lloyd, William Hey and William Smellie, the two most notable eighteenth-

century male midwives, often tried to work in concert with midwives and indeed learned 

much from them.40  

As Lisa Forma Cody shows, in some ways the sexual difference between male 
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and female midwives was collapsed: though some man-midwives could certainly be 

dismissive of female practitioners, some observers also touted man-midwives’ humane 

tenderness and honest investment in patient care. One unfortunate result of man-

midwives caring so much about reproductive women was that official state apparatuses, 

such as the courts and Parliament, treated them as emotionally weak and therefore 

professionally compromised—that is, too much like female midwives, who sympathized 

too deeply with their patients and therefore were intellectually less capable of practicing 

medicine.
41

 Indeed, it was only as the century progressed that midwifery became 

considered a medical practice, thanks to the increasing numbers of man-midwives and the 

concomitant medicalization of childbirth. As Cody explains, for most of the century 

“midwifery was described as having its own coherence and language, distinct from the 

three male medical disciplines of physic, surgery, and apothecary. While these three 

officially recognized branches of medicine were by 1700 fully incorporated and officially 

open to those men who had mastered the relevant theories...midwives emphasized that 

they had mastered their craft through practice based on feeling.” She continues, 

“Midwifery’s epistemological position was thus based both on manual labor and 

subjective feeling or sympathetic attachment to other women.”
42

 My project similarly 

considers how both sensory and emotional feeling emerge in Enlightenment 

representations of pregnancy and birth.  

A gendered epistemological boundary between theory and physical practice, and 
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between intellect and emotional sympathy, was at the heart of the divide between 

midwives and doctors. Female midwives did not have to be shy about introducing hands 

and fingers into their female patients’ private places. Man-midwives, on the other hand, 

were reluctant to actually handle their patients. They were routinely lampooned for 

lechery and immorality because they must look at and touch women in their intimate 

parts. Male practitioners thus often would cover their own heads before examining their 

patients; some would not even touch their patients at all.
43

 Only one Dutch man-midwife, 

Hendrik van Deventer, is notable for the practice of touching his patients to determine the 

fetus’ position and health during labor. Deventer would go on to teach his methods to a 

few additional man-midwives.
44

 For a process as material as childbirth, how much is lost 

by not physically feeling the patient’s body? And man-midwives could not themselves 

give birth, so their lack of sympathetic, experiential feeling was doubled: neither touching 

nor touched, how could they possibly know what the mother or fetus needed? The 

experiential requisite was not wholly gendered: a female midwife might be similarly 

suspect if she herself had not borne children of her body.
45

 When one masters a craft 

through the practice of feeling, one is less likely to set one’s subject at an ideological 

remove. The lack of feeling therefore can lead to Othering the subject, alienating and 

abjecting her material form. Forceps, though they were and are a valuable medical tool, 

nevertheless are part of the abjecting force because they alienate—even fleetingly—

practitioner from mother. They separate the practitioner from birth and death, mediating 
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the material body, dampening touch as epistemology.
46

 They are the proverbial ten-foot 

pole used to poke at a monster, and are thus important to the discourse of monstrous 

motherhood and monstrous births informing this dissertation.   

As with the forceps, professional anatomical studies (which grew more detailed 

and prevalent as the century progressed) helped lead to the epistemological distance 

between laboring mother and her medical practitioner. Although anatomical studies like 

the illustration below were of incalculable value to medicine and science, they also 

distanced the practitioner from his or her patient. The engraving below renders the 

woman an object of study and a grotesque, vaguely sexual spectacle. She becomes a 

piece of meat laid out on the butcher’s counter.
47

 Overall, despite man-midwives’ good 

intentions, their use of forceps and their rationalist, medicalized approach to birth fueled 

an epistemological gap that bolstered the more traditional ways that parturitive women 

were rendered abject.  
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Figure 4: Anatomical study of the gravid uterus.
48
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The Maternal Abject 

Even though it was done with the best intentions of preserving maternal and 

infant life, the century’s increasing medicalization of childbirth—removing it from the 

household, characterizing it in diagnostic terms, constructing curricula and physical tools 

to assist practitioners—ultimately reinforced the pervasive cultural oppression of women. 

Medical modernization turned the pregnant body from a mysterious, spiritual creative 

force into an object of scientific study. This is not to say that women’s bodies or 

reproductive capacities had never been viewed with suspicion before the Enlightenment; 

rather, new scientific and political approaches simply reinforced the perceived status of 

women as inferior. Literary representations of childbirth promoted and reproduced those 

perceptions. Andrew Mangham and Greta Depledge’s collection of essays on the female 

body in medicine and literature show how, thematically and historically, writers 

characterized female anatomy, reproduction, and women themselves as “riddles” or 

“secretive.” 49 In this and many other works, scholars trace the old notions that since 

women’s bodies are unknowable, women should be feared and thus controlled. As Lori 

Schroeder Haslem has shown, “the popular riddles of [the early modern period] turn on 

images of unnatural procreation, ….[which] often depend on notions of the female sexual 

body as a potentially independent or nearly uncontainable force.”
50

 When that 

independent or uncontainable force was a woman’s overactive imagination, the body’s 

reproductive functions could not compete: “There was, in short, an established tradition 
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of mistrusting the imagination’s potentially monstrous effects on the uterus and its 

contents.”
51

 Some riddles characterized the act of birthing itself as bizarre or monstrous: 

Unto the exchange I went some knacks for to buy,  

within a cloister there was panting a monster certainly:  

foot & hands it had full eight,  

& four eyes clear of sight:  

four ears whereby to hear,  

& two bodies exceeding clear.
52

 

The answer of this riddle is simply a woman and her newborn, two vulnerable humans 

collapsed into one grotesque, abject figure. The scene of a mother giving birth in public is 

out of place—birthing is typically confined to private, female-led spaces—but is made 

even more disconcerting by the image of a distorted, “panting” monster. Riddles like this 

one only underscore the pervasive misogyny surrounding parturition: because women’s 

bodies were unknowable, they should be feared and controlled even through creative 

compositions and common discourse. 

Using pregnancy as the vehicle for bawdy riddles helped encode secrecy, 

mystery, and shame upon the female body itself, a practice only encouraged and 

replicated by attitudes toward midwifery texts and other medical literature. This was true 

whether the focus was on the offspring or on the mother herself. As Lori Haslem notes, 

while medical texts became focused, in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, on 
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offspring whose deformities could be attributed to a scientific cause, they nevertheless 

“[drew] heavily from, and are in some sense overlaid with, longstanding popular 

suspicions and fears about aberrant female sexuality.”
53

 Some works presented 

knowledge about the female genitalia in tongue-in-cheek ways, titillating their readers 

while purporting to educate them.
54

 Respectable Enlightenment medical authors were 

ostensibly reluctant to show anatomical illustrations of the female genitalia, and often 

prefaced their works with contorted language apologizing for and warning against the 

misuse of such illustrations.
55

 And yet, because these “shameful parts” were considered 

“the site of lies, illusions, and unnatural power, [they therefore] must be unveiled to show 

their true nature.”
56

 In 1708 Jean Palfyn, the physician who helped revise the Chamberlen 

forceps for English doctors, describes female genitalia primarily in terms of disgust: it is 

“subject to several very loathsome ailments, often infected with contaminated blood and 

much filth....soiled and soaked each day by urine and emit a stinking and sulfurous 

odor...the most contemptible place on the body...the main sewer.”
57

 According to Palfyn, 

the only reason God made Man emerge into life from the female “sewer” was to remind 

Man of his base origins. Likewise, medical discussions of deformed or otherwise non-

normative children owed their tenor to the womb’s ingrained immorality: the deformed 

child was the product of the first sinner, Woman. Morally speaking, then, the purpose of 
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medical illustrations was to lay bare the female reproductive organs so their sinful nature 

could be recognized. Know thine enemy.   

The texts I examine, from Alexander Pope’s musing on the maternal imagination 

in the early 1700s, to the late-Bluestocking feminist assertions of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

benefit from an affect theory approach. I argue that the works consider how emotions and 

the intellectual imagination are performed on and through the body. Methodologically, 

my study also employs a type of queer feminist theory that questions how we 

conceptualize the divisions between the maternal subject and her offspring-object. Eve 

Sedgewick’s Epistemology of the Closet is a guiding influence: using modern critical 

knowledge to illuminate historical and literary moments, Sedgwick interrogates 

seemingly omnipotent and -present (but unknowable) concepts in ways similar to mine. 

Both our studies rely on binaries that, despite being ultimately unknowable or 

unsatisfactory, are culturally accepted and conveyed through text, art, and speech.
58

 In 

addition to affect theory and its relative queer theory, the other lens through which I 

address the perceived threats female reproduction poses to the social order is that of the 

Julia Kristeva’s abject. In her landmark essay “Motherhood According to Giovanni 

Bellini,” Kristeva uses psychoanalysis to discuss motherhood in the renaissance; in that 

early modern cultural moment of Bellini’s Madonna, she creates insights into twentieth 

century aesthetics and gender politics. Like Kristeva, I use psychoanalysis in conjunction 

                                                 
58

 For readings on affect as a critical methodology, see Lauren Berlant, Compassion; Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick, Touching Feeling; Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feeling and Depression: A Public Feeling. 

Also of interest are Heather Love and Judith Butler, who like Cvetkovich link queer performativity to 

affect theory. 



32 

 

with a historical and analytical approach to examine centuries-old representations of 

pregnancy and birth. Relatedly, though I do not take a fully feminist-psychoanalyst 

approach to my overall arguments, Kristevan psychoanalysis offers a useful vocabulary 

and conceptual starting-point. The imagery of the Abject, and what it says about the 

subject/object relationship between reproductive women and others, and within the 

reproductive woman’s own identity or subjectivity, inform the questions which guide my 

chapters on Pope and Haywood, and to which, I argue, Wollstonecraft responds. In the 

quotations of this Introduction’s epigraph, Kristeva’s gestating mother simultaneously 

loses and confirms her own identity. I show how in the eighteenth century this Kristevan 

paradox occurs through discourses of monstrous maternity and monstrous births; the 

floating construction of maternal identity through exclusive forms of knowledge; and the 

sociopolitical denial of agency that follows mothers of all economic statures. All these 

points of argument in my project have in common the Kristevan maternal abject. 

For Kristeva, the abject or intolerable body is a site of the confusion between 

subject and object—between I and Other—that proves unsettling and disgusting because 

it puts us in mind of the limits of the physical body.
59

 It disturbs our distinctions between 

inside and outside, life and death, person/subject and corpse/object. Deborah Covino 

sums up Kristeva’s conceptual links between abjection and death: “The abject body 

repeatedly violates its own borders, and disrupts the wish for physical self-control and 

social propriety. We disavow our excretory bodies because they are signs of disorder, 

reminders of the body’s ambiguous limits (its leaking from multiple orifices), and of its 
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ultimate death: ‘Such wastes drop so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing 

remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver’.”
60

 The abject 

body is therefore signified topically by pain, death, loss, and injury, and by its excrement 

or excretions: blood, tears, urine, pus, feces, vomit, sweat, saliva, semen. Women 

especially tend to be associated with the abject simply because females excrete, or have 

the potential to excrete, more fluids and tissues than males, thanks to the very nature of 

female reproduction: during the fertile years, menstrual blood; during childbirth, mucous, 

amniotic fluid, blood, vomit, urine, feces, even an entire organ (the placenta); during the 

lactation period, milk.
61

 These fluids and tissues—and the occasions surrounding them—

can provoke disgust and fear, and simultaneously signify life and threaten death. This is 

not only because bodily excreta are reminders of fleshly decay, but also (and primarily, in 

the case of childbirth) because parturition, though a necessary and normal biological 

process, is full of pain, fear, and danger. Essentially, the pregnant female body is a 

constant visual and physical reminder of the thin line between life and death. Pregnancy 

forces the individual—and to an extent any observers of the pregnant individual—to 

straddle or confront a line between subject and object, between I and Other. The exciting 

potential for new life cannot always overcome the fear and revulsion concomitant with 
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the prospect of a laboring body, its painful and humiliating excretions, accompanied by 

the specter of death.  

 

Figure 5: Death as a midwife attending a birth.  

Emerging from a grave, Death is prepared to take either or both the newborn and mother.62  

 

Any excreta associated with maternity or feminine sexual reproduction therefore 

contain negative as well as positive associations, for birth and death have historically and 

culturally been very closely aligned, as demonstrated by the maternal and infant mortality 

rates cited earlier in this Introduction. Pregnancy, parturition, and the postpartum period 

are often associated with pain and the threat of death, either or both of the mother and of 

the infant. Besides the specter of death was the possibility of living with painful and even 
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 This is a detail from a 17th-century painting, title and artist unknown. I continue to work with research 

librarians and art historians to locate and cite the painting from which this detail comes. 
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debilitating birth injuries. Such injuries include perineal tears, the formation of fistulas, 

uterine or bladder prolapse, and internal damage and scarring; such injuries might be 

caused by inept attendants or simply by the natural progression of childbirth. There are 

no available statistics on the lasting injuries women sustained, but suffice it to say, the 

childbearing quotient simply made it more risky to be female than to be male. Infant 

mortality was much higher, up to 35%  in the first month of a child’s life in poor and 

disease-prone areas.
63

 According to Adrian Wilson’s estimates, 98% of labors did not 

involve “either obstruction or major complications,” but the remaining 2% and some 

unusually slow deliveries would require the midwife or surgeon to intervene. This usually 

resulted in the dismemberment and extraction of the dead infant, or (more rarely) a 

cesarean section which would kill the mother.
64

 As Cody puts it, “These combined 

statistics meant that most mothers survived, but all of them would have known of other 

women who had died in childbirth or soon after, and all mothers could realistically fear 

their newborns’ death.”
65

 The very idea of childbearing, therefore, was often fraught with 

tension, suspense, fear, uncertainty, and hope in ways that our modern perception, 

bolstered by changes in perspective as well as advances in medicine and technology, may 

not always fully appreciate.  

Beyond the sensory signifiers of excreta and the threat of pain and death, how do 

the physical and medical realities of parturition’s dangers translate into the abjection 

Kristeva describes of the pregnant and birthing body? According to Covino,  
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 Cody, Birthing the Nation, 40. 
64

 The Making of Man-Midwifery, 33. 
65

 Birthing the Nation, 41. 
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The mother is left behind—abjected, Kristeva says—and with her all 

elements of the self that threaten or violate codes of behavior and 

discursive expression. She is thus separated from ‘the clean and proper 

subject,’ whose body is regulated by codes of good social behavior, and 

repressed in and through symbolic language. For Kristeva, everything that 

is filthy or disorderly or uncivilized is in the same ‘place’ as the left-

behind mother, in the realm of the abject. Like the semiotic, then, the 

abject is also what is suppressed and repressed within and through 

symbolic language. So this horror of the abject body is, as with the 

semiotic, linked with the body of the mother, but with an even more 

radically [O]ther mother than that addressed through the concept of the 

semiotic.
66

  

The mother’s body therefore represents a threat to the masculine symbolic order, which is 

brought under control via Judeo-Christian social norms. In her essay “Stabat Mater,” 

Kristeva explains that the Christian representation of virginal maternity satisfies the aims 

of the phallocentric symbolic order because it cleanses and erases the complications of 

female sexuality and reproduction while bending the feminine to the service of masculine 

power.
67

 In “Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini,” Kristeva writes,  

It is as if paternity were necessary in order to relieve the archaic impact of 

the maternal body on man; in order to complete the investigation of a 
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 Covino, Amending the Abject Body, 21.  
67
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ravishing maternal jouissance but also of its terrorizing aggressivity; in 

order somehow to admit the threat that the male feels as much from the 

possessive maternal body as from his separation from it—a threat that he 

immediately returns to that body.
68

  

In all, both the semiotic and symbolic orders abject the mother: the former requires 

separation from the mother based on a fear of her devouring body; the latter subjugates 

the mother’s liminality that is non-compliant with rational, representational meaning.
69

 

But Kristeva’s interpretations concentrate mostly on the significance of the maternal 

body in relation to a child already born; what of the pregnant, pre-maternal body or its 

significance to the child-to-be? The reproductive mother in her material and symbolic 

being, and her paradoxical straddling of the boundaries between Self and Other, life and 

not-life and death, is subject to functional metaphors that signify her importance to the 

production of literature as well as humanity.  

 

Composition and the Birth Metaphor 

Above all, this dissertation is informed by the rich possibilities of the birth 

metaphor. Reproduction—whether biological or creative—is such a fundamental 

preoccupation among humans that it permeates how we speak and write, how we imagine 

ourselves and our work. The authors I discuss in this dissertation are by no means the 

first writers to imagine artistic, textual, intellectual, or even political creation as 
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 Kristeva, Desire in Language, 263.  
69

 For more discussion of the Kristevan abject, see Barbara Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine.  
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analogous to childbirth. Autogenesis is a long-lived metaphor. In classical mythology, 

Athena sprang fully formed directly from Zeus’s head; many other gods, demigods, and 

strange beings were born not of woman but of fantastical means. The Bible often treats 

sin, desire, death, and evil through a gestational vehicle—as in Job, where the wicked 

“conceive mischief, and bring forth vanity, and their belly prepareth deceit,” or when 

Matthew describes the wars that will plague humanity after Christ’s death as “the 

beginnings of the labor pains.”
70

 Milton, combining the classical with the theological, 

details Sin’s birth from Lucifer as a brain-birth like Athena’s, but dizzyingly painful; 

later, Sin’s birthing of Death (which tears through Sin’s entrails) is much more overtly 

material and grotesquely incestuous.
71

 The pregnant body also had a place in the body 

politic: Rousseau, for example, argued (most notably in Emile) that careful childbearing 

and –rearing would lead to improved social order.  

Most importantly for my study, literary composition is often likened to pregnancy 

and birth. The early colonial American poet Anne Bradstreet’s short ode “The Author to 

                                                 
70 Job 15:35 (KJV); Matthew 24:8 (NIV). In the KJV Matt 24:8 reads “All these are the beginning of 

sorrows,” but “sorrows” is translated from Greek ώδίνων which means “pains of childbirth.” Direct 

translations of both Aramaic and Greek Bibles point to their use of gestational language. Here I generally 

use the King James Version of the Bible, as it would have been most familiar to my eighteenth-century 

subjects. Pope read both the Greek and KJV translations; he would therefore likely have understood the 

passage’s gestational implication. See also Psalm 7:14, “Behold, he travaileth with iniquity, and hath 

conceived mischief, and brought forth falsehood”; John 3:6: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and 

that which is born of the Spirit is spirit”; Isaiah 26:17-18: “Like as a woman with child, that draweth near 

the time of her deliver, is in pain, and crieth out in her pangs; so have we been in thy sight, O Lord. We 

have been with child, we have been in pain, we have as it were brought forth wind;” and Isaiah 66:7-9: 

“Before she travailed, she brought forth; before her pain came, she was delivered of a man child....Shall I 

bring the birth, and not cause to bring forth? saith the Lord: shall I cause to bring forth, and shut the 

womb?” (KJV).   
71

 Paradise Lost, II.746-802, from James 1:15: “Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and 

sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (KJV). Milton’s choice to feminize Sin has been so 

thoroughly discussed elsewhere that I need not address it here. For a discussion of ontogenic structures in 

Paradise Lost (which may have influenced Pope), see Fallon, “Milton’s Sin and Death.” 
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her Book” is a poignant, extended treatment of writing, revision, publishing, and critical 

responses that imagines the text as the child of its mother-author’s body and mind.
72

 

Bradstreet’s poem displays a contradictory vexation with and affection for her work, 

contradictory feelings so familiar to parents of actual children. Even Jane Austen, who 

bore no children of her body, referred to her novels in maternal terms. She called Pride 

and Prejudice her “own darling Child,” and wrote of Sense and Sensibility, “I can no 

more forget it, than a mother can forget her sucking child.”
73

 And indeed, the metaphor of 

writing as birth is so strong because the writing process, going along unseen but with 

gradual results, is as mysterious and work-intensive as gestation itself. Writing is 

laborious, and it is a labor of love. One puts their heart and hopes into it, just as an 

expectant mother hopes for a safe birth and a healthy infant. Like childbirth, it can be 

painful to send the “ill-formed offspring of [one’s] feeble brain” out into the world to 

face exposure and criticism.
74

 Physical pangs can plague the writer just as they do the 

laboring mother, according to eighteenth-century medical warnings against cramping 

one’s body in a studious posture.
75

  

The intersection of Enlightenment science, compositional process, narrative or 

poetic form, and textual and human reproduction therefore informs all my chapters. In 

my first chapter, “‘No more...than a Midwife’: Alexander Pope’s Womb Envy,” I discuss 

the Enlightenment’s embryological debates and the monstrous maternal imagination as 
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they appear in The Dunciad and elsewhere in Pope’s life and works. In my second 

chapter, “Eliza Haywood’s Gestational Narratives,” I consider how knowledge exclusive 

to reproductive women joins with narrative structures of concealment and the 

scientifically mysterious moment of conception and length of gestation. Haywood’s 

representations of pregnant women’s bodies and minds first convey, then challenge the 

abjection of pregnancy and parturition. Linking chapters two and three are how Haywood 

and Wollstonecraft engage social psychology in their works, especially involving 

reproductive women’s subjectivity and agency. My third chapter, “Birth, Death, and 

Madness in Wollstonecraft’s Maria and Godwin’s Memoirs,” explores how Mary 

Wollstonecraft translates abject reproductive imagery into a scrutiny of the maternal 

mind. Wollstonecraft shows how the reproductive woman is susceptible to internal and 

external, material and emotional pressures, making her an object without agency. 

Ultimately, she does not critique the reproductive woman but the social environments 

which render her helpless. My Epilogue gestures toward future studies of how agrarian 

peasant poets employed gestational tropes, as well as how the monstrous births in 

Frankenstein gesture toward the social breakdowns of the Industrial age as well as 

Shelley’s indictment of the Enlightenment author as a creator of human culture. 

In this project I have chosen not to directly address Defoe’s Moll Flanders or 

Sterne’s Tristram Shandy as novelistic examples of birth in literature. Nearly all current 

criticism on the topic analyses these works in some capacity, so for my purposes that 

market is saturated. There is, however, room in current scholarship for a meta-analysis of 

critical approaches to childbirth in those texts, particularly in Tristram Shandy, to help 
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readers survey the priorities of this critical field. I selected Pope, Haywood, and 

Wollstonecraft not only because they are the most representative of their cultural 

moments and genres—Pope for neoclassical satire, Haywood for the origins of the 

modern novel, Wollstonecraft for political feminism—but also because they express 

better than their peers the utter strangeness of pregnancy’s combined alienation and 

closeness. They each treat the birth metaphor in different ways, underscoring its 

versatility and its universality. Pope thought of writing as gestation; Haywood explored 

the known and unknown, seen and unseen; Wollstonecraft examined the mind of the 

pregnant and postpartum mother, and she herself exemplified the physical and affective 

strains of reproduction. All three authors I examine participated in the emerging science 

of embryology and in the gendered discourses of sensibility and sentiment, particularly as 

they were applied as social controls upon reproductive women’s emotions, actions, and 

mental health. All three authors’ works demonstrate the political uses of pregnancy and 

birth, from rendering maternity abject, to rendering the power of maternal knowledge and 

physical change, to critiquing the socioeconomic and political bonds that confine 

parturitive women. To these ends, I participate in the ongoing critical reclamation of 

feminist history by probing literary representations of one of the most ostensibly 

appreciated—but oft-derided—times in a woman’s life: the transformative, dangerous, 

confusing, contradictory, metaphor-rich events of pregnancy and childbirth. 
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Chapter 1  

“No more…than a Midwife”: Alexander Pope’s Womb Envy 

 
You have proved yourself more tender of another’s embryos than the fondest mothers are of their own, for 

you have preserved every thing that I have miscarried of. 

Alexander Pope to John Caryll, Sr.
1
 

 

 

From early in his poetical career, Alexander Pope (1688-1744) employed 

metaphors of pregnancy, childbirth, and midwifery to describe the process and products 

of writing. He would liken composition to gestation and birth, as in a 1704 letter to 

William Wycherley: “True Wit may be defin’d a Justness of Thought, and a Facility of 

Expression; or (in the Midwives phrase) a perfect Conception, with an easy Delivery.”
2
 

Here he compares wit (and, accordingly, a quick compositional process) to conception 

and birth, as if they occurred naturally. In fact, Pope would be aware that current 

discourses around conception and parturition tended to argue that both were controllable. 

Later, while editing Wycherley’s poems, he cast himself in the mediating role of 

midwife: “I have done my best to brush you up like your Neighbours. But I can no more 

pretend to the Merit of the Production, than a Midwife to the Virtues and good Qualities 

of the Child she helps into the Light.”
3
 On one level, calling an editor a midwife implies 

some kind of necessary, unavoidable artistic remove: the work develops on its own, and 

the editor’s job is simply to ease its passage into the world. Alternately, the simile might 

be reductive or condescending, implying that midwives have little to do with creating or 

                                                 
1
 5 December 1712, Correspondence 1:160-61. Subsequent citations from Pope’s correspondence will be 

abbreviated Corr. 
2
 Pope to Wycherley, 26 December 1704, Corr. 1:2. 

3
 Pope to Wycherley, 10 April 1706, Corr. 1:16. 
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nurturing life. Or, the simile may admire the midwife’s privileged role as she who 

oversees a pivotal event in a woman’s or family’s life. Pope certainly associated not just 

editing but also writing with gestation and parturition, as this chapter’s epigraph 

indicates. He poignantly calls his flawed or failed compositions “miscarriages” and 

praises his close friend, John Caryll, Sr., for “preserving” them despite their presumably-

undeveloped state. Here the simile is vexed again, because the image of one preserving 

“embryos” conjures up not only a laboratory filled with macabre specimens, as well as 

someone whose interest in the process of composition rivals a scientist’s attempts to 

discern the origins and processes of life. But even in jest, Pope’s comparison of his 

composition process to childbirth speaks to the seriousness with which he approached 

writing, as well as the toll it took on him. 

Yet this is also the poet who wrote much which, on the surface, seems nothing 

more or less than virulent misogyny. In the context of literary satire, common critical 

arguments Pope’s chauvinism ring true: certainly childbirth, dangerous and deadly, is 

reduced to a mere punchline in Pope’s satires. The Dunciad, for instance, wants to 

describes hierarchies of writers through generally misogynistic representations and 

appropriations of pregnancy and birth. According to Raymond Stephanson, no matter the 

uses of birth in male-authored works, the female element is always appropriated and 

made abject. Whatever female aspects remain are never investigated on their own but are 

used only in service to the male.
4
 But we must consider satire as a roadblock to easy 

understanding: Pope’s wry irony makes it difficult to be certain whether his 

                                                 
4
 Stephanson, “The Symbolic Structure,” 119-123. 
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representations of the pregnant and laboring female body are no more than appropriative 

and gynophobic. However, when we examine the Dunciad as a meditation on 

composition and artistic creativity, Pope’s appropriation of female reproduction gestures 

toward a type of intellectual or epistemological recognition of and admiration for female 

reproductive power—or in the words of Karen Horney, an early feminist psychoanalyst: 

womb-envy. By chapter’s end I show how Pope’s womb-envy, in addition to its 

chauvinism, imagines a certain sympathy between a writer’s labor and a mother’s. Pope’s 

work becomes a type of literary couvade, or sympathetic pregnancy, that mimics certain 

New World cultural practices described in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

exploration narratives. In life, Pope himself encountered and personified some of the 

powerlessness, abjection, and alienation of pregnancy and childbirth his poetry derided. 

He nevertheless co-opted reproductive tropes in ways that evince his grudging respect 

and awe for woman’s ability to conceive and deliver new life. Even though his 

reproductive appropriation reflects entrenched misogyny and the dormant fear and 

rejection of female power, it can also speak to a masculine admiration for and recognition 

of that same power. At its core, Pope’s language of pregnancy and childbirth is full of 

paradoxical contradictions. 

In Enlightenment England, birth metaphors permeated writing to the point of 

cliché, describing everything from a “pregnant fancy,” the “lab’ring Muse,” or “weak, 

short-liv’d issues.”
5
 Birth topoi became especially notable in the artificial divide between 

                                                 
5
 Quotations in D. Todd, Imagining Monsters, 199-200 and n24; see these pages for further discussion of 

birth metaphors from antiquity through Pope. 
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literary and hack or professional writing. An early alignment between hacks and 

childbirth appears in John Dryden’s “Mac Flecknoe.” Toward the end of the poem 

Flecknoe advises his son (representing the poet Thomas Shadwell), “Success let others 

teach, learn thou from me / Pangs without birth, and fruitless industry” (147-8). Dryden’s 

model prioritizes product over process, implying that “success” cannot come from the 

“pangs” of “industry.” In other words, it devalues the hard work of composition and 

gestation alike. In an important early feminist study of birth tropes, Terry Castle argued 

that neoclassical writers like Pope are often uncomfortable with employing birth topoi. 

Consequently, they often denigrate pregnancy and parturition by associating them with 

bad artists, shoddy poems, much work for little reward, the chaotic physical birth process 

versus the controlled rational mind, and so on:  

 …after Dryden it becomes conventional to use the trope as a negative 

model for the work of the bad artist....For the eighteenth-century satirists, 

the language of ridicule draws some of its most effective and shocking 

epithets from the language of birth. The bad poet, the Dunce, the Modern, 

the enthusiast, is, above all, a “begetter,” one who “labours,” one who 

“breeds” out of his own distempered fancy repulsive “offspring,” 

grotesque “progeny,” imaginative “embryo.”
6
 

Though Pope and others certainly represented writing-as-birth in disparaging terms, they 

in fact envisioned several different types of gestation and parturition, recognized the 
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heuristic value of classical birth metaphors regardless of their aesthetic value.
7
 Critics 

have often focused on the neoclassical gendered tropes of “brain births” and “body 

births.” “Brain-births,” such as when Athena sprung fully formed out of Zeus’s head, 

were characterized by neoclassical writers as clean and easy, and tended to be 

masculinized as the ideal creative method. Characterizing writing as a “body birth,” on 

the other hand, assigned it the messiness and strife of labor pains. Brain-births and body-

births have distinct compositional and creative differences that Raymond Stephanson 

arranged by gender and metaphoric tenor into a three-tier hierarchy:   

But if head-births represented a superior figurative begetting and birthing 

to the prolonged body-births of male poets, both of these structures were 

better than any involvement of a female mother. In fact, female-mothered 

birth from an ordinary heterosexual begetting is often found at the bottom 

of the hierarchy because, as a metaphor, it could be associated with a 

female realm of fleshy matter and laboring animal processes unredeemed 

by any mental creativity, and thus reserved for the most devastating kinds 

of satirical attack on other male writers.
8
  

Therefore, casting writing as the process of body-birthing, with its associations with pain, 

danger, and feminine materiality, was a calculated and gendered attack. It reflects the 

chauvinism entrenched in masculine appropriation of female reproduction: 
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 Stephanson, “The Symbolic Structure,” 108-9.  

8
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The projected female is merely an adjunct to a patriarchal autogenesis; 

that is, the structures of female pregnancy are claimed by a male creativity 

which reproduces itself….Within the male literary culture of Pope’s age, 

the fictions of pregnant men would depend on a metaphorized female 

reproductivity which would be commodified in precisely the same ways 

that real women were within an eighteenth-century male sexual economy.
9
  

In their casual denigration of reproductive women, male writers were thus quite content 

to appropriate female imagery, language, and experiences in order to tout their own 

(masculine) creative efforts.  

It is too easy, however, to dismiss Pope’s employment of gestational and 

parturitive language as characteristically misogynist. They are undoubtedly so, but they 

also demonstrate a complex matrix of desire, misogyny, identification, envy, and 

appreciation. This chapter will explore the multiple paradoxes inherent in Pope’s 

pregnancy and birth metaphors. I argue that Pope’s conversance with contemporary 

medical and scientific discourse prompts a compositional hermeneutic that asks, how 

does good writing develop in or from an author? To this end, I discuss The Dunciad, in 

which an ontogenic structure and poetics, as well as Pope’s conversance in the early 

Enlightenment science of embryology, illustrate complex aesthetic and epistemological 

notions of pregnancy and parturition that emerge through gestational topoi in his satire. 

Pope employs two key aesthetic choices reflecting the era’s embryological science: he 

employs an ontogenic structure and poetics throughout the Dunciad; he also characterizes 
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feminine reproduction as monstrous and abject, in the Kristevan sense I discussed in my 

Introduction. I discuss how his characterization of monstrosity and the maternal 

imagination as abject (particularly in his lesser-known poem “The Discovery: Or, the 

Squire Turn’d Ferret,” satirizing the Mary Toft affair) was an aesthetic choice reflecting 

current embryology and its associated moral valences. Finally, I consider how Pope’s 

representations of abject pregnant or parturitive female bodies might actually indicate a 

kind of literary sympathy—his way of identifying with the complex and paradoxical 

pregnant body. Overall, Pope’s compositional, physical, and psychological concerns 

reflect a general anxiety about feminine births and the masculine writing process. 

  

An Ontogeny of Dunces 

The Dunciad, one of Pope’s major works that he revised and reissued for over 

two decades, is rife with figures of pregnancy and birth. Queen Dulness gives birth to the 

Dunces, who represent various literary and cultural figures; the Dunces in turn churn out 

bad writing that Pope characterizes as abject, ill-suited, or just plain stupid. The Dunces 

create variously, both intellectually and physically, in processes Pope characterizes as 

monstrous, disgusting, or base. For instance, Pope often compares the Dunces’ creative 

processes to defecation and urination, and he often mocks the Dunces’ efforts. Though 

the Dunces toil and exert themselves, their products are bad: hard work does not 

guarantee good art. Uncoupling creative success from creative labor was not an approach 

limited to Pope. As Raymond Stephanson notes, male Neoclassical writers “preferred 

[effortless head-births] to the body-births of male poets because they constituted ‘an easy 
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delivery’ (to use Pope’s early locution), and because the groaning efforts and labor pains 

of body-births were more easily subject to failure and miscarriage, and implied a greater 

struggle on the part of the male poet to produce an admirable work.”
10

 In other words, it 

was preferable never to struggle to write, because the struggle indicated that the work 

might be doomed from the beginning. However, these authors nevertheless explored the 

“hard labor” of the composition process in just as much detail:  

…this second kind of pregnant male birthing—troubled 

conception, lengthy gestation, lying-in, confinement, labor pain—is also 

common…and suggests the extent to which male writers of Pope’s day 

were just as likely to emphasize deliberate process and the ever-present 

frustrations of their craft over the fictions of utterly inspired, transcendent 

acts of creation….Ideas of difficult conception, lengthy prenatal care, and 

painstaking delivery allowed the poet to suggest something of the 

prolonged and difficult effort required in his intimate and developmental 

relationship to his art, a creative dynamic as much interested in the 

potentially disrupted organic process as in the finished product.
11

 

Stephanson quotes Pope himself on the matter: “Preparing to work on the second volume 

of the Iliad, Pope would say to his friend, Martha Blount: ‘Pitty me, Madam, who am to 

lye in of a Poetical Child for at least two Months. As Soon as I am up again I’ll wait upon 

you.’”
12

 Even in jest, Pope’s comparison of his composition process to childbirth (lying-
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 Stephanson, “The Symbolic Structure,” 114. 
11

 Ibid., 114.  
12

 Ibid., 114 (3 June 1715, Corr. 1:293)  
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in for two months after giving birth was common practice) speaks to the seriousness with 

which he approached writing, and also the toll it took on him. If Pope was just as 

interested in process as product, how might we examine his framing and criticisms of 

composition and creativity in the Dunciad? This chapter examines how for Pope a good 

poet “gestates” good work—or more aptly for the Dunciad, how poor gestation by 

incompetent writers leads to mangled and ugly poems. Like Stephanson, I begin with the 

idea that Pope opposes superior writing and the squalid materiality of Grub Street 

through the writing-as-birth metaphor. I examine the Dunciad as an ontogenic text 

concerned with the development of writing and not just its birth or final form. In doing 

so, I show how Pope participates in the era’s scientific speculation on the nature of 

pregnancy: by appropriating human reproduction as textual reproduction and by 

alienating the female body, or the means of reproduction. 

In biology, ontogenesis refers to the development of the individual organism from 

the earliest embryonic stage to maturity; it can also describe the development of a 

particular feature of an organism.
13

 Human ontogeny therefore encompasses sperm and 

egg even before they meet, through the embryonic and fetal stages, then through infancy, 

childhood, adolescence, early and late adulthood, old age, senescence, and death. 

Linguists and developmental psychologists also use the term ontogeny in reference to 

language or behavior acquisition. Ontogeny is related to teleology: both concepts 

describe progression toward a specific end, but from the different lenses of philosophy, 
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 OED, “ontogeny,” n. Ontogeny is distinct from phylogeny in that the former refers to the development of 

a single organism, whereas the latter describes the evolution of an entire species. 
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historiography, and reproductive biology. In applying the concept to literature, I blend the 

scientific and heuristic approaches of these other disciplines. Overall, ontogeny (and 

teleology, biology, and other -ologies) shares many characteristics with gestation and 

parturition: they are processes with definite ends. The forward motion of pregnancy and 

childbirth can only result in one of several known outcomes: live birth, stillbirth, 

maternal death, maternal survival. Compositional or artistic outcomes are similarly 

limited: publication, fame or anonymity, circulation amongst select people, unsuccessful 

publication or circulation attempts. An ontogenic text, then, is one which either 

thematically or through its structure portrays the gradual and finite development of an 

object or idea. Lance Bertelsen offers ontogeny as one way of interpreting the structure of 

the Dunciad: Book I addresses the first formation of the Dunces; Book II with its scenes 

of education, play, and competition covers their childhood and adolescence; Book III 

looks back to the Dunces’ cultural and poetic ancestry; Book IV arranges and previews 

the Dunces’ mature adulthood.
14

 Most of Pope’s reproductive, ontogenic poetics are 

concentrated in Books I and IV.  

Book I frames embryology as a subset of ontogeny: it considers how writers—in 

this case, bad writers—emerge from the mediocre soup of their aesthetic and intellectual 

environment and how they, in turn, attempt to fertilize their own creative inspiration. The 

Dunces therefore represent a procreative and reproductive theory of writing. Pope often 

describes that creative process in materialist terms tinged with more than a bit of disdain 

for the base physicality of human bodies. As Brean Hammond notes, “Dunces…fail in 
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the alchemist’s desire to purify nature of its dross, and are frequently left with only the 

faeces. As Pope puts it in the [Peri] Bathous, ‘the Physician, by the study and inspection 

of urine and ordure, approves himself in the sciences; and in the like sort should our 

author accustom and exercise his imagination upon the dregs of nature’ (Prose Works, I i, 

198).”
15

 The specific materialism of birthing bodies is particularly on display in the 

Dunciad, for the Dunces’ creative activities often reference the gross ejecta of female 

body-births (as opposed to the ideal, masculine brain-birth). For instance, here Pope 

imagines Dulness, and thus her Grub Street writers, spawning embryonic texts from an 

unformed state of chaos: 

Here she [Dulness] beholds the chaos dark and deep,  

Where nameless somethings in their causes sleep,  

Till genial Jacob, or a warm third day,  

Call forth each mass, a poem, or play: 

How hints, like spawn, scarce quick in embryo lie,  

How new-born nonsense first is taught to cry,  

Maggots half-formed in rhyme exactly meet,  

And learn to crawl upon poetic feet. (I.55-62)
16

 

Dulness presides over her offspring, the Dunces, who will scribble “nameless 

somethings” begotten by vague causes in a chaotic whirl. Pope makes the scribblings and 

their writers sound so obtuse that it is impossible to concretely determine what they are or 
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 Hammond, “Scriblerian Self-Fashioning,” 117.  
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 All subsequent citations of the Dunciad are from the 1743 edition represented in my Bibliography.  
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who produced them. He therefore implicitly echoes Lockean theories of mind by 

challenging the a priori reasoning or creative genius associated with Cartesian innate 

ideas. “Chaos dark and deep” is the mechanism which challenges Cartesian reasoning by 

associating creativity with the feminine murkiness of conception and gestation. Pope 

reinforces these connotations by associating Dulness’s own reproduction with the Chaos 

of Paradise Lost and of Hesiod’s Theodicy: “Dulness o’er all possess’d her ancient right, 

/ Daughter of Chaos and Eternal Night” (I.11-12).
17

 As Chaos’s daughter, Dulness 

replicates her mother’s (lowercase) chaos in a downward spiral of uninspired writing. 

Like the pregnant mother and the fetus itself, Dulness and Chaos/chaos are two in one, or 

one in two. In Milton scholarship, John Rumrich describes Chaos as a feminine principle 

responsible for generation in Paradise Lost: “chaos is God’s womb, essential to his deity. 

God is the confused and dark matter of chaos even as he is the creative virtue of light.”
18

 

In other words, Chaos (through God) creates both good and evil, dark and light. In effect, 

reading Pope’s “chaos dark and deep” as a purely negative characterization of 

reproduction is deceptive: though Dulness herself and her Dunces come from chaotic 

darkness, so do the admirable works of non-Dunce authors. All writing, whether good or 

poor, begins in Chaos. 

Additionally, Pope offers multilayered allusions of generation and creativity in 

“genial Jacob” and the “third day” (though his own footnote points to the bland 

economies of much literary creation). The verse could refer to the elder and younger 
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 Pope/Scriblerus’s note to these lines references Hesiod’s authority that Chaos was the progenitor of all 
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Jacob Tonsons, who were publishers popular with Pope’s circle, or to the biblical Jacob, 

whose twelve sons became the progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel (reproduction and 

begetting being essential to the Old Testament). The “third day” is not only the third 

performance night, on which a playwright received payment for his work, but also 

references Genesis 1.9-13, when during the third day of creation the earth became fecund 

and dense with fruitful vegetation.
19

 Pope also plays upon a famous third day, that of 

Christ’s resurrection. Importantly, it is women who are present at the first sign of the 

resurrection. Mary Magdalene and other women are at the tomb when an earthquake 

rends it open to reveal the absence of Christ’s body (empty tomb/empty womb) and they 

are the first to notify the disciples.
20

 They are thus the spiritual midwives of the New 

Testament. Pope’s allusion to the “third day” implies that careful compositional process 

(and/or an editor, as in his Wycherley letters) is as essential to writing as the biblical 

women are to Christ’s resurrection.  

The word binding these readings together is “genial.” We think of “genial” 

meaning affability and a pleasant demeanor, but that usage was not common until the 

second half of the eighteenth century; the word underwent a shift prior to 1746. In the 

first half of the century “genial” typically related to marriage and procreation, or in 
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 Milton, in contrast, imagines Day 6 as being the most fruitful and most associates it with birth-

metaphors, since it saw the birth of all animals of land, air, and sea—and finally, Man. (Paradise Lost, 

7:449-550) 
20

 Though the Gospels agree that women first witnessed the empty tomb, they cannot agree on who 

precisely was present. In Matthew 28:1, it is Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary;” in Mark 16:1, Mary 

Magdalene, Mary mother of James, and Salome are there; Luke 23:55-24:3 is unspecific; John 20:1 

mentions only Mary Magdalene. 
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reference to climatic conditions favorable to growth.
21

 Jacob’s geniality and the warm 

third day therefore signify not only the positive economic and social possibilities of 

publishing and theatre, but also the creative generation responsible for writing, 

publishing, and drama. Pope operates on the generative meaning of “genial” through 

images rooted in gestation and childbirth. But in doing so he turns the affability of 

“genial” into something disgusting: “hints, like spawn, scarce quick in embryo lie, / How 

new-born nonsense first is taught to cry.” The Middle English-derived “spawn” recalls 

the slimy milt of fish and connotes some of the lowest functions of animal life; in the 16th 

and 17th centuries its meaning expanded to contemptuously connote human reproduction 

and offspring.
22

 The tone is similar with “Maggots half-formed in rhyme exactly meet, / 

And learn to crawl upon poetic feet.” Whatever putrid rottenness that nurtures maggots 

sits in very close proximity to a quickening embryo and a newborn. The repulsive 

contrast underscores the abjection characterizing much of Pope’s specifically feminine 

reproductive language.  

And what do we make of “newborn nonsense must be taught to cry”? Does Pope 

imply that the nonsense is incapable of doing one of the first, most basic actions upon 

exiting the womb? The dismissive disgust of the passage could cause readers to infer an 

equally harsh and dismissive physical act is required to jolt the nonsense alive. Influenced 

by the common image of a birth attendant spanking a newborn to incite its first sharp 

breath and cry, a twenty-first-century reader might interpret Pope’s line as arguing that an 
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act of physical violence against a weak, struggling baby is the first necessary step into 

life. In that interpretation, Pope transfers trauma from the mother (her birth pains) to the 

newborn (the shock of impact). Though assigning trauma to Pope’s representation of 

newborn nonsense suits the hermeneutic of abjection present in the poem, the actual 

answer is more ambivalent. We misread the poem if we see a spanking there, because 

smacking a bare newborn bottom was never as common a practice as popular culture has 

led us to believe. Midwifery manuals of the period tended to recommend that if a 

newborn were having trouble breathing, attendants try gentle resuscitation measures such 

as tepid baths, tender massage, application of herbed oils, and rescue breathing.
23

 If we 

extend the metaphor into composition, violent intervention might include the wholesale 

slashing of unfit parts, whereas gentle revision might include careful edits, reflection, and 

collaboration between colleagues. In one reading Pope reinforces the abject half-formed 

maggots of his rivals’ verse by implying their poems require violence, yet through a 

different, historical reading he advocates temperate, deliberate composition. 

Compositionally, Pope aligns with the gentler practices of midwives. He further indicates 

we should treat the new poet, just like the new mother, with similar gentleness: How else 

are we to read his plea to “‘Pitty me,…who am to lye in of a Poetical Child for at least 

two Months,’” but as a plea for empathy and kindness? 
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 Overall there is relatively little discussion of infant resuscitation of any kind in 17th- through 20th-century 

midwifery literature. See Zaichkin and Wiswell, “The History of Neonatal Resuscitation”; Lloyd, 

“‘Languid Child”; Stone, A Complete Practice of Midwifery; Bracken, The Midwife’s Companion; Sharp, 

The Compleat Midwife’s Companion; and Smellie, A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Midwifery. 
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Embryology, the Maternal Imagination, and Monstrous Births 

Many of Pope’s reproductive tropes stem from early Enlightenment medicine and 

science. Until the late nineteenth century, most knowledge about human conception and 

gestation relied on inference, deduction, and outright speculation. When Pope writes of 

Dulness, “Here she beholds the chaos dark and deep, / Where nameless somethings in 

their causes sleep,” he could have referred as much to the development of an embryo in 

the womb as to the development of writing in an author’s mind. Uncertainty and 

conjecture surround them both, but both can be described through the early eighteenth 

century’s two main embryological theories: epigenesis and preformation. The scientific 

and philosophical differences between epigenesis and preformation often focused on 

maternal marking, or the theory that a woman’s thoughts, feelings, and experiences 

during pregnancy would manifest physically in her newborn. Common knowledge 

advised pregnant women to avoid stress, sudden frights, and immoral behavior lest their 

children be permanently marked in some way. A woman frightened by a horse might bear 

a long-faced child; a woman thinking of another man during sex with her husband might 

bear a child who looked quite different than his father. Doctors and moralists alike also 

posited the inverse situation, in which a woman has sex with a lover but during the act 

thinks hard about her husband’s face, willing her child’s features to match her husband’s, 

and thus escape detection herself.
24

 The influence of the maternal imagination was 

commonly accepted for centuries. Its power was founded on the epistemological 

mediation between mind and body, and was therefore a close focus of both idealists and 
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materialist empiricists. The maternal imagination was generally regarded in negative 

terms: a woman’s overactive mind produced monstrosity, not decency. At least in some 

instances, however, the maternal imagination offered optimism.
25

  

One of the most vociferous debates on maternal marking’s role in conception and 

gestation occurred between the natural philosophers Daniel Turner and James Blondel. 

The former began publishing his theories in 1714; the latter responded in 1727; the 

debate continued in the public sphere for several years, during which time maternal 

impressions were the most commonly accepted explanation for monstrous births. Turner 

argued for epigenesis, maintaining that “certain immaterial ‘species’ from the mother’s 

imagination may become impressed onto the malleable, conforming foetus at any stage of 

its conception or development.”26 As Dennis Todd explains, the power of maternal 

imagination was founded on mediation: “The mother could shape the fetus because the 

imagination was thought to be a Janus-faced faculty situated at the ‘narrow Suture’ 

between mind and body. The mind could work on the body, the body on the mind, 

because the imagination translated their effects one on the other by using the ‘proper and 

peculiar Mediums,’ those various faculties, humors, spirits, fluids, and tissues which were 

ranged in a hierarchical continuum from the grossest to the most ethereal. This chain of 

intermediaries binding the mother’s mind and her own body also bound the mother to the 

                                                 
25

 For example, in a study of Isabella Kelly’s “To an Unborn Infant” (1794), Mary Jane Davis characterizes 

the affective transmission between mother and unborn child as an empowering force. This transmission, 
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childbed. Davis, “‘Share not thou.’” 
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fetus.”
27

 Blondel’s rebuttal for preformation is layered. On the surface, he refuted the 

influence of the imagination over a fetus by “denying the existence of such a chain of 

intermediaries binding the mother to her fetus. There was no interchange of fluids, 

humors, or spirits between the mother and her fetus, he argued, and hence there was no 

way for the mother’s imagination to exercise its power.”
28

 This argument rests upon the 

theory that because a fully developed adult organism is already formed in miniature in the 

maternal egg, a mother’s imagination can have no influence on her pregnancy. 

Preformation held that all organisms past and present were actually created by God all at 

once, right when he made the world. Each embryo rested minisculely within another 

embryo, which itself rested within another. Then, during conception, a fully-formed 

miniature person is simply transferred from the ovum into a growth environment (the 

uterus). Every human, therefore, existed at the same time as Adam; the embryos of 

subsequent generations simply grew larger and larger until birth.
29

 Preformation is a 

fractal view of infinite generation. 

The pervasive cultural mistrust and mystification of women’s bodies ensured that 

as carrier of the fetus, the mother came under much more scrutiny (and blame) were 

anything to go wrong during pregnancy or if the child were born abnormal.
 30 

As Marie-

Hélène Huet notes, monstrous births are “the constant reminder of nature’s, and 
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specifically woman’s, weakness in her contribution to generation [as opposed to God’s 

contributions]. The persistence of this belief may help to explain why, in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, certain texts revived a theme that had been extremely popular 

during the Middle Ages…: the inner monstrosity of women.”
31

 In common public 

discourse, medical discussions of deformed or otherwise non-normative children owed 

their tenor to ingrained morality. Lori Haslem shows how medical texts in the sixteenth 

through eighteenth centuries reflected this ingrained cultural morality: these medical texts 

“[drew] heavily from, and are in some sense overlaid with, longstanding popular 

suspicions and fears about aberrant female sexuality.”
32

 A mother’s virtues or vices, her 

activities and thoughts, and her dreams and fears could all influence her child’s 

appearance, health, and disposition. But morality was not the only concern feeding the 

cultural and scientific imaginations about monstrosities. Children born with birth defects, 

whether they lived or died, had always been subject to prurient interest. The eighteenth 

century’s scientific progress included more skilled fetal dissections of miscarried or 

stillborn babies. These published (and often public) dissections offered valuable avenues 

to learn about fetal development, but they also fascinated the public with tales of 

deformed beings grown in the womb. In monstrous births, both the mother and her 

offspring carry the stigma of the abject—the alienating disgust, defamiliarization, and 

pity associated with faulty bodies.  

Much common knowledge about maternal marking was what we would now 
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consider hearsay, hoax, and superstition. Despite a slow shift in medicine from attributing 

physical phenomena to mystical causes, shifting to attempting scientific explanations, 

many contemporary midwifery texts and sex manuals (such as Aristotle’s Compleat 

Master-Piece and Venette’s Tableau de l’Amour Conjugal) asserted the existence of 

maternal marking and its resultant monstrous births.33 One such text is Abbé Quillet’s 

1655 treatise Callipaediae, translated from French into English in the early eighteenth 

century by various authors. Callipaediae was a popular work and it is probable that Pope 

knew it either by reputation or by direct access—at any rate, he refers to it by name in his 

1716 screed against Edmund Curll, the bookseller with whom Pope feuded for years. 

Quillet’s text, a lengthy poem in heroic couplets, is a sexual health and reproduction 

manual that combines myth, superstition, some available medical logic and practice, and 

just plain titillation. Because Callipaediae puts Pope’s works in to context by 

exemplifying so many of the theories of maternal (and even paternal) marking, it is worth 

addressing it at some length.  

Much of Callipaediae is what we might now consider a eugenics handbook. It 

privileges the reproduction of western European people; describes others as horrific-

looking and having nasty habits; it advises that people with many physical and mental 

conditions should not breed. Woven into its instruction are contemporary theories behind, 

and fears of, unhealthy and/or monstrous births. For instance, the text strongly 

emphasizes that the old should not wed the young, not only because the marriage (and the 
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sex) will be unsatisfying and unhappy and lead to illegitimate children and cuckoldry, but 

also because any offspring will be sickly: 

For if the Generative Seed’s defil’d, 

The Father’s Hurt’s transmitted to the Child. 

Ill Habits and Diseases thus are nurst 

In the weak Frame, and he with Life is curst. 

How often have I heard such Infants Cries 

Rend, with their fruitless Moan, the guiltless Skies. 

……………………………………. 

If sound and comely thou would’st have thv Breed, 

Let a sound Womb receive thy healthy Seed. 

The Thund’rer’s Image dost thou not respect, 

Nor Nature’s Laws thy cruel Heart affect? 

Thou then would’st learn, what all who Love shou’d know, 

The Field, the Seed to fit before you Sow. (I.16-17) 

In this notable example, Quillet assumes that the father’s physical condition will most 

influence the offspring’s health and appearance. (Parallel instances in this section of text 

implicate mothers similarly.) Even prior to van Leuwenhoek’s discoveries about 

spermatozoa, Quillet clearly asserts that the responsibility of a healthy conception lies 

with both parents. The poet offers further recommendations against undesirable parental 

influences prior to gestation and in utero within a discussion of sex within marriage. 

Book 2 begins with a wedding, then moves to the marriage bed. He offers another 
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example of how paternal and maternal impressions influence an infant’s features at the 

moment of conception. In this case, sex in the morning leads to beautiful children but sex 

at night leads to children as deformed as Vulcan/Hephaestus: 

Nature, who to improve her Kind is wise, 

Prefers the fresh Embrace, and Morning Joys. 

The Foetus thus a fairer Form receives, 

And in the Child the Genial Beauty lives. 

……………………………… 

Remember then a rash Embrace to shun, 

Nor madly to the secret Rapture run, 

……………………………………… 

From whence foul Vulcan to [Jove’s] Horror sprung, 

And the rude God from Heav’ns high Arch he flung. 

His Limbs distorted, and deform’d his Face, 

Refus’d at the Immortal Board a Place, 

The Jest of Heav’n…. (II.30-31)  

The juxtaposition of a fair child of genial beauty whose parents allowed their evening 

meal to settle overnight and put off sex ‘til morning, with a distorted child whose 

deformed limbs indicate his parents’ lust was too quickly sated, proposes that an observer 

can read parental activities and values on the face of a child. Exterior influences like 

astrology, over which the parents can have no control but which nevertheless somehow 

reflect the child’s true nature, can also be responsible for a child’s monstrous appearance 
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and thus the state of his personality or soul. As evidence Quillet references Aries, the ram 

that bore the golden fleece. The poem implies that a child conceived under the sign of 

Aries will look like a ram: “Short-neck’d, and Bandy-legg’d, will be the Birth, / And 

rarely will he raise his Eyes from Earth. / His Snowy Locks shall hide his Beetle Skull, / 

And the vile Lump be both deform’d and dull” (II.36). Similarly, a child conceived when 

Taurus is in opposition to the Pleiades will receive not the charming features of the starry 

sisters, but the deformed mien and hoarse voice of a bull (II.p36-7). 

 Callipaediae does not clarify whether an astrological influence affects the sperm 

or the ovum—whether the mother or father are more, less, or equally susceptible. In this 

it reflects the mid-17th century’s changing perspectives about the nature of conception; 

however, Quillet also strongly implicates women’s role in conception and gestation. In 

these sections, Callipaediae (written shortly after William Harvey’s 1651 conversion 

from the sperm-centered Galenic conception model to an ovum-centered model) 

embraces maternal marking as the method by which deformed, incapacitated, or 

otherwise troubled children came to be. Works like Callipaediae reflected and influenced 

contemporary scientific and cultural assumptions and knowledge about pregnancy, and 

about the gendered assumptions attached to non-normal infants. Notably, both the mother 

and her offspring carry the stigma of the abject—the alienating disgust, defamiliarization, 

and pity associated with faulty bodies—when monstrous births are concerned. In these 

cases, the abject monstrous birth is as much a specter of the imagination as a product of 
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Enlightenment science. These specters were occasionally made real in monstrous birth 

hoaxes, the most notorious of which was Mary Toft’s delivery of rabbits.
34

  

Over a period of several weeks in September 1726, in the village of Godalming, 

southwest of London, Mary Toft allegedly gave birth to sixteen rabbits. In explanation, 

she said she was pregnant, then had been frightened by a rabbit in a field, then 

subsequently had craved rabbit stew and dreamed about rabbits. Hers seemed a case of 

the powerful, corrupting influence of the maternal imagination. Toft’s claims quickly 

made her famous; several doctors attended her and were either taken in by the hoax or 

party to it. Eventually Toft was exposed as a fraud when witnesses observed a helper 

sneaking dead rabbits into the tavern in which Toft lodged. The full extent of the incident 

is sad and painful. Toft’s poverty was her motivation; her body was the site of trauma; 

the cultural mythos about monstrous births was her opportunity. After Toft had had an 

actual miscarriage, she and her mother-in-law concocted a scheme to bring the poor 

family some little fame and fortune. Toft’s mother-in-law helped her secret dismembered 

parts of cats and rabbits in her body by forcing them into her womb. Then, Toft would 

“deliver” the pieces, putting on a show of vigorous labor contractions (but probably not 

feigning the pain and bleeding, considering she had recently miscarried and was likely 

infected from getting animal parts stuck through her cervix into her uterus). Eventually 

Toft confessed to the hoax and spent some time at Bridewell; only one of her several 

doctors was discredited and disgraced. The incident became heady fodder for England’s 
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satirists, scientists, and legal system alike. The following images display the century’s 

premier visual satirist, William Hogarth’s, take on the episode: 

 

Figure 6: Print depicting Mary Toft’s birth of rabbits.
35
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 Hogarth, “Cunicularii.”  
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Figure 7: Print depicting Mary Toft birthing rabbits in chapel.
36
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 Hogarth, “Credulity, Superstition, and Fanaticism. A Medley.” The print is a reimagining of Hogarth’s 

earlier illustration “Enthusiasm Delimited” (1760), which among other differences omitted the rabbits 

from the swooning woman. 
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Despite being confronted with the evidence of the hoax, many commentators did 

not consider maternal marking impossible. After all, many intelligent people believed in 

the force of the maternal imagination, and modern embryological theories supported it. 

Some, including Alexander Pope, saw it as an opportunity to ridicule not only the people 

involved but also birthgiving in general. Drawing on these discourses which confidently 

asserted a woman’s reproductive and moral shortcomings, the poet wrote “The 

Discovery: Or, the Squire Turn’d Ferret”  in1727, just months after the Toft incident was 

closed. The humorous ballad mocks Toft’s doctors as well as the woman herself. Toft he 

describes as “A Woman, long thought barren, / Bears Rabbits, ---Gad! so plentiful, / 

You’d take her for a Warren” (III.10-12). The song’s bawdy language mines Toft’s 

situation for sexual entertainment:  

  VIII. 

He order’d then his Coach and Four;  

     (The Coach was quickly got ‘em) 

Resolv’d this Secret to explore,  

     And search it to the Bottom. 

………………………………… 

  XI.  

The Surgeon with a Rabbit came,  

     But first in Pieces cut it; 

Then slyly thrust it up that same,  

     As far as Man could put it.  
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………………………………… 

  XV. 

On Tiptoe then the Squire he stood,  

     (But first He gave Her money) 

Then reach’d as high as e’er He cou’d,  

     And cry’d, I feel a CONY.   

  XVI.  

Is it alive? St. A—d—re cry’d; 

     It is; I feel it stir.  

Is it full grown? the Squire reply’d;  

     It is; see here’s the FUR.  (all emphases original) 

The poem is rife with sexual innuendo that makes the birthing body an object of ridicule, 

and hides the woman Mary Toft behind the object. “Secret” and “Bottom” are figurative 

as well as literal names for female genitalia and the pelvic region. “Rabbit” was likewise 

a contemporary euphemism for the vagina, punning off the woodworker’s term “rabbet,” 

a “channel, groove, or slot, cut along the edge or face of a piece of wood or other material 

and intended to receive the edge or end of another piece or a tongue made specially to 

fit.”
37

 Thrusting pieces of rabbit up “that same,” then, is a bawdy retelling of the actual 

process by which Mary Toft secreted rabbit parts in herself. The doctor then replicates 

that action by reaching into her and feeling a “cony” (rabbit), a near-homonym for 
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“cunny,” which had been slang for the vagina since at least the sixteenth century.
38

 The 

rabbit’s “fur” in the next stanza is as much animal fur as it is Toft’s pubic hair. Through it 

all, it is implied that Toft is a prostitute, for the doctor gives her money before touching 

her genitals.  

The various plays on “rabbit” that permeate the poem hearken to Toft’s own story 

of being frightened by a rabbit, craving rabbit-meat, and dreaming about rabbits. They 

reflects how English science conceptualized the maternal imagination as an obsessive 

force whose power could permeate flesh. Theories of a fetus’s epigenetic changes in 

utero, tracts like Callipaediae, and hoaxes like Mary Toft’s fueled speculation on the 

nature of pregnancy itself, spurring questions about human psychosexual and 

physiological reactions to animals, or similarities and interactions with animals. Pope’s 

ridicule of female sexuality and reproduction in “The Discovery” transfers almost 

seamlessly to the Dunciad, where laboring mothers are associated with livestock or with 

mythical beasts; the pain and danger of childbirth is reduced to a punch line or 

appropriated for masculine performance; and a mother’s or fetus’s bloody tissue stands in 

for the crumpled drafts of Grub Street dreck. 

 

Monstrous Births and the Animal Abject in the Dunciad 

Notable portions of the Dunciad characterize the reproductive female body, its 

associated aesthetics, and its creative potential as abject and monstrous. In this it enacts 

what Marie-Hélène Huet describes as the imagination’s role in the aesthetics and 
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epistemologies of pregnancy and birth as literary topoi. Huet notes how monstrous 

births—literary or physical—blur the distinctions between boundaries of genre, form, 

species, and nature and artifice. Pope’s frustration with and subsequent denigration of 

what he perceived as the feminization of English society fuels his characterizations of 

abject feminine reproduction.
39

 Throughout the poem, Pope blurs the boundaries between 

physical and intellectual gestation by metaphorizing intellectual and literary creativity 

into faulty, feminized reproduction. For instance, at one point Pope imagines the chief 

Dunce (Lewis Theobald in the 1728 version, Colley Cibber in the 1743 revision) having a 

literary miscarriage. The dunce  

Plunged for his sense, but found no bottom there,  

Yet wrote and floundered on, in mere despair.  

Round him much embryo, much abortion lay,  

Much future ode, and abdicated play;  

Nonsense precipitated, like running lead,  

That slipped through cracks and zigzags of the head;  

All that on folly frenzy could beget, 

Fruits of dull heat, and sooterkins of wit. (I. 119-126) 

The poet suffers a failed brain-birth which, instead of leading to a successful poem or 

play, results in only nonsense and folly. Pope uses “much embryo, much abortion” 
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casually despite their graphic connotations. The “cracks and zigzags” of the poet’s skull 

recall a bloody, rent vagina. Pope equates the cost of lost odes and plays to the pain and 

grief of losing a pregnancy. He co-opts pain for humor’s sake, characterizing the womb’s 

expulsions as revolting and playing upon the personal—and particularly female—tragedy 

of miscarriage. Even when the poet successfully begets any work and carries it to 

fruition, it results in the monstrous birth of “sooterkins,” which in Dutch folklore are 

small animals born to women as they huddle over the stove.
40

 The image of a cold room 

bare of amenities except a stove, occupied by a very pregnant, probably poor woman 

squatting to give birth—the same position one would take to void the bowels—is 

especially chilling because for all her painful labor, she births only a monster. 

Pope’s representations of monstrous births include implicit and explicit 

comparisons between human and animal reproduction. Operating through classical as 

well as modern ideas about gestation and parturition in the female body, Pope often 

characterizes childbirth as an inhuman act. Ancient associations between childbearing 

women and animals often rest on sexual violence: Zeus, for example, fathered many 

demigods by adopting various animal disguises then raping women. Similarly, in the 

Rabelaisian tradition of early-modern Europe, childbirth was often represented as a 

grotesque spectacle of animal nature.
41

 Indeed, even as a Catholic himself, Pope’s 
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imagery recalls Reformation caricatures depicting the Roman Catholic church as a 

feminized hybrid creature with full, matronly breasts and distended, womb-like stomach: 

 

Figure 8: “Roma Caput Mundi.”
42
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Pope moves the abject from monsters to animals through similes, both epic and 

standard, that initiate comparisons between human and animal reproduction. Doing so 

supports the poem’s ontogenical structure as well as its general mission of satire. Pope 

characterizes Dulness in animal terms in many places throughout the Dunciad. In Book I, 

for instance, Pope compares Dulness to Athena: “Here stood her opium, here she nursed 

her owls”; “And lo! her bird, (a monster of a fowl, / Something betwixt a Heidegger and 

an owl,) / Perched on his crown” (I.271, 289-91). “Nursed” connotes breastfeeding, 

modifying Athena’s association with owls into a bestial spectacle. Indeed, Dulness calls 

herself “a nursing-mother” who will “suckle armies, and dry-nurse the land.”
43

 Dulness is 

also associated with an animal as she reflects upon the Grub Street hacks who form her 

line of succession: 

Much to the mindful Queen the feast recalls 

What city swans once sung within the walls;  

Much she revolves their arts, their ancient praise,  

And sure succession down from Heywood’s days.  

She saw, with joy, the line immortal run,  

Each sire impressed and glaring with his son: 

So watchful Bruin forms, with plastic care,  

Each growing lump, and brings it to a bear. (I.95-102)  
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The simile of Bruin fashioning its offspring refers to the early Medieval myth that bear 

cubs were born as formless lumps which the mother-bear then licked into shape:  

 

Figure 9: Bruin licking her cubs into shape.
44

 

 

Here is an animal regarded as naturally vicious or as a trained circus attraction, and which 

is subject to violent baiting, is a direct analog for a pregnant mother. Pope’s pun on the 

homonym bear (both the mammal and the act of birthing) imagines animal violence and 

spectacle as part of feminine reproduction. The lines also indicate some conversance in 
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epigenetic gestation and its associated maternal marking: Pope implies that the fetus is 

formed by the mother’s direct actions. The bear’s body “forms, with plastic care, / Each 

growing lump, and brings it to a bear.”  

Later, not only does Pope imply that women’s bodies are like animal bodies, but 

so are women’s actions and speech. When Dulness challenges several Grub-Street writers 

to a contest of loud and incoherent speech, Pope/Scriblerus compares women to donkeys:  

As when the long-eared milky mothers wait 

At some sick miser’s triple-bolted gate, 

For their defrauded, absent foals they make 

A moan so loud, that all the Guild awake;  

……………………………………  

So swells each windpipe; ass intones to ass, 

Harmonic twang! of leather, horn, and brass. (II.247-250)  

The mothers of illegitimate children sound like braying asses when they beg for money 

and favor from the fathers. And not only does the sound of the mothers’ voices recall the 

ass; so does the poetic device. Pope draws attention to this epic simile in another 

footnote: “A simile with a long tail, in the manner of Homer.”
45

 The simile, like the 

braying ass, has a long tail.  The poet calls Classical poetics into the service of his casual 

misogyny, for the donkey simile is not necessarily directly connected to reproduction, 

except in the sense that the women are mothers.  

                                                 
45

 II.a247, Pope’s footnote. 



77 

 

Even Pope’s expansive footnotes, themselves enacting bloated Grub Street 

writing, associate human and animal female reproduction. In his footnote to the line 

“When the last blaze sent Ilion to the skies,” Pope-as-Scriblerus quibbles that, according 

to Book 2 of Virgil’s Aeneid, the Trojan Horse was neither Trojan (being Greek) nor a 

horse (being a mare—a distinction we don’t typically make today): 

 …. This is clear from many verses in Virgil: 

----Uterumque armato milite complent.----   

Inclusos utero Danaos---- 

Can a horse be said Utero gerere? Again,  

----Uteroque recusso,  

Insonuere cavae---- 

----Atque utero sonitum quater arma dedere. 

Nay, is it not expressly said 

Scandit fatalis machina muros 

Foeta armis---- (note to I.256, emphases Pope’s) 

Pope argues that by repeating the words “utero” and “foeta,” Virgil imagines a foaling 

mare, its belly swollen, giving birth to soldiers. The Trojan Horse symbolizes gestation 

and childbirth in two ways. It is of course much like an actual pregnant mare, in that its 

belly is full of Greek heroes that are soon delivered into legend. In addition, the horse is 

closely associated with Pallas Athena. Herself a brain-birth, Athena fertilized Odysseus’s 

mind with the idea of a hollow wooden horse idol. This epic simile’s presence in a mere 

footnote might seem to minimize the relationship Pope sees between writing and birthing, 
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but in fact it strengthens that relationship. It evinces Pope’s general appreciation for 

female reproduction, and his appropriation of it into the service of creative composition.  

 

Alexander Pope’s Womb Envy 

Why, then, would pregnancy and childbirth resonate so strongly with Alexander 

Pope? What about those processes and events—at once mysterious yet visible, 

miraculous yet grotesque, fleshly yet transcendent—struck him in ways profoundly 

personal and professional? The poet’s interest in representing gestation and parturition as 

variously abject and intensely creative reflect his own anxieties about authorship and 

himself. And to his adversaries Pope was, in a word, weird. Dwarfish, deformed, 

effeminate, Catholic, chronically ill, a general crank, and probably impotent, he occupied 

a strange public position. His wit and humor lent him social cachet and earned him his 

living, and though it could rapidly turn his enemies into laughingstocks it could also turn 

his friends into enemies. Knowing he was at once a brilliant and repellant public figure, 

Pope was reluctant to publish works that might themselves show too much of him. As 

Dennis Todd has discussed, the Dunciad is no exception: “Even while he was writing the 

first Dunciad, Pope worried that he inadvertently had delivered himself over to his [own] 

monster-breeding imagination and had exposed his [own] monstrosity to the world.”
46

 

Even after the Dunciad was published and through its long revisions, this feeling of 

transparency would not leave Pope: instead, he seems to have embraced it. As Matthew 

Reilly has pointed out, in his Memoirs of the Life of Martinus Scriblerus (1741) Pope 
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employed “subversive strategies of double authorship”: “Having secured a position of 

central cultural authority, Pope circulated the text of his antiself—an externalization of 

his private deformity and collaborator in his formalist intentions.”
47

 In that text, Pope’s 

dual personae of the “editor” and Scriblerus barely shield his own identity. Encoding 

Pope’s own notable intellectual and physical attributes, the editor “depicts [Scriblerus] as 

a profound genius and a pariah defined by physical, cultural, and religious deformity,” 

and describes his “prodigious knowledge and otherworldly physique.”
48

 Pope’s double 

authorship is certainly present in the earlier Dunciad, not in the least because Scriblerus 

himself presents in the poem and its prefatory material. Pope knew that by attacking 

weaker writers he would open himself up to their criticism; he also feared that readers 

would see aspects of himself represented in the poem, particularly his physical deformity 

and apparent impotence. 

Childhood spinal tuberculosis left Pope with a stunted frame, a hunchback, and 

lifelong ill health. Though Pope often professed equanimity and joked about his body, he 

was frequently attacked by enemies whose argumenta ad hominem mocked him as “‘A 

rude, misshapen Lump’” whose “‘wretched little Carcass’ was a punishment from God 

and proof that he was offspring of the devil.”
49

 The attacks which troubled Pope the most, 

according to Dennis Todd, were those “which used his monstrous body as a figure 

for…significant inner deformity” and the reverse, where Pope’s body is not “a sign of an 
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inward monstrosity…[but instead] is the cause.”
50

 Pope’s deformities are therefore, in the 

Enlightenment’s embryological terms, a reflection of his own genetic immorality. Indeed, 

Pope’s enemies (and even sometimes his friends) associated his physical deformities with 

inner, moral distortions, undoubtedly influencing Pope’s use of monsters and monstrous 

imagery in the Dunciad. The poem is rife with images and characters whose bodies, 

actions, and products are grotesque, foul, and misshapen. We can read those images as 

direct analogues of Pope as malicious, hateful, spiteful, venomous, and generally awful.
51

 

We can likewise read themes and images of impotence in the Dunciad as Pope’s anxious 

internalization of his own probable impotence. Pope had few sexual encounters through 

his life, despite his self-presentation as a polished, witty, debonair man-about-town. He 

never fathered any children. Late-life urogenital troubles (possibly caused by prostatitis) 

not only compounded his physical discomforts but incited his peers’ speculations about 

venereal disease, further cementing the supposed connections between a diseased body 

and a diseased mind. Pope’s own physician, though, never found evidence of venereal 

disease. Most modern scholars consider him impotent as a result of his early health 

problems.
52

 The ongoing pressure of Pope’s lifelong ill health undoubtedly influenced his 

conceptualization of Dulness and the Dunces as crudely material, visceral beings. 
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I have already discussed how Pope imagines the reproductive body as abject 

through the monstrous maternal imagination and through comparisons with animals; now 

we move to toilet humor. Though Dulness herself births many figures in the Dunciad, for 

the Dunces generative imagery turns on base bodily functions: digestion, vomiting, 

flatulence, urination, defecation. The Dunces produce only gross copies of what they 

ingest. Near the poem’s end, a monstrous male birth directly allies childbirth with the 

body’s abject excreta.
53

 In the Mummius and Annius episode, one idle writer eats coins 

while his colleague awaits their defecation which signals his own rebirth:  

‘Then taught by Hermes, and divinely bold,  

Down his own throat he risked the Grecian gold;  

Received each demigod, with pious care,  

Deep in his entrails—I revered them there,  

I bought them, shrouded in that living shrine,  

And, at their second birth, they issue mine.’ 

     ‘Witness, great Ammon! by whose horns I swore,’ 

Replied soft Annius, ‘this our paunch before  

Still bears them, faithful, and that thus I eat, 

Is to refund the medals with the meat.  

To prove me, Goddess! clear of all design,  
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Bid with me Pollio sup, as well as dine; 

There all the learned shall at the labour stand,  

And Douglas lend his soft obstetric hand.’ (IV.381-94) 

 “Deep in his entrails” and “shrouded in that living shrine” refer simultaneously to 

digestion and gestation, reimagining the womb as the intestines; the writer even had a 

“paunch” which “bears.” Then, when all the Dunces gather as in a birthing room to 

witness the event (“There all learned shall at the labour stand”), the attending physician is 

none other than Dr. James Douglas, who helped perpetrate the Toft hoax. The episode 

imagines an instance of payment before literary product, thoroughly tainted with the  

abject both materially (feces) and creatively (bad writing). Overall the image implicitly 

equates a group of hack writers eagerly anticipating their colleague’s bowel movement, 

with a gathering of midwives and birth attendants assisting a laboring mother. Not only 

does this monstrous male birth reinforce Pope’s abjection of both the oft-fruitless work or 

misshapen products of authorship and of biological gestational and parturitive processes, 

but it also illuminates more of Pope’s own internalized monstrosity. In a feminist 

psychoanalysis reading, this monstrous male birth is an externalized anxiety: degenerate 

writing reflects interior monstrosity, deformity, or impotence. 

Impotence in the Dunciad, however, does not involve just sexual generation: it 

also strongly suggests a lack of power or control. As Dennis Todd has shown, impotence 

as the poet’s lack of agency is the underlying activity or condition that pervades the 

poem. Lack of agency emerges through the symbol of monstrous birth:  
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The satiric use of birth as a symbol for artistic creativity (even normal, let 

alone monstrous birth) inevitably stressed passivity. Poetry was something 

that happened to the poet. Like a pregnant woman, a poet was caught up in 

a process that was undergone, a process beyond the control of reason, 

intention, or consciousness. Monstrous childbirth underscored this 

impotence even more. Since monstrosities were produced by the 

imagination, and since the imagination was subject to the control of the 

higher faculties, monstrous birth signaled a yielding to the power of fancy, 

an abdication of one’s responsibility to think, to exercise judgment, and to 

practice some self-control. Monsters were produced by choosing to 

acquiesce to the working of the imagination.
 54

  

Dulness’s uncreativity thus stems from passivity, inaction, and blindly following fancy 

instead actively thinking—in other words, from impotence. The Dunces themselves are 

functionally impotent: “they can only irritate by tossing a ‘Pisspot,’ not do real damage 

by hurling a ‘Thunderbolt’”; “Their dullness is self-defeating [and] their stupidity makes 

them powerless and harmless.”
55

 Dennis Todd’s reading, however, assumes that gestation 

and childbirth are indeed passive activities that simply “happen to” the mother. This 

perspective may reflect an entrenched patriarchal sense of what birth is and how it 

proceeds—a perspective stemming from the increased medicalization and 

masculinization of childbearing, from the eighteenth century on. In fact, though a woman 
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cannot necessarily control the progress of pregnancy or labor, she nevertheless is an 

active participant in both. The fetus grows according to the mother’s body; the mother’s 

body changes in response to the fetus; the mother’s self-care during pregnancy impacts 

the health of the fetus; the mother’s activity during and before her labor helps direct her 

labor’s progress. Pregnancy and childbirth combine discipline and disarray. A woman 

experiences a vigorous shifts between control of her mind and control of her body (or 

uncontrol of both). Pregnancy and childbirth proceed unrelentingly, yet contain strangely 

time-stretched pauses. During birth a mother might simultaneously feel a dissociation of 

her identity and the reaffirmation of her own material existence, in addition to her 

participation in the feminine activity and controlled community of childbirth attendants. 

Instead of considering reproduction as passivity versus activity, we must acknowledge its 

dynamic nature. 

Hence the paradox of Pope’s reproductive tropes: they are not so unilateral as 

Todd and others suggest. Dulness is creative, for she creates Dunces and they create 

things, but their creative quality or value is low. So, does that suggest that the Dunces and 

their works might as well be nothing? Not at all. Even though Pope mocks the Dunces for 

producing dreck despite their exhaustive labor, he at least acknowledges the work qua 

work. Pope implies that “to teach newborn nonsense to cry” is to do some essential work 

of the mind—work that could have value, were it properly applied. Pope does not suggest 

a black-and-white model of “none should write unless they can produce great works.” 

Rather, he represents the struggle between good productivity and bad productivity—the 

best as well as the worst means and ends—and in doing so his poem implies the fickle 
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standards by which those efforts are judged. He certainly seemed to believe that his only 

legacy would not come from fathering children of his body: he writes, “no Child of mine 

(but a poem or two) is to live after me.”
56

 As Catherine Ingrassia has pointed out, poetic 

production was Pope’s substitution for physical strength and fertility.
57

 Like the gestating 

mother who must wrestle with her own body to produce another body, Pope struggles 

with reconciling physical and textual reproduction, particularly given the economic 

pressures that made his paid writing necessary for his daily comfort.  

Furthermore, if Pope did indeed harbor anxieties about somehow representing 

himself in the Dunciad—whether his deformities, impotence, ire, or his own status as a 

professional author—then his own relationship to gestation and birth is more nuanced 

than Todd suggests. Pope’s personal vexations and the anxieties of authorship show a 

man who, though he wrote prolifically and with undeniable genius, was ultimately unsure 

about his own creative capacities. Though Pope’s use of gestational and parturitive tropes 

to describe his own writing is not unusual, the frequency with which he employs 

reproductive figures suggests that he finds some fascination with, or longing for, 

pregnancy and childbirth. Granted, it is practically a truism that writers often think of 

their works as their babies. Women writers are often characterized this way, whether by 

their contemporaries, scholars, or themselves—for instance, as noted in my Introduction, 

Anne Bradstreet addressed her book of verse as “Thou ill-formed offspring of my feeble 

brain,” and Jane Austen famously called Pride and Prejudice her “own darling Child.” 
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The birth metaphor provides some intangible compensation for a man who not only could 

not father children, but is also in many other ways a feminized figure. Pope was short of 

stature, delicate and sickly, marginalized as a Catholic, and not virile. He socialized with 

groups of women and even his friends would set him up for failed trysts, to laugh at his 

expense.
58

 In Ingrassia’s terms, Pope “undoubtedly possessed a certain sympathy toward 

women since he similarly lived a life constrained by circumstances largely beyond his 

control....[his] situation, which arguably heightening his sensitivity to the female 

existence, also made him overcompensate for his own feminization.”
59

 He emphasized 

monstrous motherhood or reproduction not only in the Dunciad but also in other key texts 

like “The Discovery: Or, the Squire Turn’d Ferret” and the Memoirs of the Life of 

Martinus Scriblerus. He certainly appropriates women’s reproductive power and 

characterizes it as abject, foolish, and menial. In part this might be his partial solution to 

“his personal inability to fulfill the patriarchal standards that he had so aggressively 

defended.”
60

 But he also expended quite a lot of creative energy to undermine female 

reproduction, which suggests that Pope also recognizes and regards with a certain amount 

of disgusted yet envious awe the creative power of women and women’s bodies. 

In other words, Pope’s use of gestational and birth tropes comes not solely from 

his rejection and fear of feminine reproductive power, but also his recognition, 

admiration, and appropriation of that female power. As Elaine Showalter has argued, the 

male fantasy of appropriating the female domain of giving birth is one of the most 
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persistent patriarchal fantasies.
61

 Socrates himself spoke of “begetting spiritually, of 

giving birth to something other than babies. A philosopher’s true offspring are conceived, 

it seems, without the contamination of heterosexual intercourse[:] by men, for men, with 

men and without women.”
62

 This would be described by Freudian feminist 

psychoanalysts such as Karen Horney as “womb envy.” In contrast to Freud’s “penis 

envy” (the anxiety women feel about masculine phallic power), womb envy, first posited 

by Horney in the mid-twentieth century, is the anxiety men feel about female biological 

abilities such as pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding.
63

 My aim is not to engage in a 

fully psychoanalytic critique, but rather to adapt the term to describe the complex envies 

and identifications Pope has with feminine reproduction. The general concept of womb 

envy helps us understand one crucial way Pope is complicit in masculinist appropriative 

traditions. When men experience womb envy they respond, according to Brian Luke, in 

three possible ways: compensating by constructing a realm of exclusively male activity; 

revaluing or devaluing the functions specific to women and/or magnifying the functions 

specific to men; and appropriating by taking control of specific female functions.
64

 

Marilyn Francus, discussing the displacement of the mother from male-centric birth 

narratives, argues that when “impotent fathers and doctors silence the mother in an 

attempt to appropriate the fertile mother’s power, which they wield badly, [they create] 
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monstrosities of their own.”
65

 This is especially true for the Dunciad. As Pope’s anxieties 

about his own person were compounded by authorial pressures, he responded in each of 

Luke’s three ways, but especially with appropriation. He compensates by constructing a 

realm of primarily male authors in the Dunciad; he devalues and abjectifies feminine 

functions by associating them with animal nature, base bodily functions, or the 

monstrous; he appropriates feminine functions by using various births (Mary Toft’s, 

Dulness’s, the Dunces’) as vehicles for mockery. As Francus argues, however, “the effort 

to relegate women’s bodies to the margins [does not wholly] succeed, for female biology 

and sexuality continue to encroach upon and shape masculine experience.”
66

 Pope cannot 

fully deny the power that the very idea of feminine reproduction has upon him, for it 

shapes his own work.  

The Dunciad and other works are not just vehicles for mockery: they are creative 

products in and of themselves. They came from Pope’s hard work, his creative gestation 

as an author, and the varied paths to publication. Writing must, to an extent, be compared 

to pregnancy and parturition, a metaphor that is as profound as it is nuanced and 

problematic. In writing about gestation and birth, in using them for his own satirical ends, 

and in identifying so closely with his own work, Pope enacts something of a literary 

couvade: a sympathetic birth that associates a writer’s labor with a mother’s labor. 

Couvade is a French term meaning “hatching,” as in to hatch an egg, but it was also 
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applied in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to human pregnancies.67 In French, it 

carries a slightly crass connotation through the implication of animal reproduction. 

Essentially, couvades are sympathetic pregnancies or births. They were described in 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century exploration narratives noting the practices of 

aboriginal tribes in Africa, Asia, and South America.68 European explorers noted that in 

some societies, when a woman began to labor, her husband would claim to feel her pains, 

and he would take to bed with symptoms similar to the woman’s. In some cultures, the 

father and mother were treated equally carefully during her labor; in others, the laboring 

woman was compelled to serve her man as usual, nearly up until the infant was born.  

Critics offer various interpretations of the couvade practice: sympathetically, as a 

form of masculine self-sacrifice; anthropologically, as ritual; medically and 

psychologically, as a psychosomatic reaction to stress and change; politically, as an 

assertion of masculine dominance wherein the female must submit to the male, even unto 

the utmost end of her physical resources.69 The latter practice is the one literary critics 

tend to take most note of, since it reinforces the patriarchal impulse of control through 

violence. The term “couvade” is not mentioned in feminist reproductive scholarship after 

the late 1980s. For instance, Terry Castle notes that “psychoanalysis has attempted to 

incorporate the metaphor into theories of compensation: the male poet, suffering his 
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literal barrenness, is seen to enact a couvade for the benefit of his Muse, the birth-giving 

female.”
70

 Likewise, feminist scholar Susan Stanford Friedman asserts that “History and 

biology combine to make [the male childbirth metaphor of creativity] a form of literary 

couvade, male appropriation of procreative labor to which women have been confined.”
71

 

These critics understand the couvade as a gendered metaphor, wherein the masculine 

imagination can only create something new if it does so as women biologically create 

new life. Framing the couvade as pure masculine appropriation or assertion of phallic 

dominance, however, elides the value of pregnancy and birth-giving as metaphors for 

other types of creative work. The couvade practice may have struck members of Pope’s 

generation as just one of many exotic traits of non-European people, but it would 

nevertheless resonate with those who strive to produce a work they love, identify with, 

and wish to see succeed. This chapter has argued that Pope’s verse mingled abjection, 

appreciation, appropriation, and envy of women’s reproductive abilities. A sympathetic 

pregnancy of the creative imagination emerges in the prevalent use (and abuse) of 

gestational and parturitive tropes in Alexander Pope’s body of work.   
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Chapter 2  

Eliza Haywood’s Gestational Narratives    

 
Cleomelia experienc’d the usual Consequence of Love indulg’d; she felt a little Monitor within her, which 

reminded her that what she had done could not always be a secret; and as it grew in Bigness, the 

Apprehensions of her ensuing Shame grew with it. 

Eliza Haywood
1
 

 

 

Scholars of the eighteenth century novel roundly credit Eliza Haywood (1693?–

1756) with being one the most influential writers of a genre that so commonly featured 

female protagonists and readers.
2
 Less often, however, do critics notice Haywood’s 

frequent and varied mentions of pregnancy and parturition. Critics who do mention these 

states and activities often treat pregnancy and the concomitant dangers of childbirth as 

functions of the seduction plot. Parturition is therefore reduced to mere connective tissue 

supporting more central problems of sexuality, agency, and economics. However, despite 

being seemingly minor plot points of Haywood’s amatory fiction, it’s striking how often 

these issues appear in her work, and in what variety: nearly half of her more than thirty 

published works during the 1720s reference pregnancy or parturition in some way, major 

or minor.
3
 Pregnancy in the earlier works tends to be the product of extramarital 

                                                 
1
 Cleomelia, 27.  

2
 Glossing critical perspectives of Haywood’s literary impact, Paula Backscheider in her Oxford Dictionary 

of National Biography entry notes that Haywood “initiat[ed] major forms of the novel, key character 

types, and...‘an autonomous tradition in romantic fiction’”; and that she “‘established the seduction 

novel’ and...introduced the themes, issues, and plot lines of many of the mid-century fashion and 

marriage novels.” In a response to critics who disapprove of Haywood’s apparent formulaicness, in 

“Performing the Passions” Emily Hodgson Anderson defends Haywood’s fictional formulas as necessary 

elements of the burgeoning genre.  
3
 The exact number of her published works during the 1720s is hard to define, as on several occasions all-

new novels, stories, translations, and commentaries were published as “new” collections with previously-

available works included, sometimes not even in new editions. Pregnancy and parturition appear in 

Haywood’s works after the 1720s as well, but the frequency and similarity of them in the 1720s are for 
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seductions (including “true love” trysts, actual seductions, and rapes), whereas later in the 

decade Haywood’s pregnant characters tend to be married. Within the seduction-

generated pregnancies, concealment in some form is a high priority for both female and 

male characters. Additionally, many of the mentions of pregnancy either spur or coincide 

with strongly heightened emotional states, usually of female characters but occasionally 

of males as well. Highly abject representations include graphic imagery of labor, birth, 

and/or death; scenes of pity, revulsion, or disgust; and the intrusion of the masculine 

presence into what would normally be a secretive feminine setting or situation. In 

general, critics argue, Haywood’s works which feature a pregnant woman often illustrate 

the many vulnerabilities of the seduced woman who loses her virtue to true love, passing 

desires, trickery, or rape. Consequences for her female characters often include 

unintended pregnancy, exile, and death. The prevalence of these tropes suggests the 

critical value of exploring how pregnancy and parturition function in Haywood’s works.  

One of the most shocking and stomach-turning of Haywood’s representations of 

parturition occurs in The Life of Madam de Villesache (1727), in which a jealous 

husband, the Marquis of Ab—lle, suspects his wife of infidelity. He becomes 

increasingly convinced, based on no evidence beyond his own imagination, that his 

inheritance will be claimed by a child not his own. His visibly pregnant wife, Madam de 

Villesache, is near her own confinement when her husband resolves to murder his wife 

                                                 
my purposes more interesting. Some of the more notable and pointed references to pregnancy and 

parturition occur in Haywood’s Anti-Pamela (1741), in which Miss Syrena Tricksy becomes pregnant by 

her lover Vardine, then gets her mother’s help aborting the fetus; later Syrena feigns a pregnancy to get 

attention and money from another lover.  
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and baby. Disguised as a highway robber, he snatches his wife from a coach in which she 

and her party are taking a pleasure drive. After a brief scuffle with the coach’s occupants, 

he “rode away with an almost incredible Swiftness, and [was] immediately lost in a 

Cloud of Dust” (57). Haywood especially notes “the Lady’s Shrieks, and the Danger to 

which [her friends] saw her exposed” (57). For an eighteenth-century reader (indeed, 

even for a current one), the spectacle of a very pregnant woman being spirited away at a 

hard gallop would be shocking, for it is dangerous for women to ride horseback during 

pregnancy. Not only could the jolting motion of the horse incite a miscarriage or preterm 

labor, but many tales and superstitions about monstrous births had to do with the woman 

being frightened by a horse.
4
 Haywood closely associates the figure of Madam de 

Villesache with the terrifying specter of monstrous births and late miscarriages or 

stillbirths, regardless of how objectively traumatizing being abducted on horseback by 

apparent highway robbers while pregnant would surely be. But this event only sets up 

Haywood’s abject visual representation of parturition, which occupies a significant 

portion of text. When the Marquis gets away from the coach, he rides with Madam de 

Villesache deep into the woods and creates a chilling scene: 

He threw her out of his Arms upon the Ground, with such a force, that ‘tis 

probable, there needed no more to compleat his Revenge; but not 

depending on the Fall, he jump’d immediately from his Horse, and 

drawing his Sword, held it over her in a threatning Posture, while he 

enumerated all her Crimes, in Terms the most bitter and reproachful that 

                                                 
4
 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation regarding the force of the maternal imagination.   
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Malice cou’d invent: And, tho’ the Weakness of her Condition, the Terror 

she was in, and the Bruises she had receiv’d, render’d it impossible for her 

to speak much; yet the little she said, and the pity-moving Posture, with 

which she help up her Hands, in token of Submission and Penitence, 

wou’d have melted any Heart but his into Compassion….He stabb’d her to 

the Heart, with many Wounds; and as if her Death was not sufficient to 

satiate his Rage, or still he fear’d a living Heir wou’d arise from that Body 

to the Title of Ab—lle; he rip’d her open with an unmanly Brutality, and 

taking thence the Innocent unborn, stuck in on the point of his remorseless 

Sword, then threw it down in Scorn by the bleeding Parent; crying There! 

let the Fowls of the Air, or the wild Beasts which haunt this desart Forest, 

devour the base begotten Brat, and the vile Wretch, who aim’d to impose 

Dishonour on the House of Ab—lle. (58-59).  

This scene is among the most explicitly-worded accounts of murder in Haywood’s 

oeuvre, and it certainly is the most visually traumatic pregnancy- or birth-related event. 

Denied a normal, healthy birth, Madam de Villesache is subject to a faux-cesarean 

section. Surgical sections in childbed were extremely rare because they all but guaranteed 

the death of the mother and probably the infant too. This remarkable, almost unique 

representation of a violent birth in early eighteenth century literature is Haywood’s 

fearless exploration of the proximity of birth to death, of the suffering parturitive body, 

and of the relationship between male violence and female parturition. 
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We can best understand Haywood’s representation of birth in The Life of Madam 

de Villesache as a dramatization of what Julia Kristeva would later call maternal 

abjection. As such, it has much to tell us about eighteenth-century ideas of humanity, 

society, bodies, and the reproduction of texts. The passage contains numerous classic 

elements of the abject: in addition to implying that the fall from the horse killed her 

unborn child, it emphasizes the woman’s “weakness,” “terror,” and her bruised condition; 

she becomes an object of “pity” through these qualities and through the submissive 

posture she adopts; the Marquis’ repeated stabbing of her, as well as how he “rip’d her 

open,” connotes of the sort of frenzied, out-of-control response generated in the actor by 

a revolting object. Being “rip’d open,” metaphorically or literally, also plays upon the 

barely-concealed horror of childbirth inhabiting every pregnant woman’s imagination. 

Finally, by having the Marquis calls for the birds and beasts to devour the dead baby’s 

and mother’s flesh, Haywood emphasizes his “brutality” by associating the dead woman 

and infant with base animals. The Marquis leaves their bloody corpses where they fell, a 

chilling tableau for his wife’s friends to find: 

…directed by a Track of Blood, they enter’d the Thicket, and saw her and 

her Infant lie in the Condition already represented. The Surprize of so 

dismal a Spectacle, left them not the Power for some time to resolve on 

any thing; but when Recollection a little return’d, they thought it wou’d be 

a Brutality, almost equal to that the Murderer had been guilty of, to suffer 

her Body to remain expos’d to Beasts: Madamoiselle la Moreille therefore 

having cover’d with her Garments the Corse, to make it appear as decent 
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as she cou’d, the Gentleman and Servant between them convey’d it to the 

entrance of the Wood, where the Coach waited; while Madamoiselle did 

the same by the poor murder’d Innocent, wrapt up in her Handkerchief; 

the Bodies were put into the Coach, and having got into it themselves, 

they all return’d to Paris.  

The Bodies being convey’d to Madamoiselle’s, and decently laid 

on a Bed….[the Duke] gave orders that [Madam de Villesache] should be 

interr’d with her Child in the most magnificent manner, in the Chapel of 

Notre-Dame. (60-61) 

Haywood emphasizes again the “brutality” of the murders, but here she shifts the 

animalistic association from the corpses of mother and infant to the implied options of 

how to treat the bodies. To leave the bodies exposed to the beasts would be “a Brutality, 

almost equal to that the Murderer had been guilty of”; by implication, touching the bodies 

to compose them in death would be a humanizing action. In other words, it is inhuman to 

react only with revulsion and to fully separate oneself from the abject thing, but to treat 

the bloodied mother and infant corpses as worthy of concern—as subjects and not 

objects—is to re-humanize them. Instead of being overcome by the horror of the tableau 

and the very idea of a murderous birth, the characters attempt to restore every possible 

measure of decency and human dignity, and therefore of subjecthood, to Madam de 

Villesache and her baby. They wrap the bodies carefully, ride with them in the coach-

box, and inter them with all state in the chapel of the most prominent church in Paris. 

Despite Haywood’s use of “it” instead of “her” to refer to Madam de Villesache’s corpse, 
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the tender actions of the woman’s friends indicate they view her and her baby’s bodies as 

entities worthy of respect and care, rather than as objects of disgust. 

The above episode emphasizes the aspects of childbearing in Haywood’s fiction 

that are abject in the Kristevan sense. The corpse of the mother is reduced to an object 

and the reader is distanced from its violated borders, its bloody mess, its association with 

terrifying mortality. In some ways, Haywood’s abjection closely aligns with Alexander 

Pope’s representations of the material disgust associated with female reproduction. 

However, elsewhere in her body of work Haywood offers much more nuanced 

representations and perspectives than Pope did.
5
  

In the following pages, I examine how childbearing in Fantomina and The City 

Jilt resonates psychologically through scenes of abjection and concealment, and 

structurally through gestational narrative structures. First, I argue that Haywood’s 

representations of pregnancy and childbirth in Fantomina—including those which might 

read as continuations of the common stereotype of hysterical women—demonstrate the 

aesthetic as well as political roles that pregnancy and parturition play in the early novel. I 

explore, using specifically the Kristevan lens of the abject, how Haywood confronts the 

misogynist tradition so often applied to gestation and childbirth by representing them as 

functions of knowledge, narrative development, and sympathy. She thereby helps initiate 

                                                 
5
 Literary historians make much of Haywood’s fraught relationship with Pope. The two were first friends, 

later enemies; both wrote for their living yet Haywood was more stigmatized for it; critics and 

biographers have often contrasted the formulaic nature of Haywood’s fiction with Pope’s biting satire. 

Among other concerns, this chapter compares Haywood and Pope in terms of their use of the abject, their 

narrative or poetic structures, and their engagement in contemporary scientific discourses about fetal 

development.  
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the novelistic tradition of constructing characters as thoughtful and complex individuals 

by applying those traits to pregnant characters. I argue that the conscious performance of 

Fantomina reflects the body- and society-conscious performativity that accompanies 

pregnancy and parturition in Haywood’s historical moment as well as in these novels. 

This section of the chapter demonstrates how different types of knowledge—what I will 

call public and private knowledge, which span and influence both diegetic and 

extradiegetic realms—first convey and then challenge the abjection of pregnancy and 

parturition. In the second half of the chapter, I argue that Haywood implies that 

parturitive women have a privileged relationship to metaphor in two ways: as a general 

figurative device, and as a structural way to understand composition itself. I discuss how 

Haywood explores the maternity metaphor as a general figurative device by portraying 

the strange, complementary and contradictory two-in-oneness of the childbearing woman 

and her infant, who are at once both subjects and objects, tenor and vehicle. I also address 

how Haywood uses the maternity metaphor to understand composition (writing-as-birth 

is a long-lived compositional metaphor). I illustrate how Haywood crafts gestative 

narrative structures—that is, structures which mimic the progression of pregnancy toward 

the dénouement of childbirth—to provide both thematic and formal support for her 

representations of pregnancy and parturition.  

 

Resisting the Maternal Abject 

Like Pope, Haywood represents gestation and childbirth as abject, but her abject 

characters and situations diverge from Pope’s in their subjects, contexts, and results. Pope 



99 

 

generalizes the feminine reproductive body and makes it a nameless site of revulsion by 

attaching to it disgusting imagery, a restrictive aesthetic and literary ideology, and 

implications of moral decay. Haywood, on the other hand, personalizes the feminine 

reproductive body. Though Haywood is not noted for thorough character development in 

most of her 1720s fiction, she nevertheless helped craft the character standards and styles 

of narrative fiction in the early eighteenth century. She did so partly by reclaiming 

pregnancy and parturition as physical, emotional, and intellectual states and activities 

worthy of serious conversation, not merely as satirical vehicles or epistemological 

symbols. Haywood does not reliably relegate pregnant women to either virgin or whore 

models, but offers a range of moral and immoral characters, motivations, outcomes. Her 

pregnant characters experience extreme affective states (not all of which can be directly 

tied to stereotypically “feminine” reactions) during a vulnerable phase. She tends to shun 

fantastical situations in order to represent more realistic (or at least more probable) 

circumstances and motivations, thus normalizing pregnancy and birth as a part of 

common feminine experience. Consequently, Haywood’s abject representations of 

reproduction appear less disgusting and more pitiable; less divergent and more 

identifiable; less likely to produce antipathy than sympathy. Haywood’s resistance to the 

maternal abject therefore works to reform abjection. 

What, then, does the abject look like in Haywood’s fiction? Sometimes it is not 

visually defined at all: in some novels the abjection of pregnant women relies on the 

characters’ contradictory, conflicting emotional states and the dangerous situations that 

can result. For example, in The British Recluse, Cleomira finds that “every Motion of the 
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unborn Innocent encreas’d at once [her] Tenderness and Grief….All Passions but Hatred 

took their turn to persecute me” (52). In The City Jilt, Glicera, though “she seem’d all 

Fury” at her faithless lover’s treatment of her, nevertheless also feels “a Mother’s 

Fondness, and a Mother’s Duty,” to her unborn child (9, 11). Heightened emotions in 

these works also amplify stress or illness, and in some cases lead to miscarriage or 

stillbirth, preterm labor, difficult labors, temporary madness, or death in childbirth (e.g. in 

The British Recluse, Memoirs of an Island Adjacent to Utopia, The City Jilt, and others). 

Representing the push and pull of conflicting emotions helps Haywood craft more 

complex and less one-dimensional protagonists, creating relationships between physical 

and emotional states and moving female characters from abject to sympathetic. She 

tempers the abject representation of these characters and situations by writing the women 

as (relatively) complex characters. In comparison, Haywood’s male characters are often 

driven by more simplistic emotional ranges, or at least are presented in fewer emotional 

states. Masculine emotions in her 1720s works tend to be simply love, lust, or jealousy.
6
 

Male characters typically do not bear much of Haywood’s narrative scrutiny—in part 

because they are not usually the focus of either her omniscient nor first-person narratives, 

but also probably because Haywood was simply more interested in writing about women 

than about men.
7
 

                                                 
6
 See for example Craft, “Reworking Male Models,” which compares Beauplaisir’s expressions of love and 

emotion to Fantomina’s, and then to other man-woman pairings, to show the different discourses, tones, 

and heightened emotional possibilities between the genders.  
7
 Whether Haywood’s gendered representational strategies reflect her own impulses to highlight female 

characters, or whether they simply reflect the era’s tendency to think of women as naturally more prone 

to outbursts of sensibility, is a topic for a separate discussion. 
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Fantomina exemplifies Eliza Haywood’s early fiction oeuvre. Centered on a 

strong-willed and sexually forthright young woman, the short novel was received as 

scandalous by readers and reviewers, but like her other works was nevertheless 

immensely popular. By reversing traditional gender roles and making her young woman 

intelligent, independent, and predatory, Haywood overturns—but also reinforces—

common mores about feminine sexuality. In the most basic sense she demonstrates that 

the gendered consequences of sexual liaisons are unfairly heavier for women; this 

argument is to us nothing new, and indeed in the eighteenth century was a common claim 

of early feminists. The feminine abject appears and is challenged not only through 

Haywood’s representation of the protagonist’s labor, birth, and confinement, but also 

through the spectacle and masquerade that drive the novel’s entire plot. If the abject for 

Pope is a product of literary and social criticism via disgusting and detailed 

visualizations, then Haywood’s abject is a product of the tension between concealment 

and revelation. That tension is rooted not only in the visual but also in the 

epistemological and emotional or moral gaps between ignorance and knowledge.  

In Fantomina, we follow the female protagonist (we never learn her true name, 

but I will follow convention and simply call her Fantomina) through several episodes in 

which she dons disguises and adopts various personas in order to pursue and seduce 

Beauplaisir, a handsome man of taste and class. The young woman’s remarkable skill in 

acting and performance appear to be a native trait (274); but her skills in love and 

seduction are presumably the result of studying other seductresses, such as those at the 
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theatre (257-8).8 At first she transforms from an unnamed country gentlewoman to a 

high-class prostitute; after having sex with Beauplaisir, however, she confesses that she is 

actually a country gentlewoman...but she continues to conceal her real identity by 

inventing a name, Fantomina. She and Beauplaisir enjoy several weeks as lovers. 

Eventually he loses interest in her, so she contrives new disguises, lodgings, and 

backstories to maintain his regard—that is, until a shocking reveal. Throughout the novel, 

the young woman adopts several personae in sequence: a high-class prostitute; 

Fantomina, the gentlewoman-pretending-as-prostitute; Celia, a comely chambermaid in 

Bath; the Widow Bloomer, a sad but sensual merchant-class lady in need of comfort; and 

finally Incognita, a mysterious masked aristocratic temptress. All the while, he apparently 

perceives only Fantomina’s various exteriors and not the true identity of the woman 

underneath the costumes. Fantomina pursues Beauplaisir while making it appear that he, 

in a sequence titillatingly contrary to class realities, pursues her. As Catherine Craft aptly 

notes,  

as her characters rise in rank, they also become easier of access, a fact 

which directly opposes the conditions of the eighteenth-century world…. 

While retaining [some] privileges of the upper classes, [Fantomina] effects 

self-transformations that move her downward in social rank and thereby 

allow her successfully to defy the behavioural restrictions imposed upon 

aristocratic women. Her masquerade, rather than a submission to the 

                                                 
8 Haywood, Fantomina; or, Love in a Maze. Subsequent citations will be from the edition represented in 

my Bibliography and will be indicated as Fantomina. 
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dominant moral and social codes, is a resistance to them.
9
  

Key to Fantomina’s resistance to classed behavioral restrictions is Haywood’s narrative 

resistance to the abjectness thrust upon the reproductive female body—especially the 

young, beautiful, and aristocratic female body, generally a rather easy target for the kind 

of grotesque, intrusive, graphically visual abject attached to a character like Madam de 

Villesache.  

In a work so much about performance and costume—both of which aim 

simultaneously for concealment and exposure—the narrative is ultimately concerned with 

concealment and its cousin, confinement. After Fantomina has been conducting her love 

affairs for some months, her mother returns from traveling the Continent and, finding her 

daughter’s recent conduct somewhat too libertine for her taste, restricts her activities. 

Haywood characterizes these restrictions as a “Confinement” (287), playing off the dual 

meanings of the term: any general limitations, and the ante- and postpartum periods 

wherein a new mother prepares for childbirth then rests and recuperates following 

delivery. The confinement of Fantomina’s activities foreshadows the particular 

confinement to which she will soon be subject: “She found the Consequences of her 

amorous Follies would be, without almost a Mirracle, impossible to be concealed:—She 

was with Child” (287). When she realizes that her affairs with Beauplaisir have resulted 

in her pregnancy, Fantomina ends her escapades—or so it seems. In fact, however, she 

takes on perhaps the most vital role of her short career: she must disguise her pregnancy 

and act as though nothing were amiss, for fear of social disgrace and her mother’s fury. 

                                                 
9
 Craft, “Reworking Male Models,” 829-830.  
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Though by all appearances she would seem a normal young woman within her social 

circle, Fantomina’s disguise of her pregnancy conceals her as completely (but only 

temporarily) as when she took on any of her other personae. I argue that this final 

concealment, whose inevitable failure is followed by a highly fraught childbirth scene, is 

in fact the capstone on the foundation of masquerade and performativity that structure the 

narrative. By shifting between types of concealment and revelation both physical and 

intellectual, Haywood frustrates the visual requirement of the abject even as she appears 

to be fulfilling it. She thus re-associates the unknown/unknowable into the 

known/knowable. Fantomina’s pregnancy is made less threatening to the gendered social 

order once its place in the subject-object relationship is made clear. Haywood defuses the 

maternal abject that Kristeva would describe as resulting from semiotic- and symbolic-

order breakdown.  

In the service of breaking down the boundary between semiotic and symbolic, 

Haywood plays with structural concealment to create tension between public and private 

knowledge. When Fantomina realizes she is pregnant, she believes that she could have 

“easily found the Means to have skreen’d even this [her condition] from the Knowledge 

of the World…yet now all her Invention was at a Loss for a Stratagem to impose on a 

Woman of [her mother’s] penetration” (287). Presumably, not only does Fantomina’s 

mother have enough maternal insight into her daughter’s own character to discern 

something amiss (she is, after all, suspicious of her daughter’s recent activities), but the 

mother, having herself experienced pregnancy at least once, might probably be able to 

recognize its signs in another woman with whom she shares a home. When Fantomina 
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rates the discernment of her mother against the discernment of the world at large, she not 

only implies the relationship between behavior and consequences, but she also points to 

the difference between seeing and really seeing a woman’s body. Similarly to how 

Beauplaisir perceived only Fantomina’s various exteriors and not the true identity of the 

woman underneath the costumes, the general public can be counted on to glance 

superficially at a young woman and not deeply consider what lies beneath her exterior. 

The mother’s suspicion thus demonstrates a form of sympathy that makes imaginative 

associations between another’s physical state and one’s own prior experiences.
10

 In 

keeping her secret for so long, Fantomina straddles a strange line: she refuses the public 

sympathy or understanding of other experienced women by keeping private her 

condition, and also implicitly, through her role as protagonist, acts as a sympathetic target 

for any female reader who may have been in a similar situation (pregnancy and/or its 

concealment). Concealing her pregnancy challenges Fantomina’s sympathetic 

relationship to other women by forcing her to exist in a liminal space: by both refusing 

and implicitly relying on the understanding of other women, she is neither in sympathy 

with the female experience of pregnancy, nor out of it.  

But in at least one way, Fantomina forces herself into extreme sympathy with the 

female experience of the bodily contortions of dress and fashion. For most of the 

narrative, Fantomina’s skills at costuming and acting disguised her true name, 

connections, and socioeconomic status, but as a pregnant girl she must conceal her actual 

                                                 
10

 Cf. note 15 in this chapter regarding the empirical epistemologies and moral philosophies of Francis 

Hutcheson and David Hume. 
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physical condition. Despite the pressure of her changing shape, she physically constricts 

her body: “By eating little, and lacing prodigious strait, and the Advantage of a great 

Hoop-Petticoat…her Bigness was not taken notice of” (287). Any modern reader who has 

been pregnant, or who has spent significant time around pregnant women, might rightly 

wonder how in the world a woman could “lace prodigious strait” her burgeoning body, 

fighting to contort its already contorting shape. As shown below, normal corsets or 

bodices could be modified for pregnancy, loosening to give a woman’s body both shape 

and support: 

  

Figure 10: An 18th-century pregnancy corset. It could be loosened from both front and back.
11

 

 

A girl who wished to conceal her pregnancy, however, could not avail herself of a 

comfortable corset. For most of the eighteenth-century, wasp-waisted fashions were in 

                                                 
11

 Photographs from Baumgarten, What Clothes Reveal. 
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style.
12

 The harm done by tightly-laced corsets has been well-documented, beginning in 

the late eighteenth century and especially with the advent of x-rays in the late Victorian 

period. The internal damage and stress on a non-pregnant woman would only multiply if 

she, like Fantomina, laced herself too tightly while with child:  

 

 

Figures 11 and 12: Victorian comparisons of normal bone and organ structure  

versus confinement in a corset.
13

 

 

Despite its apparent brevity, Haywood’s description of how a woman might 

practically conceal a pregnancy is her longest meditation on the subject.
14

 A full-term 

pregnancy would have been difficult to mask, though not impossible. Incredibly, 

                                                 
12

 See for example the online exhibit by Cullen, “Eighteenth-Century European Dress.” 
13

 Fig. 2.2: Similar to Flower, Fashion’s Slaves (1892), 14. Fig. 2.3: 1884 illustration in Byrnes, “Death by 

Corset.” 
14

 A similar instance occurs in The Mercenary Lover: “Althea, finding herself extreamly 

disorder’d…imagining that her Illness proceeded only from being lac’d more strait that Day than 

ordinary, to conceal the Alteration in her Shape, from giving any suspicion of the Condition which had 

occasion’d it” (52-53). 
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Fantomina prolongs her secret for months.
15

 Finally, she goes into labor while at a ball, a 

highly visible social setting. Presumably her labor is early, as she has been under-

nourished and tightly laced for some time. Her condition, however, is not given away by 

the spectacle of her growing body, but rather by the uncontrollable process of birth. At 

this point, Haywood creates a sudden narrative and thematic tension between 

concealment and display. Suddenly Fantomina’s physical condition cannot be concealed 

from other people (though they mistake her labor for some unknown illness). Haywood’s 

rush of detail about the girl’s pains offers a description of labor almost unique in 

contemporaneous popular literature: 

A Ball being at Court, [Fantomina’s mother] was willing she should 

partake of the Diversion of it as a Farewel to the Town. —It was there 

[Fantomina] was seiz’d with those Pangs, which none in her Condition are 

exempt from: —She could not conceal the sudden Rack which all at once 

invaded her; or had her Tongue been mute, her wildly rolling Eyes, the 

Distortion of her Features, and the Convulsions which shook her whole 

Frame, in spite of her, would have reveal’d she labour’d under some 

terrible Shock of Nature. —Every Body was surpris’d, every Body was 

concern’d, but few guessed at the Occasion. (287-88) 

This passage, dense with highly material imagery (rolling eyes, a convulsing frame, loud 

cries, grimacing features), is richer in detail than the descriptions of Fantomina’s various 

                                                 
15

 A narrative omission of plot continuity also supports the concealment of pregnancy: Did Fantomina have 

no serving-woman’s help as she laced her corset, or did she somehow convince her (narratively invisible) 

serving-woman to keep her secret? 
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guises or the theatricalities with which she repeatedly seduced Beauplaisir. The climactic 

scene represents both the failure and the success of Fantomina’s adept concealments. The 

repetition of “Every Body” serves several purposes: first, to demonstrate that everyone 

present is truly surprised by the sudden illness of an apparently healthy girl; second, to 

reinforce the materiality of Haywood’s description of labor pains; third, to create 

semantic links between “everybody” (the ball-goers) and “every body” (as in, all physical 

human bodies). Haywood creates a linguistic sympathy between physical bodies and 

human experiences—between Fantomina and all others who might ever be, or have ever 

been, “seiz’d with those Pangs, which none in her Condition are exempt from.” Here 

Haywood begins to bridge the unknown, and unknowable, subject/object distance that 

defines and makes threatening the abject. Fantomina offers the reader an affective bridge 

or interface between interior and exterior—the external performance (whether 

conscious/controlled or not) of that which resides within the individual. Material, bodily 

reality is displayed in dramatic detail; knowledge, however, remains concealed to the 

diegetic public and accessible for only Fantomina and the reader via dramatic irony. The 

other attendees’ concern is general, not specific. Since they have no idea what causes 

Fantomina’s sudden distress, they are unable either to make moral judgments upon or to 

sympathize with her pangs: some form of knowledge, either material or intellectual, must 

precede sympathy. The attendees know only that Fantomina is taken ill, with which they 

can probably sympathize; the reader, however, knows Fantomina is entering a painful and 

dangerous transition, making her situation pitiable or even relatable rather than 

disgusting. Haywood thus transmutes Fantomina’s abjection—her “wildly rolling Eyes,” 
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distorted features, and “Convulsions”—from abnormal and mysterious to knowable and 

understandable, and therefore creates in her a sympathetic subject rather than an object of 

revulsion.
16

  

But her conversion to a sympathetic subject does not relieve Fantomina of her 

burden of concealment, which is simultaneously physical, social, and narrative. It is a 

burden that she not only voluntarily assumes (having tightened her laces and so on) but 

that is thrust upon her with the social need to appear a virginal gentlewoman. 

Concealment quickly turns into refusal as knowledge spreads diegetically. As 

Fantomina’s labor pains continue, a doctor is summoned; observing her pains, he learns 

her true condition and recommends a midwife instead of his own services.17 Realizing 

what this means for her daughter and intending to force the truth from her, Fantomina’s 

mother withholds the midwife’s services until Fantomina admits the name of her lover. 

This cruelty highlights one way in which a female character might perpetuate the 

traditional feminine abject by refusing agency or aid to another suffering woman.
18

 The 

                                                 
16

 I draw here on the basic epistemological contributions of Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746) and David 

Hume (1711-1776). Though Hutcheson and Hume’s philosophies differed in their focus—the former 

concentrating on moral development and the latter on that of knowledge and understanding—they come 

to similar operative conclusions. Hutcheson’s moral philosophy argues that observation of virtue in 

others is the necessary precursor to developing one’s own moral sense—an empirical argument that 

shares characteristics with Hume’s epistemology of experience and observation as foundational to the 

development of knowledge, identity, and sympathy. See Raphael, The Moral Sense, and Norton, 

“Hutcheson's moral realism,” for similarities between Hutcheson’s and Hume’s approaches to moral 

subjects.  
17 Refer to the Introduction of this dissertation for further discussion of the different roles and ideological 

divides between doctors and midwives of the period. 
18

 The mother’s temporary cruelty also reinforces Haywood’s various narrative and thematic modes of 

concealment and refusal, which I discuss in the chapter’s second section. Refusing a laboring mother-to-

be a midwife’s services also occurs in The Fruitless Enquiry (1727). That situation clearly favors the 

laboring mother’s perspective, reinforcing Haywood’s resistance to the feminine abject by using 

parturition to generate sympathy rather than revulsion.  
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mother’s actions, horrible as they are, may be explained as a negative reaction to the 

sudden realization of her own ignorance: she displaces her own frustration at not having 

correctly observed her daughter’s behavior. Concealment, in the smaller family unit if not 

quite society at large, ends soon after. The young woman delivers an infant girl at the 

same time that she admits all the details of her affairs. Here, physical delivery is a 

narratively occasion for the delivery of the truth, especially when the dramatic irony of 

Beauplaisir’s dalliances is revealed to him.  

These modes of concealment in the text align with the cultural practice of 

confinement for expectant mothers. Though the OED does not register the term 

“confinement” in popular usage until 1774, the concept was an old one, and had been the 

custom for hundreds of years.19 In theory, confinement could be beneficial, as it allowed 

(middle- and upper-class) mothers time to bond with their infants, to learn and practice 

the necessities of motherhood, and to heal following parturition. However, viewing 

eighteenth-century confinement from a modern medical perspective, we may find the 

practice strange and unhealthy: women were bed-bound and encouraged to lie supine for 

days or weeks after the birth; they should ingest only certain teas and liquors, with little 

solid food; the room was kept very warm; and little to no light and fresh air were 

admitted through the windows.20 Fantomina’s confinement is unusual not only because 

she is initially refused the services of a midwife, but also because Beauplaisir visits her 

                                                 
19 OED, “confinement.” Other terms common around the middle of the eighteenth century were 

accouchement, child-bed, labor, laying-in, inlying, and being brought to bed.  
20 See Rich, Of Woman Born, Raisanen, “Childbirth and Confinement,” and Hallett, “The Attempt to 

Understand Puerperal Fever.” 
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immediately following the birth: 

[Fantomina’s mother], carrying [Beauplaisir] into the Chamber, where 

[Fantomina] was just deliver’d of a fine Girl, cry’d out, I will not be 

impos’d on: The Truth by one of you shall be reveal’d. —Beauplaisir 

being brought to the Bed side, was beginning to address himself to the 

Lady in it, to beg she would clear the Mistake her Mother was involv’d in; 

when she, covering herself with the Cloaths, and ready to die a second 

Time with the inward Agitations of her Soul, shriek’d out, Oh, I am 

undone! – I cannot live, and bear this Shame! (289) 

For propriety’s sake, men would not traditionally be allowed in the birth chamber until 

the new mother had been cleaned up and all the messy evidence of the birth put aside. 

But with Beauplaisir entering “just” as Fantomina has delivered, one can imagine the 

scene which greets him: an emotionally and physically exhausted girl trying to conceal 

her nakedness; a squalling infant; bloody cloths and basins of fluids; the various visceral 

odors of labor hanging in the hot room; perhaps the midwife’s reproving eyes upon 

everyone. This morally and physically abject scene is made more shocking by the sudden 

intrusion of the public into the private—the presence of a man, who now witnesses two 

distinctly feminine things that he should not: the postpartum aftermath as well as the true 

identity of his paramour. Fantomina’s “shame” thus takes on a dual meaning and 

reinforces the feminine abjection of the birth process.  

However, Haywood challenges that shame and abjection when she has 

Beauplaisir, instead of being disgusted or frightened by the entire situation, not only offer 
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to care for the babe but also continue to visit Fantomina in her confinement: 

He assured [the mother], however, that if she would commit the new-born 

Lady to his Care, he would discharge it faithfully. But neither [Fantomina 

nor her mother] would consent to that; and he took his Leave, full of 

Cogitations, more confus’d than ever he had known in his whole Life. He 

continued to visit there, to enquire after [Fantomina’s] Health every Day; 

but the old Lady perceiving there was nothing likely to ensue from these 

Civilities, but, perhaps, a Renewing of the Crime, she entreated him to 

refrain…. (290-1) 

Instead of dwelling on the abject by, for example, offering vivid imagery or lingering on 

Beauplaisir’s horrified response to the scene, Haywood moves directly to the safer, more 

identifiable, and arguably more “normal” realm of the domestic sphere. Simple 

propinquity takes over, and the sexual connotations of Fantomina and Beauplaisir’s 

continued acquaintance seem now less threatening than abject shame. Propinquity, after 

all, is more subject to certain modes of control than the physically and morally abject. 

Since Fantomina’s mother can sense the possible consequences of her daughter’s 

growing friendship with Beauplaisir, she moves Fantomina directly from the confinement 

of birth to physical and religious confinement: “…she entreated him to refrain, and as 

soon as her Daughter was in a Condition, sent her to a Monastery in France, the Abbess 

of which had been her particular Friend” (291). The narrative ends there, with multiple 

confinement metaphors. If Fantomina’s life as a role-playing seductress is a statement 

against the gendered confinement of a young woman’s sexuality, the narrative is itself 
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also restrained by those same boundaries of feminine confinement during Fantomina’s 

concealment, her lying-in, and finally her seclusion at the monastery. 

Alternately, some have read Fantomina’s banishment to the convent as an 

outcome that embraces feminine sexuality. For example, Catherine Craft argues that “A 

community of women is established at the end of Haywood’s text, and Fantomina’s trip 

[to the monastery], far from being a punishment, is rather a continuation of that female 

society, for Eliza Haywood’s convent, like that of the ‘Galloping Nuns’ envisioned by 

Aphra Behn in The Fair Jilt, seems a place where Fantomina’s pleasures and freedom 

will suffer no abatement.”
21

 Eighteenth-century readers would have been familiar enough 

with the implied immorality of life in Continental convents and monasteries—tales of 

seductions among monks and nuns were rampant even before the height of Gothic 

fiction—that they may have wondered if Fantomina would be reformed at all. With an 

emphasis on the positive environment of convents which were “centers of learning” and 

could be considered “the utopian corollary of the Parliament of women,” Melissa Mowry 

argues that Fantomina’s banishment to the convent is not so much a punishment as a 

deliverance of her desire: the convent becomes “an alternate public sphere, preserved 

against dishonesty and ambition.”
22

 Reading Fantomina’s move to a monastery, therefore, 

offers both positive and negative interpretations. Haywood complicates potential 

feminine freedom by symbolically associating Fantomina’s new environment with the 

abject, painful, and “shameful” confinement of childbed. However, she also continues to 

                                                 
21

 “Reworking Male Models,” 832. 
22

 “Eliza Haywood’s Defense of London’s Body Politic,” 656. 
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challenge the sexual mores of her time by implying that her protagonist, an intelligent, 

opportunistic, and sexually aware young woman, will create or participate in entirely new 

intrigues. Fantomina’s abject childbirth thus has rendered her only temporarily abject, 

and has in fact offered her a possible way out of both cycles into which she may have 

fallen: the pressure of constructing ever-more complex personae to continue her 

seductions, or the fate of the young woman confined either to a nunnery or to a life of 

ignominy and poverty as an unwed mother. Haywood refuses to reinforce the maternal 

abject and instead reforms it into a more complex alternative mode of sexual possibility 

and biological as well as textual or discursive reproduction. 

 

Narrative Structures of Concealment and Knowledge 

The connections between Fantomina, her fetus, and her story reveals the fraught 

subject-object relationship that confuses the question of who a mother is—or rather, how 

many people she is. Kristeva argues that the mother’s subjectivity is never actually 

definable because she is abjected by both the semiotic and symbolic orders—split 

between the world of representation and the experience of life. What Kristeva calls the 

doubling of self onto other finds a likely metaphor in Haywood’s euphemism “a little 

Monitor,” which refers to Cleomelia’s fluttering fetal quickening in the eponymous novel 

published only two years after Fantomina. The OED records “monitor” as both “a 

reminder or warning; a signal or indicator” (now rare) and “something which provides 

guidance as to conduct, esp. a person’s conscience,” which is occasionally personified.
23

 

                                                 
23

 OED, “monitor,” n., 2a and 3a.  
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The usage of these two meanings overlapped between the mid-16th and the mid-20th 

centuries, indicating that for Haywood and her readers, referring to a fetus as a “monitor” 

would carry a dual meaning. A pregnancy, therefore, is a time of danger (physical and, 

for Fantomina, moral and social); a time of the formation of a new consciousness in the 

fetus; and a time of increased emphasis on the conduct and conscience of the pregnant 

woman. These increased pressures emanate from within the body, as physical and mental 

or emotional pressures, as well as outside of it, in the form of additional surveillance on 

the pregnant woman. A pregnant woman must not only alter her clothing, but her diet, 

exercise, social habits, even her moods and thoughts—all of which are there for observers 

to police. Fantomina’s complicated masquerades, as well as her attempt to conceal her 

pregnancy, are therefore additionally fraught: not only would she as a pregnant young 

woman attract more visual and moral surveillance from her mother as well as from the 

general public, but she would also have to confront on a deeper level the changes within 

her body and her self. With another being growing in her, and her own subjectivity and 

agency simultaneously beginning and ending, the narrative must navigate Fantomina’s 

two-in-oneness. It does so by encoding reproductive mystery into the text and prioritizing 

speculation over understanding.  

In doing so, Haywood mirrors the speculation inherent in gestation itself: What 

does being pregnant and giving birth feel like? How will it change one’s body, one’s life? 

Will the infant and mother survive? When will labor occur, and for that matter, when did 

pregnancy begin? That which Haywood doesn’t write is just as telling as what she does, 

for through nested character structures and strategic omissions she reflects on the 
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speculative nature of gestation itself. Haywood explores in prose fiction the 

contemporary scientific discourse surrounding human embryology and relates textual 

reproduction to biological reproduction. The early eighteenth century saw a close 

relationship between the epistemological question of “how does knowledge develop?” 

and the biological question of “how do human fetuses develop?” The conceptual lines 

between these processes were not thickly drawn, and the empirical approaches of moral 

and natural philosophers were often closely aligned. The gestational development debate 

between theories of epigenesis and preformation exemplifies the gray spaces through 

which contemporary thought approached fetal formation. As Fantomina’s identities are 

both concealed from and made partially available to Beauplaisir and to the reader, and as 

it is a mystery exactly when she became pregnant (though not when she realized she was 

pregnant), so too was the general accepted knowledge of embryonic and fetal 

development a mystery during Haywood’s most productive decade. As I discussed in 

Chapter 1, the debate between the theories of epigenesis (wherein gradual fetal 

development occurs in identifiable stages) and preformation (wherein the fetus begins in 

an identifiably human shape that simply grows larger as gestation progresses), began 

decades before Haywood’s 1720s fiction. Scientific curiosity about how and when human 

embryos develop into live infants is reflected in Haywood’s deliberate obfuscation about 

the details of Fantomina’s conception and pregnancy. 

In addition to briefly representing how a pregnancy might be concealed, Haywood 

conceals the actual progression of pregnancy, from conception until the throes of labor, 

from the reader and potentially from Fantomina herself. The young woman seems not 
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only dismayed but also surprised—as if she had no previous indication of her state or of 

the potential consequences of her affairs (287). How much can we imagine, assume, or 

deduce Fantomina knew about the physical signs of pregnancy to determine when she 

conceived or how far along she is when she realizes she is pregnant? Certain cues 

indicate that she strings Beauplaisir along for several months at least. As Fantomina she 

meets with Beauplaisir “three or four Days in a Week” while “A thousand Times has he 

stood amaz’d at the prodigious Likeness between his little Mistress, and this Court 

Beauty [the actual unnamed gentlewoman]” (266-7). This lasts until “the rifled
24

 Charms 

of Fantomina soon lost their Poinancy, and grew tasteless and insipid,” and he leaves for 

Bath without her (267). Though it is surely hyperbole that Beauplaisir sees the young 

woman in her true identity “a thousand Times,” the implication is such that they have 

spent at least several weeks being lovers before his affections wane. Next, when 

Beauplaisir goes to Bath, his stay “exceeded not a Month,” all of which he spent as 

Celia’s lover; predictably, he grows weary of her after this short time (270). One might 

extrapolate his attention span to his liaisons with the young woman’s other personae. 

After morphing from Celia to the Widow Bloomer, Fantomina travels back from Bath 

with Beauplaisir. We learn that “The Widow Bloomer triumph’d some Time longer over 

the Heart of this Inconstant, but at length her Sway was at and End, and she sunk in this 

Character, to the same Degree of Tastelessness, as she had done before in that of 

Fantomina and Celia” (278). Clearly this episode confirms that the latest lover seems 

always to hold a man’s interest the strongest (277).  

                                                 
24

 OED “Rifled,” adj., 2: “disordered, disarranged, ruffled” (now rare). 
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The Widow Bloomer has therefore held Beauplaisir’s attention for at least a 

month, and possibly a bit longer. Incognita, though, claims Beauplaisir for a single night 

only, for he is so frustrated by her refusal to reveal her face that he resolves never to see 

her again (286). Later and despite his decreased interest, she receives him for another 

fortnight as alternately Fantomina and the Widow Bloomer, until her mother arrives back 

in London (286-7). The young woman has been sleeping with Beauplaisir for 

approximately four months now, if we include estimated travel times and those days it 

surely took her to set all her newest plans in motion. At any time within those four 

months she could have become pregnant, for the narrative states that she became aware 

of her pregnancy only after her mother’s arrival. But how long does Fantomina linger 

under her mother’s watchful eye before she discovers her pregnancy? It could be days or 

months: the text offers no clue.  

Far from demonstrating mere readerly curiosity about when Fantomina and 

Beauplaisir have sex, my focus on this point examines Haywood’s conversance in 

Enlightenment medical and physiological discourses. In inviting all this speculation about 

conception, Fantomina participates in the actual contemporary ignorance (medical, 

scientific, and personal) of when conception actually occurs and how long pregnancy 

actually lasts. It was not commonly understood that human gestation takes about forty 

weeks, give or take a week or two. It was therefore impossible to determine a wholly 

accurate due date, or retroactively determine a date of conception from a baby’s 

birthday.
25

 Symptoms of pregnancy such as nausea, breast tenderness, changes in 
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 Cody, Birthing the Nation, 32-3. 
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appetite, and lack of menstruation could let a woman know she had conceived, but these 

symptoms are not even close to universally experienced by pregnant women. Some 

women experience almost no pregnancy symptoms at all, and even the most ostensibly 

reliable indicator—lack of menstruation—doesn’t always occur for myriad physical 

reasons. It was long accepted that the quickening—when a woman can feel the flutterings 

of the fetus for the first time—indicated a viable pregnancy. As Lisa Forman Cody points 

out, experiencing and describing the quickening gave women some measure of control 

and agency over their pregnancies. They boasted a material knowledge of their fetus that 

a doctor could not match. However, as the emphasis on medical diagnosis and scientific 

knowledge progressed over the eighteenth century, man-midwives eventually discredited 

the quickening as a diagnostic tool.
26

 Man-midwifery became “an objective body of 

knowledge about the invisible world of life, acquired through clinical practice, 

contemplation, reading, collecting, dissecting, learned conversation, and debate, in sort 

all of the details of practice from which most women, no matter how learned, were 

excluded.”
27

 Medical science thus gradually discredited the valuable bodily, material 

receptivity proprietary to reproductive women.  

Suffice it to say, it is unclear to both the reader and probably to Fantomina herself 

how far along her pregnancy is by the time she realizes her condition. She probably 

                                                 
26

 Ibid., 276-82.  
27

 Ibid., 277. At the same time, writes Cody, obstetric science and practice shifted the value of human 

subjectivity from the mother to the fetus. The shift was in opposition to contemporary Christian 

perspectives which considered the life of the mother more valuable than that of her unbaptized infant; 

both midwives and male doctors therefore typically prioritized the life of the mother during dangerous 

births. This debate still rages in the “personhood” components of abortion discourses today (277-82). 
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would not have had to tighten her laces or reduce her food consumption until the fourth 

or fifth month, when many first-time-pregnant women begin to “show.” Realistically it is 

easy to imagine that Fantomina became pregnant at any point in her love affairs, for the 

narrative gives no indication that she knew anything of contraceptive techniques popular 

with the actual prostitutes whom her first persona imitates, nor that any of her trysts with 

Beauplaisir stood out in particular.
28

 However, for continuity’s sake regarding themes of 

concealment, I propose that Fantomina may have conceived either very early on as 

Fantomina/Prostitute, or at the very end of her seductions while playing Incognita. Both 

possibilities bear weight in terms of thematic concealment as well as narrative or 

structural progression, more than do her other roles as Celia or the Widow Bloomer. 

Those roles are not as deeply concealed, nor as thickly structured, as either her first or 

final roles.  

On the surface, Incognita appears to be the most concealed personal of the four. 

Concealing a pregnancy is the highest-stakes hoax the young woman must attempt, and in 

this novel of masquerade and spectacle, she is the most masked element. Her face, name, 

circumstances, and identity, as well as any knowledge Beauplaisir may be able to deduce 

about her, are thickly veiled; indeed, we can think of her as the very personification of the 

masquerade genre that helped make Haywood famous. The character name “Incognita” 

                                                 
28

 In the early eighteenth century, the theory (described most notably by Galen in the second century AD) 

that both female and male orgasms were necessary for conception was in the process of being challenged 

(Laqueur, Making Sex, 45-46, 153-154). Fantomina does not offer any direct textual evidence of female 

orgasm, and thus offer the reader a sense of when the title character’s pregnancy began. While Fantomina 

clearly takes both physical and psychological pleasure in repeatedly seducing Beauplaisir, her pleasure’s 

recursivity does not point directly to any one specific orgasmic instance.   
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was common, as Melissa Mowry points out, “to heroic romances of aristocrats, but it is 

equally common in political pornographies and ultimately evocative of Haywood’s 

polemic, as the unknown woman could be any woman.”
29

 Setting aside Haywood’s 

political arguments, Incognita’s mask serves more purposes than to attract and confound 

Beauplaisir: the Incognita persona not only foreshadows Haywood’s masking of 

pregnancy, but also represents the gestational uncertainty or unknowability of certain 

narrative elements.  

At the most basic level, there are similarities between Incognita’s veiled identity 

and physical appearance, and the “masking” the pregnant young woman does to conceal 

her physical appearance by tightening her laces. More importantly, however, Haywood 

inserts pregnancy-specific language into the Incognita episode. As the Widow Bloomer 

phase comes to an end, Fantomina “had prepar’d herself for it [Beauplaisir’s loss of 

interest], and had another Project in embrio, which she soon ripen’d into Action” (278, 

emphases original). Haywood’s use of “embryo” and “ripen’d” may make it sound as if 

Fantomina is aware of her pregnancy, but that is clearly not the case because Fantomina 

does not realize her condition until after her mother arrives later in the tale (287). 

Incognita also uses two men, whom she recruited in St. James’s Park (a notable site of 

disreputable sexual liaisons), to “deliver” her missive to Beauplaisir (278-80). These men 

are the only ones she allows into her confidence. Though she limits their knowledge, she 

admits them to her bedchamber, trusts them to shepherd Beauplaisir into the seduction, 

and relies on them to maintain her secrecy. By admitting these men to some of her 
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feminine secrets, she implicitly offers them the role of the man-midwife, whose 

knowledge of female sexuality and reproduction attempts to bridge a gendered divide. 

Haywood cleverly co-opts the language of pregnancy (embryo, ripening, delivery) as 

well as constructs a conceptual midwife, to foreshadow Fantomina’s later dilemma as 

well as to highlight the similarities between gestation, this novel’s seduction plot, and 

narrative progression in general.
30

  

During her first seduction of Beauplaisir, the young woman acts as multiple 

characters whose personae are not only nested within each other but also are strangely 

reflexive or recursive. At first she is a gentlewoman playing a prostitute, but that 

prostitute is also playing a gentlewoman. As Beauplaisir becomes bolder and the girl 

realizes she may lose her virginity, she takes on the unspecific (because unindicative of 

class or standing) role of “a Virgin, [who] had assumed this Manner of Behaviour only to 

engage him” (262). The young woman’s protestation of virginity does not deter 

Beauplaisir’s desire: “the Knowledge of her Birth would not have influenc’d him with 

Respect sufficient to have curb’d the wild Exuberance of his luxurious Wishes, or made 

him in that longing, --that impatient Moment, change the Form of his Addresses. In fine, 

she was undone; and he gain’d a Victory, so highly rapturous, that had he known over 

whom, he could scarce have triumphed more” (263). After they have sex, in tears and 

distress she retreats to the role of an unnamed country gentlewoman but “forbore 

                                                 
30

 Haywood’s pregnancy-specific language also perhaps speaks to the female sex on a more visceral level 

than to the male sex, which reinforces Tiffany Potter’s argument in “The Language of Feminized 

Sexuality” that the gendered voice in Fantomina evinces Haywood’s construction of a feminized 

discourse.  
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discovering her true Name and Quality” (264).
31

 However, in that role she constructs yet 

another persona: Fantomina, whose situation as a young woman from a country estate in 

town for the first time, is nearly identical to that of the actual young woman (264). If we 

were to map out the nested reflexivity of her earliest roles, it might look like a set of six 

nested circles. Image size and readability prompt me to represent it at two sets of three:  

Figure 13: Graphical representation of Fantomina’s nested identities. 

 

One might repeat this structure of nested, sequential personae for all of Fantomina’s 

seduction episodes. It certainly recurs in the Incognita episode, in which a gentlewoman 

playing Fantomina now plays Incognita who herself plays at having no identity, though 

she certainly possesses class-identifiable signifiers such as her apparent wealth, her 

                                                 
31

 Defining Fantomina’s loss of virginity as a seduction, rape, or even perhaps as a date-rape is a fraught 

sub-category of Haywood criticism. See for example Jonathan Kramnick, “Locke, Haywood, and 

Consent,” on the potential for Lockean implied consent in this novel. Kramnick finds that although the 

question of her agency is unanswerable as far as the text goes, nevertheless “the young lady…learns to 

exploit this uncertainty” in her subsequent role-playing (464).  
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rented house, her rich clothing, and the style and diction of her letter to Beauplaisir. The 

unknowability represented in Incognita can also be graphically conceptualized as a nested 

portion of her identity: 

 

Figure 14: Graphical representation of Incognita’s nested identities. 

 

 

These layered or nested representations of Fantomina’s various guises reflect the 

gestational process itself: as the fetus is nested inside the woman, it becomes (at least 

temporarily) part of her being and/or her identity. As the pregnant woman’s identity 

becomes more and more a nested structure—her usual self, her impending motherhood, 
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the being growing within her—a distinct element of the unknown informs the overall 

mother-self. The contemporary unknowability of a fetus’s origin and development 

mirrors how the young woman’s personae, particularly those of Fantomina/Prostitute and 

Fantomina/Incognita, are so deeply nested that their knowledge is basically unavailable to 

the reader as well as to the story’s other characters. To the external observer, the various 

personae simply spring up with their own lives already created—that is, the young 

woman is a skilled enough actor to make them seem like whole, complete people whose 

story then visibly progresses. Fantomina thus reflects the preformation school of 

embryology, clashing with the epigenetic view that the mother’s thoughts and actions, 

whether intentional or not, directly influence her fetus’s development. And yet, 

Fantomina’s costume- and persona-changes clearly influence her relationship with 

Beauplaisir by complexifying it—much as an epigenetic fetus is made progressively 

more complex over the course of its gestation. The narrative can reflect both 

embryological theories of preformation and epigenesis, and in fact does so not only in its 

representation of Fantomina’s nested personae but in its overall structure as well. Just as 

Fantomina’s clothing and restricted diet conceal her pregnancy, the narrative elides 

gestational progression by skipping directly—with a mere half-page of text—from the 

revelation of her pregnancy to her labor (287). This is uncharacteristic of a narrative that 

until now has provided temporal clues and descriptive detail about every stage of 

Fantomina’s affairs. Haywood’s refusal to enlighten the reader and the protagonist reflect 

the contemporaneous scientific uncertainty about what actually goes on during gestation.  
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Narrative Escalation and Gestational Development 

Despite her ongoing costume- and persona-changes, Fantomina does not exhibit 

the kind of character development, more common after the 1740s, that so clearly defines 

novels as we know them today. As a character she reflects the embryological theory of 

preformation. Another of Haywood’s heroines, however, seems more in dialogue with the 

theory of epigenesis, or gradual, measurable development. The plot of The City Jilt 

(1726) is more forward-moving and its denouement more clearly resolved than 

Fantomina; its primary structure is one of rhetorical escalation, rather than Fantomina’s 

performative recursivity.
32

 Glicera, the protagonist of The City Jilt, begins much like any 

young woman at the center of a seduction plot. At first she is honorably courted and 

engaged to Melladore; then, her father dies unexpectedly and Melladore becomes her 

only comfort. The betrothed couple learns that Glicera’s father, though he appeared 

wealthy, in fact left Glicera no inheritance. Melladore, frustrated by his fiancé’s sudden 

poverty yet still wishing to satisfy his own base desires, deceives her into sex with 

promises that he’ll still marry her. Instead, he leaves her pregnant, penniless, and alone. 

Glicera descends into a deep depression, writing letter after letter to Melladore alternately 

assuring him of her devotion, her despair, her fury, her humiliation, and her need. His 

responses shut her out. Miserable and hopeless, Glicera attempts suicide but is prevented 

by her maid; eventually the combined stresses lead to miscarriage, and Glicera falls so ill 

                                                 
32

 Similarly, see Judith Hawley, “The Anatomy of Tristram Shandy,” for a semi-narratological evaluation 

of how Sterne’s novel’s structure reflects that of gestation as it was understood in the mid-eighteenth 

century. Hawley argues that Sterne “is able to assemble new formations of science” in the novel by 

juxtaposing medical information from multiple sources, which he repeats in the jumpy structure of the 

narrative (85). 
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afterwards that she herself nearly dies. At this point Haywood departs from what might 

be considered the “standard” seduction plots, in which the heroine either descends into 

ignominious poverty (as a warning to readers) or ascends into contrite respectability (as a 

tale of redemption). Instead, Glicera harnesses the extreme rage generated by Melladore’s 

treatment of her, the lost pregnancy, and her subsequent illness, and plots revenge on her 

former lover. She enlists the help of a close lady-friend to dupe a rich, elderly alderman 

into giving Glicera control of Melladore’s estate as well as the alderman’s own 

properties, then she simultaneously bankrupts Melladore and frustrates the alderman’s 

amorous intentions. Glicera’s story ends with her triumphing over both men, enjoying a 

comfortable life of leisure and never marrying or even taking another lover.
33

  

The narrative’s escalation rests on Haywood’s depiction of strong affective states. 

Throughout the text Haywood emphasizes the power of emotion, arguing that its impacts 

are just as material and important as those of intellect. Haywood represents Melladore’s 

arguments in a fairly standard way, euphemizing sex acts (of questionable consent) but 

clearly stating the yearning both characters feel:  

In an unguarded Hour, when most he found her melted by his Pressures, 

and wholly incapable of repelling his amorous Efforts, did he attack her 

with all the ruinous Force of fatal Passion—He told her, that since their 

                                                 
33

 In “‘Queering’ Eliza Haywood,” Catherine Ingrassia has suggested that Glicera eschews men partly to 

enjoy a lesbian relationship with her dear friend Laphelia. First, Glicera’s sudden miscarriage and 

subsequent emotional distress pushes her from the heteronormative role of mother. Then, she actively 

opposes the heteronormative role of a reproductive woman by using her sexuality not for procreation, but 

for revenge and her own financial gain. In this she reflects Ingrassia’s case that The City Jilt refuses 

heteronormative gendered relationships (marriage, being a kept woman) in favor of female intimacy, 

possibly Sapphic or lesbian intimacy: Glicera ends up living with her beloved, intimate friend Laphelia. 

 



129 

 

Hearts were united too firmly to be ever separated, ‘twere most unjust to 

themselves and the soft Languishments which both confess’d, to make 

their Bodies observe a cruel Distance:—That Caution between them now 

was needless—and tho’ in regard to Custom, and that Decorum which 

enslaves the World, the Ceremony which was yet to authorize Possession 

had not yet passed; yet might they in secret indulge those Wishes to which 

Marriage hereafter would give a Sanction.—By such kind of Arguments, 

accompanied with unnumber’d Vows, Sighs, Tears, and Implorations, was 

she at last subdued, and fell the Victim of his lawless Flame. (7)  

Glicera begins the tale as a sheltered and innocent young woman, but during her 

engagement she gradually becomes more and more aware of her own sexuality during 

her. Haywood adds rich affective detail to Glicera’s tale. Being with Melladore makes 

“her Heart flutter with disordered Beatings, the Blood flow through each throbbing Vein, 

and a wild Mixture of Delight and Pain invade her every Faculty” (2-3). After she yields 

her virginity to him, at first she is “O’erwhelm’d in Tenderness, and lost to every 

Thought but that of giving Pleasure to the dear Undoer” (7). However, when he begins to 

ignore her, her tranquil disposition shifts as thoroughly as did Melladore’s: 

But when [his] Indifference came, and cold Neglect, how much beyond 

the reach of dull Description were the Agonies of her distracted Soul!—To 

enhance the Misery of her Condition, she found herself with Child; with 

Child by a man who was already tired with her Embraces, despised her 

Tenderness, and from whom she had not the least hope of receiving any 
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Reparation for the Shame to which he had reduced her.—Now was she 

touch’d with a just Sensibility of the Crime she had been guilty of to 

Heaven, and to herself:—Now did Reflection glare full of Horror on her 

affrighted View:—Now did the sharpest Stings of late Repentance torture 

her afflicted Soul, and drive her to Despair. (8) 

Learning of her pregnancy is the key moment at which Glicera’s emotions change and 

Haywood’s affective presentation heightens. The anaphoric structure of the passage, 

pairing em-dashes with repetitions of “Now,” gives the passage a sense of both 

immediacy and inevitability. At first she is “distracted” and in a type of “agony,” but her 

pregnancy greatly magnifies her sense of shame and regret. Then she is driven to the 

point of “despair,” but that turns quickly to wrath when Melladore refuses to marry her:  

Mild, and gentle as he had ever found Glicera, he now perceived her Soul 

could change as well as his had done. Never was Rage carried to a greater 

height than hers,—she seem’d all Fury—…. Impossible is it to describe 

her Behaviour such as it was, therefore I shall only say that proportioned 

to the Love she had born him while she believed him true, was her 

Resentment when she knew him false. (9, emphases original) 

Distraction, despair, rage, fury—Glicera’s emotions strengthen and escalate, becoming 

more and more pronounced and impactful.   

Glicera’s progressive run of emotional states is nowhere more present than in her 

letters to Melladore, where she decries not only his perfidiousness but also argues for his 

responsibility to her and their unborn child. The work’s structure is enriched by the 
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insertion of letters into the omniscient narrative. The narrative becomes more 

developmentally complex as Haywood adds cultural and contextual layers to Glicera’s 

initial, relatively straightforward emotional responses. The letters between Glicera and 

Melladore employ various discourses and rhetorical strategies, including social customs, 

legal precedents, moral obligations, and parent-child relationships. In her first letter 

Glicera initially appeals to any emotion Melladore may possess, then to his parental and 

marital responsibilities, to attempt to gain her child’s legitimacy:  

But Oh! there is a tender Part of both of us, which claims a Parent’s care: 

that dear Unborn, that guiltless Consequence of our mutual Raptures, 

starting within me, makes me feel a Mother’s fondness, and a Mother’s 

duty:—Nature, Religion, Pity, and Love, all plead in its behalf, and bid me 

leave no means untry’d to save its helpless Innocence from Shame and 

Want, and all the Miseries of an unfriending World… (11) 

Though Melladore has already demonstrated his lack of tenderness to Glicera herself, she 

nevertheless attempts an emotional appeal presumably in the hopes that he might show 

some parental feeling. She does not rely on such an unstable and roundabout appeal, 

however, turning quickly to less unsure arguments. As Kirsten Saxon has noted, “Despite 

her absolute hatred of Melladore, her status as unwed and pregnant demands that Glicera 

must plead for him to marry her in order to grant her child legitimacy. As a female 

criminal could ‘plead the belly’ to avoid execution, so too does Glicera ‘plead the belly’ 

in her attempt to attain legal recognition for her child and to avoid criminal punishment 
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for birthing out of wedlock.”
34

 Glicera extends and deepens her argument by aligning 

general parental duty with the specific moral obligations of Melladore’s unfulfilled 

promises to her, which indeed have social and legal precedent. She writes,  

…be just then to your Vows—Remember you are mine as much in the 

Eye of heaven, as if a thousand Witnesses had confirm’d our Contract: 

The Ceremony of the Church is but ordained to bind those Pairs, who of 

themselves want Constancy and Resolution to keep the Promise which 

Passion forms.—How often have you sworn I was your Wife, that you 

considered me as no other, nor would relinquish that right my Love had 

given you over me for all the World calls dear?—But you are altered 

since, and I too sadly prove your boasted Virtue but Hypocrisy, a Feint to 

hire me to Destruction. (11-12) 

Saxon explains,  

This final claim for the status of their relationship is legally accurate as, 

until the Marriage Act of 1753, marriage in England was based on the 

proposition that “what creates the married state and constitutes the 

contract” is “that FAITH by which Man and Woman bind themselves to 

each other to live as man and wife” (Stebbing 5). Historian Eve Bannett 

explains that “[c]hurch Courts and Justices of the Peace would uphold the 

claim of a pregnant woman that she had been “debauched under promise 
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 Saxon, “Telling Tales,” 124. See for example Defoe’s Moll Flanders, in which the title character pleads 

the belly to avoid being arrested for theft.  
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of marriage,” and if necessary, compel the man in question to perform his 

promise. Seductions…were, for all intents and purposes, real marriages” 

(234).
35

 

Unfortunately, Glicera’s pleas are useless, for she “has no access to or knowledge of the 

language of state and estate within which to successfully frame her demand.”
36

 Her 

rhetorical failure, however, opens up the narrative for an alternative progression which is 

thematically and structurally congruent with gestation and parturition.   

A product of her unjust treatment by Melladore, Glicera’s pregnancy features 

large not only in her feelings but also in her actions, responses, and the story’s narrative 

structure. In the first letter, Glicera describes her feeling of “a Mother’s fondness, and a 

Mother’s duty” alongside her declaration that “the worst of Deaths, is a mild Fate to what 

I now endure,—and will be a kind Cruelty not only to me, but to the little Wretch I 

bear:—Let the Sword finish that ruin which deceit begun, and send us both from Shame, 

Reproach, and never-ending Woe” (12-13). Her second letter includes more description 

of her feelings, split as they are between her unborn child and her unjust situation: “Still, 

therefore shall I…testify the Agonies of my distracted Soul, divided between Love and 

Rage:—Continue with alternate Soothings and Revilings, as either of the opposing 

Passions rise, to weary and perplex each future Moment….” (14, emphases original). It is 

not only, as Saxon implies, the “inefficacy of her physical and literary insistence upon her 

rights” that causes Glicera to feel “divided” within herself;
37

 rather, it is partly due to her 
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 Saxon, “Telling Tales,” 127. See also Stebbing, “An Enquiry,” and Bannet, “The Marriage Act of 1753.” 
36

 Saxon, “Telling Tales,” 127. 
37

 Ibid., 125.  
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pregnancy itself. These passages demonstrate Glicera’s divided nature: pregnant, she has 

become, as Kristeva describes, a split subject attempting to navigate the combination of 

two beings in one body. The fact of her pregnancy makes her emotional state more 

complex: she feels all at once shame, regret, rage, and a tender, abiding love for the child 

within her. Whereas other authors may have reinforced the abjection of the pregnant 

woman as a split subject by representing her mood swings as hysteria, and may have 

scolded or lampooned the whole sex for such perceived imbalances, Haywood’s 

representation provides a more nuanced and sympathetic view.
 38

  

At first, Haywood’s affective depiction of the hormonal and situational mood-

swings of pregnancy, in which the woman may feel so distracted and unlike herself as to 

almost be another person entirely, foretells the abjection to which she as a site of 

pregnancy and birth will be subject. Indeed, Glicera’s split emotional allegiances to 

herself (fueling her rage) and to her baby (fueling her love) prove unmanageable:  

Ah! what a dreadful Revolution has thy Ingratitude caused within my 

Breast—my Thoughts before serene as an unruffled Sea, now toss’d and 

hurried by tumultuous Passions, o’erwhelm my Reason, and drive me into 

Madness.—I cannot live and bear it.—O that as I have heard, I could be 

certain also, that when supportless Injuries like mine distress the Soul, and 

drive it from its clayey Mansion, it still has power to wander and disturb 

the cruel Author of the Wrongs it suffers; how gladly would I welcome 

                                                 
38

 See Chapter 3 of this dissertation for my discussion of maternal mental states as they pertain to Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s life and works.  



135 

 

Death in hope of Vengeance, in horrid Shapes would I appear to thy 

affrighted Eyes, distract thy Dreams, and sleeping and waking be ever 

before thee! (14-15)  

She is in the process of transforming from an ideal woman into an abject figure: a 

“Revolution” has upended her emotional state, compromised her reason, and associated 

her with the spectacle of a haunting ghoul. But Glicera’s abjection is not complete, nor 

does the narrative offer a chance at her redemption, until her pregnancy is resolved. 

Melladore’s letter itself becomes the catalyst for both plot progression and maternal 

abjection. Presented after Glicera’s second missive, his letter insults her understanding 

(he argues semantics), her situation (she is penniless and ruined), and the institution of 

marriage to which she had aspired (he scornfully refuses “to drag those Chains”) (17). 

Glicera’s reaction to his letter includes several classic indicators of the maternal abject—

unmanageable emotions, suicidal actions, miscarriage, and deadly illness: 

It must be something more terrible than Storms or Whirl-winds, or 

the Roar of foaming Seas, which can describe the Hurricane of her 

outrageous Soul at reading this Letter:—Reason she had none, nor 

Reflection, but what served to bring a thousand direful Ideas of 

approaching Misery before her Eyes;—more than once did she in the first 

Gust of her Passion endeavor to lay violent Hands on her own Life, but 

was prevented by a Servant Maid, in whose presence she received these 

stabbing lines. The unusual Force of those Emotions with which she was 

agitated, threw her into a Mother’s Pangs long before the time prefix’d by 
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Nature[;] her Delivery was arriv’d, and by that means the Consequence of 

her too easy Love proved no more than an Abortion.—The Danger to 

which this accident expos’d her, made her life despair’d of by every body 

about her… (18, emphases added) 

The escalation of Glicera’s pregnancy-induced feelings in her near-death is the first 

climax of the story’s plot (the second occurs near the end of the story, when she reveals 

her duplicitousness to both the alderman and Melladore). Importantly, the climactic 

combination of attempted suicide, miscarriage, and serious illness are all incited by 

Melladore’s “stabbing lines”—that is, Haywood represents a direct correlation between 

the action of writing and the physical results of a failed birth. Glicera’s “Mother’s Pangs” 

correlate to the emotional pain one gets from reading terrible news; Haywood ties 

epistolary agency to mental and bodily (re)action. The affective association is complete 

when Haywood writes, “[Glicera] languished in Pangs which were look’d on as the 

Harbingers of Death” (19). Though this section of text ostensibly refers to Glicera’s 

postpartum illness, it can as easily reference the “Mother’s Pangs” of her abortive 

childbirth.  

Moreover, the letters themselves serve both structural and thematic functions. 

They certainly offer more direct portrayals of Glicera and Melladore’s characters than 

does omniscient narrative, but they also form, according to Debra Rosenthal, narrative 

“‘interruptions’ [which] create an erotic swelling of narrative space, anticipating the 

inevitable pregnancy that results from seduction.” 
39

 As Kirsten Saxon notes, “Glicera’s 

                                                 
39

 Debra Rosenthal, “Narrative Interruptus,” qtd. in Saxon, 124. 
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letters exemplify Rosenthal’s claims that such letters inevitably concern the heroine’s 

sexual honor and that they emblematically ‘stand in’ for the heroine’s body. However, 

rather than being precursors to seduction, as Rosenthal agrees such letters invariably are, 

in The City Jilt they are the results of seduction. Glicera’s letters swell, not with desire, 

but with rage and despair. The expansion of narrative space they accomplish does not 

subtly anticipate pregnancy, but insists upon the recognition and manifestation of 

pregnancy within the seduction narrative.”
40

 The play between the “swelling” epistolary 

space, Glicera’s pregnant body, and the episode’s painful climax evinces a type of 

literary couvade: a sympathetic pregnancy that forms from the narrative structure itself, 

complementing the progress—and failure—of Glicera’s own gestation, as well as her 

escalating emotional states which themselves advance her revenge plot.   

The literary couvade formed in The City Jilt, as well as the public/private 

knowledge or sympathy interrogated in Fantomina, stand in contrast to the couvade of 

the Dunciad. Pope appropriates the generative function of pregnancy and parturition and 

abjectifies it for satirical effect, but in doing he so evinces a wistful admiration of female 

reproductive capacity. Haywood resists the abjecting impulse: she portrays pain and 

danger, but in the service of reclaiming and revaluing the material reality of parturitive 

women. Haywood’s fictional mothers offer important ways to read gestation and 

childbirth later in the century, particularly regarding women’s conflicting emotional 

responses to impending motherhood. Haywood examines, through Glicera’s plans to spite 

her ex-lover, how heightened affective states can influence a childbearing woman’s 
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actions; however, she does not bluntly interrogate the pressures that prey on—and help 

create—women’s emotional, physical, and intellectual responses to childbearing. For that 

we must look to the end of the century and to Mary Wollstonecraft.  
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Chapter 3  

Birth, Death, and Madness in  

Wollstonecraft’s Maria and Godwin’s Memoirs  

 

And if she be a mother...what has she not to endure? 

Mary Wollstonecraft
1
 

 

 

A year before Mary Wollstonecraft’s (1759-1797) death in childbed, she began to 

write a novel that in her own words “exhibit[s] the misery and oppression, peculiar to 

women, that arise out of the partial laws and customs of society.”
2
 In line with that 

declaration, critics usually approach the work (Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman [1798]) 

as the fictionalized version of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), for the title 

character’s situation parallels the “slavery” of British womanhood elucidated in the 

Vindication. Maria’s slavery is “peculiar to women” not simply as it results from an 

eighteenth-century English woman’s social, political, or economic condition, nor even 

simply from her gender: specifically, Maria and many other women in the text procreate. 

Childbearing women abound in this novel. They have been seduced or raped; they 

commit suicide or abort their fetus in response to the shame they are made to feel; they 

give birth frightened and alone and without the indulgence of a lying-in period. They 

have ambiguous and unstable feelings about their pregnancies and their infants. 

Pregnancy and parturition can make them targets of unspeakable cruelty as easily it can 

incite their heartfelt sympathy for each other. The novel emphasizes how a misogynistic 

                                                 
1
 Maria, or The Wrongs of Woman. Subsequent citations will be from the edition represented in my 

Bibliography and will be indicated as Maria. 
2
 Ibid., 5. 
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society demeans, damages, and distrusts parturitive women. It stresses that no matter a 

woman’s social status, pregnancy and childbirth subject women to great physical, 

emotional, and economic danger.
3
 Procreative women can suffer in isolation (in a 

madhouse; as a social pariah); their suffering takes physical as well as emotional forms 

(bodily illness or incapacity; conflicting and incapacitating emotions); the actions 

available to them are all unsatisfactory (limited to running away or attempting suicide; 

staying in an unsafe or humiliating situation; being forced onto the street and into poverty 

and disrepute). Wollstonecraft was herself pregnant for most of the novel’s composition, 

a circumstance which, together with her previous experiences of pregnancy and 

childbirth, undoubtedly influenced her portrayals of reproductive women. She tends to 

represent pregnancy not as a desirable outcome from relations between the sexes, but as 

an inevitable burden that threatens and overwhelms women with incompatible emotions 

of joy, fear, and hate.  

To Wollstonecraft, parturitive women experience a unique connection between 

body and mind. The feminine subjectivity Wollstonecraft writes about is not always a 

pleasant or desirable relationship between the material and the mental, however. This 

connection is women’s unique privilege and curse, as evidenced in Wollstonecraft’s own 

life and fiction. When Maria asks of womanhood in general, “And if she be a 

mother...what has she not to endure?” she gestures to the multitudinous hardships that 

affect parturitive women of any class or background in the novel. Marilyn Francus offers 

                                                 
3
 “This is what I have in view...to show the wrongs of different classes of women, equally oppressive, 

though, from the difference of education, necessarily various.” Wollstonecraft to an unnamed friend, 

undated, letter appended by Godwin to the Author’s Preface of Maria, 6. 
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a critical reading of motherhood in eighteenth-century narratives that helps us tie Maria’s 

particular hardships to the systemic struggles mothers face. She writes,  

 Significantly, motherhood in itself does not grant women status or social 

authority in [narratives of maternity]; on the contrary, a mother’s feelings 

for and obligations to her children appear to compromise her agency, her 

social standing, and her economic well-being....As women repudiate their 

maternal selves or are denied their parental role, they reveal the social, 

economic, or psychological support required to fulfill the idealized version 

of female domesticity, and that often mothers lack access to, or control 

over, such resources.
4
  

Francus’ focus on a mother’s agency, socioeconomic standing, and psychological health 

or illness is a starting point for my own readings of Wollstonecraft’s letters, Maria, and 

Godwin’s Memoirs in this chapter. I examine how Wollstonecraft prioritizes feminine 

affect and experience, rather than masculine categorization, medicalization, and 

institutionalization, to represent pregnancy and parturition. Wollstonecraft theorized, 

fictionalized, and herself experienced embodied representations of pregnancy and 

parturition for their own sake as part of the female experience, and not in service to 

arguments about masculine fitness versus feminine weakness. In doing so she exposes the 

boundaries of masculinized Enlightenment perspectives on feminine reproduction. 

Enlightenment thinkers bequeathed us centuries worth of egalitarian rhetoric about the 

equality of the sexes, which has come under critical scrutiny by feminists at least since 

                                                 
4
 Francus, Monstrous Motherhood, 79-80. 
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Simone de Beauvoir. But the roots of feminist critique of rationalized, abstracted notions 

of gender equality, I will show, lie in Mary Wollstonecraft’s passionate and powerful 

fictional representations of pregnant and parturitive women whose physical, emotional, 

and mental realms intertwine. This chapter therefore makes the case for Mary 

Wollstonecraft as an Enlightenment feminist philosopher of embodied subjectivity whose 

critique of repressive capitalist institutions defends reproductive women’s agency and the 

value of their affective experiences.  

In the first section of this chapter, I address the parts of Wollstonecraft’s life and 

letters that display her and her loved ones’ encounters with pregnancy, childbirth, and the 

postpartum period. These texts offer an experiential narrative of parturition and its 

attendant hardships, including depression, various other psychological and/or physical 

traumas, and maternal and infant death. Wollstonecraft’s experiences help us understand 

the cultural narratives surrounding “unfit” mothers. Wollstonecraft offers a gendered 

experience about what it means to be human—one that is more experiential, more 

material, yet no less valuable than a more rational, abstracted experience. Then, I 

examine how in the novel Maria, Wollstonecraft explores the political sentiments she 

previously expressed in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman by translating them to 

embodied sentiments, or thoughts and emotions that manifest in a woman’s material 

body. In the links between her politics, her own experiences with procreation, and Maria, 

Wollstonecraft reveals that pregnancy and parturition are critical vantage points from 

which to consider humanity in the face of modernization. She illustrates that a range of 

conditions (specifically physical hardships, social and legal injustices, economic 
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disempowerment reflecting the pressures of capitalism, and excruciating emotional 

struggles) often create or incubate postpartum depression or madness in new mothers. I 

argue that in Wollstonecraft’s writing, postpartum depression is less a medical diagnosis 

and more of a common—even normal—response to oppressive cultural conditions. Her 

female characters’ extreme emotional swings in are the effects of an oppressive society, 

not the causes of woman’s second-class status. The novel’s setting of the madhouse and 

its question of maternal madness to show that for Wollstonecraft, the changing 

psychological states of a procreative woman are arbitrarily read and treated as madness 

that threatens the social order. I show that Wollstonecraft’s novel attempts to undermine 

that repression by providing experiential, rather than medical or legal, defenses for its 

heroine. The novel attacks the gendered and generational trauma that results from the 

economic commodification of reproduction; the false moral hierarchy that rests on 

socially-sanctioned reproduction; and the gender treason of women’s cruelty to each 

other. Finally, I turn to William Godwin’s Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman (1798), written in the months after Wollstonecraft died in childbed. 

This text is a blend of Godwin’s own experiential and medical account of 

Wollstonecraft’s final days, and is therefore an important attempt to appreciate her 

sentimental egalitarianism. It is also a notable departure from her own writing, 

particularly as it is haunted by the abject specters of monstrous maternity, similar to those 

I discuss in Chapter 1. These specters include the dubious maternal imagination, the 

shadow of witchcraft, immoral behavior seized on by Wollstonecraft’s critics, and even 

human-animal breastfeeding.  
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* * * * 

The details of Mary Wollstonecraft’s life have been elucidated through her own 

letters and other writings, Godwin’s Memoirs, and many critical biographies. I will 

therefore elaborate only on those experiences which weigh most heavily on themes of 

pregnancy and parturition, maternal physical and mental illness, and the various pressures 

of motherhood. Contrary to Pat Rogers’s assertion that “Mary Wollstonecraft, who knew 

so much about this and who plots novels containing marriage, childbirth, and poor 

women trapped in domestic squalor, never gives a close description of pregnancy,” 

Wollstonecraft communicates clearly what it feels like to be an expectant or new mother, 

or to be around pregnant and birthing women.
5
 Roger’s claim relies on medical and 

scientific empirical narratives of pregnancy—privileged masculine approaches. It 

discounts feminist approaches such as the combined emotional and physical experiential 

perspectives in Wollstonecraft’s letters, which she later translated into Maria. Her letters 

offer spare yet telling depictions of her own first pregnancy and how it influenced her 

mind, body, and heart.  

By her early adulthood Wollstonecraft had close personal experience with the 

hardships of pregnancy and childbirth.
6
 In 1784, Mary’s sister Eliza gave birth to a 

daughter then promptly fell into a serious depression. Eventually convinced that Eliza’s 

                                                 
5
 Rogers, “Fat is fictional issue,” 180. 

6
 Many chronologies and biographies of Wollstonecraft detail these events of her life. Biographical details 

in this chapter come from Miriam Brody, Mary Wollstonecraft: Mother of Women’s Rights; Janet Todd, 

Mary Wollstonecraft: A Revolutionary Life; Caroline Franklin, Mary Wollstonecraft: A Literary Life; 

Claudia Johnson, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Mary Wollstonecraft; Wollstonecraft’s own letters; 

and Godwin’s memoirs of her.  
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husband, Meredith Bishop, was abusive, Mary spirited her sister away. Eliza left her 

daughter in Bishop’s household; the child died before her first birthday. The next year 

Mary suffered a crushing loss as her best friend, Fanny Blood, died in childbirth; Blood’s 

infant son died shortly afterward. Mary had attended Fanny during her labor and her 

painful final days. The death of her close friend clearly still affected Wollstonecraft years 

later, for she memorialized Fanny Blood in her own first daughter, Fanny Imlay (born in 

May 1794). Wollstonecraft writes fondly of her own pregnancy, despite the heavy 

emotional tolls of her relationship with Gilbert Imlay. She doted upon her infant 

daughter, but valued her own writing and intellectual vigor as well. She therefore 

employed skilled nurses, balancing her own and her child’s needs. Among her unfinished 

works is an outline of a treatise titled Letters on the Management of Infants which 

appears to be as much about caring for a postpartum mother as for a newborn: two of the 

six chapters would address “Management of the mother during pregnancy” and “Lying-

in.”
7
 She was a passionate advocate of maternal breastfeeding, touting its benefits from 

the individual to the national levels. As I discuss later in this chapter, in A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman Wollstonecraft argued breastfeeding was the proper source of 

nutrition for infants, necessary for a mother’s health, the foundational affective bond 

between mother and child, and even a patriotic duty. In her letters she attributes little 

                                                 
7
 “Fragment of Letters on the Management of Infants,” 457. 
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Fanny’s excellent health primarily to breastfeeding.
8
 She approached her second birth 

with clear confidence, not knowing it would spell the end of her life.  

Wollstonecraft’s experience with pregnancy and childbirth are sites of the strong 

and often conflicting emotions that marked her unconventional life. It is no coincidence 

that some of the most emotionally charged periods of her life accompany reproductive 

events. Here I must traverse the thin line between biographical, historiographical literary 

analysis and medical or psychological diagnosis. Many Wollstonecraft biographers freely 

apply the term “postpartum depression” to their subject, which takes for granted the 

medical nature of depression. Though I acknowledge and believe in postpartum 

depression as a shaping force in Wollstonecraft’s life, I am reluctant to identify it 

primarily as a medical phenomenon. Separated from my subject by two centuries and 

lacking medical credentials of my own, I cannot medically diagnose that Wollstonecraft, 

her sister Eliza, or her characters in Maria suffered from the suite of postpartum mood 

disorders that we today term postpartum depression, -anxiety, or -psychosis. And yet, 

despite the gulf between historical medical diagnoses and modern ones, I must discuss 

how Wollstonecraft’s words show the emotional and psychological trauma and turmoil 

that accompanies pregnancy, childbirth, and the postpartum period. In this chapter, I 

therefore address postpartum depression according to the general model set by Ann 

Cvetkovich in her book Depression: A Public Feeling.
9
 In this mixed-genre scholarly 

                                                 
8
 Wollstonecraft to Ruth Barlow, 8 July 1794. The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Janet 

Todd, 254-55. Subsequent citations of Wollstonecraft’s letters will be from this edition and will be 

indicated as Letters.  
9
 Since Cvetkovich’s book is about depression in general, I use it only as a guiding methodology for my 

chapter’s discussion of depression affect. I therefore will use the terms “postpartum depression,”  
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memoir, Cvetkovich describes depression as a normal feeling, like happiness, envy, 

anger, sadness, and any other emotion we care to name. It is simply an ordinary condition 

of life made possible by other conditions of life. She argues that we do the depressed a 

disservice when we view depression as either a medical condition and/or the sum of an 

individual’s life experiences because depression of all kinds is, in fact, created and 

sustained by conditions in a “culture whose violence takes the form of systematically 

making us feel bad.”
10

 In other words, depression is a product of institutional violence 

and repression stemming primarily from endemic capitalism, colonial racism, and 

misogyny. Though I am not working in trauma theory, I follow Cvetkovich’s lead and get 

confirmative results from her methodology. In a reparative reading I describe 

Wollstonecraft’s own physical and emotional depression, as well as that which she 

represents in her fiction, not as symptoms of a medical affliction but as signs of everyday 

life as a reproductive woman. Being a new mother brings added pressures, priorities, and 

responsibilities (physical, mental, emotional) which add dimension to the ongoing, 

chronic, low-level depression and anxiety that Cvetkovich describes and attributes to 

various sociopolitical causes. Connecting Wollstonecraft’s personal feelings to her 

experience as a reproductive woman, then placing those within a specific socioeconomic 

                                                 
“-anxiety,” or “-psychosis” as signposts to distinguish the specific feelings common to reproductive 

women from general depression. 
10

 Cvetkovich, Depression, 15. Later, Cvetkovich specifically “defamiliarize[s] the medical model of 

depression” by writing not about symptoms but using “the historical resources offered by accounts of 

spiritual crisis...[to] contribute to alternative models of depression” (87). My own project—using 

accounts of postpartum emotional crisis to describe a model of depression—similarly challenges the 

medical model of depression. 
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and cultural situation, enhances our medical and psychological perspectives of depression 

by demonstrating that, like the personal, pregnancy is political. 

 

“I am nourishing a creature who will soon be sensible of my care” 

Some of the primary markers of depression or anxiety in a pregnant or postpartum 

woman are intense, conflicting emotions accompanied by bouts of nervous irritation, 

disjointed conversation, and other indicators of unstable psychology. Wollstonecraft’s 

letters—what we have of them—display these kinds of inconsistent and potentially 

harmful moods in herself and other women. What little we know of her sister Eliza’s 

1784 flight from marriage and motherhood, which Wollstonecraft helped orchestrate, 

comes mainly from those letters. These letters show some evidence that Eliza’s emotional 

and physical distress add up to postpartum depression. After giving birth to a daughter in 

August 1783, Eliza fell into a gloominess that lasted months. Toward the end of 1783, 

Wollstonecraft writes, “[Eliza’s] mind is in a most unsettled state and attending to the 

constant fluctuation of it is far more harassing that the watching of those raving fits that 

had not the least tincture of reason—Her ideas are all disjointed and a number of wild 

whims float on her imagination and uncorrected fall from her—something like strange 

dreams when judgment sleeps and fancy sports at a fine rate” (39).
11

 Eliza suffered from 

continual headaches, restless pains, occasional deafness, frenzied fits, and sleeplessness. 

Wollstonecraft wanted to believe that Eliza would recover, writing “persons who recover 

from madness are generally in this way before they are perfectly restored—but whether 

                                                 
11

 Wollstonecraft to sister Everina, c. late 1783, Letters. 
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Bess’s [Eliza’s] faculties will ever regain their former tone only time will show” (40, 

emphasis original). She names her sister’s malady as “madness,” a strong word that 

indicated more than common emotional distress. Wollstonecraft was so affected by her 

sister’s “continual misery” that she resolved to remove Eliza from her situation, leaving 

behind Eliza’s infant (a daughter named Mary) who by law had to stay with her father, 

Meredith Bishop (40). Though nursing women often believed they had some quasi-legal 

recourse to child custody thanks to the breastfeeding bond, they in fact did not.
12

 The 

infant as impediment to Eliza’s escape crosses Wollstonecraft’s mind: “The plea of the 

child occurred to me and it was the most rational thing [Bishop] could complain of” 

(44).
13

 Wollstonecraft writes briefly of Eliza’s dilemma of leaving the infant versus 

staying in a hostile marriage: “Bess’s mind was so harassed with the fear of being 

discovered and the thought of leaving the child that she could not have stood it long....she 

can’t help sighing about little Mary who she tenderly loved—and on this score I both 

love and pity her—The poor brat it had got a little hold on my affections—some time or 

other I hope we shall get it.” So strong was Eliza’s aversion to staying with Bishop that, 

                                                 
12

 In an 1831 custodial case, the justice decided that “The father of a child is entitled to the custody of it, 

[even] though an infant at the breast of its mother” (Wright 197). Danaya Wright’s study of eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century child custody laws shows that there were in fact no consistent custody laws 

England until after 1850. From the early 1700s through the mid-1800s, courts generally found in favor of 

whatever party (either parent or a third-party guardian) who could prove their custody was in the 

child(ren)’s best interest. The courts were not, however, especially protective of maternal rights (187), 

particularly when mothers could not financially provide as stable a living as fathers could. The gendered 

laws of coverture, then, precluded many mothers from gaining custody of their children (194). Wright, 

“The Crisis of Child Custody.” 
13

 Wollstonecraft to Everina, January 1784, Letters. 
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even considering the incredibly difficult prospect of surrendering her child, she was “fixt 

in her resolution of never returning let what will be the consequence” (44-45).
14

  

Though Wollstonecraft and Eliza wished they could escape with the baby, they 

accepted that doing so was simply not feasible. However, by making that choice, Eliza 

ultimately refused the role of mother. To do so in a society where mothering was the 

highest achievement and strongest positive identifier of femininity marked a woman as 

unnatural and even infanticidal. According to Marilyn Francus, an “infanticidal” mother 

in eighteenth-century fiction is one who would abandon or kill her children to preserve 

her own independence.
15

 She may suffer the oppression of a system that denies her 

opportunity to work and fair compensation for that work; she may also suffer from some 

sort of madness that prevents her from so-called “natural” maternal affection or care. 

These women, like Moll Flanders or Roxana or Maria, are caught within false cultural 

narratives comparing the “good” mother to the “bad” one. Francus shows how being a 

“good mother” in eighteenth-century novels is unachievable because of the impossible 

cultural, economic, and political quandaries mothers encounter. Francus notes that even 

when a mother has good intentions for her child but cannot deliver upon those intentions, 

she is condemned as unfit: 

Because these mothers do not or cannot protect their children, they 

are implicated in unnatural, “infanticidal” narratives, and those narratives 

                                                 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 In Monstrous Motherhood, Francus distinguishes actual infanticidal mothers (fictional and real) who 

killed their children either actively or through neglect, from merely “infanticidal” mothers who through 

various means refused the responsibilities of motherhood.  
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do not resolve. A child separated from its mother may or may not 

survive....The family romance is always possible and always out of reach. 

There is no narrative certainty once the mother-child relationship is 

undone, only the ideological certainty that the mother has failed to fulfill 

her duty as a mother because her child is at risk. But this ideological 

certainty does not provide closure either: because these “infanticidal” texts 

underscore that the factors that shape maternal performance are not within 

a mother’s control, and because these texts resist depicting the death of the 

child, particularly at the hands of its mother, they acknowledge and deny 

maternal responsibility for infanticide and child murder.
16

 

For Eliza, life imitated narrative art. She left her daughter; the child died within the year; 

we can only speculate about how that death affected Eliza. The child’s death and its 

emotional aftermath is not depicted in any extant text, so we do not know what closure 

exists for the mother. The quandaries Eliza faced—staying in an unhappy and possibly 

abusive marriage versus giving up her daughter for her own freedom, all while suffering 

debilitating physical and mental breakdowns—recur later in Wollstonecraft’s own life 

and fiction. 

Eliza’s story exemplifies her postpartum depression not as solely a medical 

condition, but as a product of the many cultural forces surrounding a reproductive 

woman. It is not enough to say that Eliza’s postpartum depression was the sum of the 

                                                 
16

 Ibid., 81. Francus later discusses the perceived difference between what she terms “docile” and 

“rebellious” infanticidal mothers, which respectively suggest the woman who assimilates into the 

domestic feminine ideal versus the woman who refuses it.  
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immense hormonal, emotional, physical, and identity changes in her life. Specific aspects 

of her situation (being a newly-delivered mother, trapped in an unhappy marriage, 

experiencing intrusive fear and anxiety alongside physical ailments) would have 

combined with a cultural environment (women having little to no political or economic 

autonomy; unclear and unhelpful child custody laws; the social stigma of not mothering 

correctly by abandoning one’s child) to cultivate a serious depressive episode. As her 

sister’s close confidant—indeed, they were constantly in each other’s physical 

presence—Wollstonecraft would have seen precisely the causes and impacts of 

depression upon a new mother. Only a year later Wollstonecraft would again witness 

firsthand the physical and emotional devastation that could accompany childbirth, when 

her best friend Fanny Blood died in childbed. According to Wollstonecraft, during her 

pregnancy Fanny was “very ill and low-spirited, a poor solitary creature” (59).
17

 Fanny’s 

poor health prior to pregnancy undoubtedly increased her gestational discomforts in both 

her body and mind. Wollstonecraft arrived in Lisbon, where Fanny was living, just in 

time to attend her friend’s premature labor. She calls the overall experience of attending 

her friend a “terrifying dream”:  

When I arrived here Fanny was in labor and that four hours after she was 

delivered of a boy—The child is alive and well and considering the very 

very low state Fanny was reduced to she is better than could be expected I 

am now watching her and the child, my active spirits has not been much at 

rest ever since I left England....My mind is quite unsettled—Fanny is so 

                                                 
17

 Wollstonecraft to George Blood, 14 August 1785, Letters. 
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worn out her recovery would be almost a resurrection—and my reason 

will scarce allow me to think ‘tis possible—I labour to be resigned and by 

the time I am a little so some faint hope sets my thoughts again a float—

and for a moment I look forward to days, that will, alas! I fear, never 

come. (63, emphases original)
18

 

The breakneck pace and relatively slapdash nature of Wollstonecraft’s writing appear in 

her letters only when she indicates her own emotional disorder. She has witnessed a birth 

and now, after only a short time, feels sure that a death will soon follow. The oppositional 

nature of these transformative events has set her head spinning. Wollstonecraft secures a 

wet nurse for the baby boy, whom she describes as “puny” (likely premature) yet 

healthy.
19

 Fanny continues “exceedingly ill” to the point that Wollstonecraft nearly “gave 

her up” and remains “afraid to indulge hope” (63). After several days of nursing her 

friend who teeters between life and death, Wollstonecraft reflects on the opposing forces 

of maternal life and death. Somewhat surprised by her own psyche, she writes, “I am 

tolerably well—and calmer than I could expect to be—Could I not have turn for comfort 

where only ‘tis to be found [in the Creator], I should have been mad before this” (64).
20

 

She clearly recognizes the thin line separating sanity from madness, especially in the 

trying circumstances faced by a deathly ill new mother and her premature infant. She 

cannot keep her fragile equanimity for long, for Fanny expires soon after. Even months 

                                                 
18

 Wollstonecraft to Eliza Bishop, c. late November 1785, Letters. 
19

 OED, “puny,” adj. 2 and 3. 
20

 Wollstonecraft to Eliza Bishop, c. late November 1785, Letters. These events happened over the next 

several days from correspondence cited at note 18 above. 
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later, Wollstonecraft still clearly feels the loss keenly. She writes to Fanny’s brother 

George, “I have lost all relish for pleasure—and life seems a burthen almost too heavy to 

be endured—My head is stupid, and my heart sick and exhausted” (65).
21

 It would only 

get worse: Fanny’s son died soon after. Some of the worst sorrows of Wollstonecraft’s 

life accompanied the transformative events of pregnancy, childbirth, and new 

motherhood—and the deeply borne, incompatible feelings of love, loss, hope, and despair 

would resurface during her own experiences of pregnancy and as a new mother, 

heightened by her lover Gilbert Imlay’s neglect.  

In 1793, Wollstonecraft met Imlay, an American businessman and diplomat, in 

France during the Revolution. Their politics aligned and they soon became lovers.
22

 

Judging by her letters to him, when Wollstonecraft learned she was pregnant with Imlay’s 

child, she embraced the prospect of their future life as a family. While pregnant, she 

wrote with hope and wonder of both her growing fetus and her relationship with Imlay:  

Ever since you last saw me inclined to faint, I have felt some 

gentle twitches, which make me begin to think, that I am nourishing a 

creature who will soon be sensible of my care. – This thought has not only 

produced an overflowing of tenderness to you, but made me very attentive 

to calm my mind and take exercise, lest I should destroy an object, in 

whom we are to have a mutual interest, you know. Yesterday—do not 

                                                 
21

 Letters, Wollstonecraft to George Blood, 4 February 1786, Letters. Fanny’s infant, William, would die 

shortly after Wollstonecraft sent this series of letters to George. 
22

 In Paris, Imlay registered Wollstonecraft as his wife in response to the French government’s Law of 

Suspects that threatened British expatriates with imprisonment. Nevertheless, the two did not legally 

marry (Letters 230, n. 540). 
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smile!—finding that I had hurt myself by lifting precipitously a large log 

of wood, I sat down in agony, till I felt those said twitches again. (232-

33)
23

 

Here Wollstonecraft describes her quickening—the point in pregnancy where a mother 

first feels the fluttering movements of the fetus, usually between four and five months’ 

gestation—which was one of the few reliable ways of determining pregnancy. Her 

effusion of love toward the infant and Imlay; her immediate resolution to care for herself 

mentally and physically; and her consternation at having possibly injured her fetus all 

demonstrate how highly she privileged the situation of the pregnant mother. Each one of 

her subsequent letters show some of the range of emotion she felt, from being irritated at 

Imlay for not responding quickly to her letters (much of her pregnancy progressed while 

Imlay was off conducting his business affairs), to being very low-spirited and querulous, 

to expressing tenderness and even sensual desire. She proudly displays her pregnancy to 

those who would be scandalized: “Finding that I was observed, I told the good women, 

the two Mrs. ----s, simply that I was with child; and let them stare! and ----, and ----, nay, 

all the world, may know it for aught I care!” (238-9).
24

 She playfully calls her growing 

infant “the little twitcher” (236) but, influenced by the still-common belief that the 

maternal imagination transmitted directly to the infant, worries about her own disordered 

thoughts:  

                                                 
23

 Wollstonecraft to Imlay, c. November 1793, Letters. 
24

 Wollstonecraft to Imlay, 1 January 1794, Letters. 
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It is time for me to grow more reasonable, a few more of these 

caprices of sensibility would destroy me. I have, in fact, been very much 

indisposed for a few days past, and the notion that I was tormenting, or 

perhaps killing, a poor little animal, about whom I am grown anxious and 

tender, now I feel it alive, made me worse....still I feel intimations of its 

existence, though they have been fainter.  

Do you think that the creature goes regularly to sleep? I am ready 

to ask as many questions as Voltaire’s Man of Forty Crowns. (240).
25

  

Even in her letters her attention, reflecting her emotions, bounces about. Far from 

evidencing the stereotypical “fickle female” of the eighteenth-century novel, 

Wollstonecraft’s bouncing attention exemplifies the many new pressures and concerns 

thrust upon a pregnant woman. Her imagination and curiosity properly wander, for 

growing in her is a true unknown.  

When at last she gave birth to her daughter Fanny on May 14, 1794, 

Wollstonecraft reflected happily on her experience and even used it as a platform to argue 

for educating women in natural childbirth: “Yet nothing could be more natural or easy 

than my labour—still it is not smooth work—I dwell on these circumstances...to prove 

that this struggle of nature is rendered much more cruel by the ignorance and affectation 

of women. My nurse has been twenty years in this employment, and she tells me, she 

never knew a woman [who gave birth] so well...since I treat it so slightly” (252).
26

 

                                                 
25

 Wollstonecraft to Imlay, 6 January 1794, Letters. 
26

 Wollstonecraft to Ruth Barlow, 20 May 1794, Letters. Wollstonecraft had argued for years that women, 

if educated about pregnancy and fearless of it, could have safe births with minimal doctor interference. 
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Wollstonecraft took true pleasure in being Fanny’s mother, marveling at her infant and 

treasuring the bond created by breastfeeding. However, those pleasurable responsibilities 

of motherhood threw into stark contrast the depressing disappointments she bore in the 

rest of her life. As the weeks and months passed, Wollstonecraft’s feelings are marked by 

the distinct differences between her love and affection for her daughter, and her 

increasing sense of neglect from Imlay.
27

 Nearly every letter to Imlay reproaches him for 

not responding to her and expresses her wistfulness at missing him. As time passes, she 

exhibits signs of depression. At first she brushes them off: “Do not however suppose that 

I am melancholy” (258); later, she admits to sleeplessness and intrusive thoughts: “I have 

got a habit of restlessness at night, which arises, I believe, from activity of mind; for, 

when I am alone, that is, not near one to whom I can open my heart, I sink into reveries 

and trains of thinking, which agitate and fatigue me” (266). She chides Imlay for 

neglecting his parental duties and she worries that Fanny will not know her father. As the 

months pass and Imlay’s letters grow farther apart—and eventually Wollstonecraft comes 

to realize he has been unfaithful to her—Wollstonecraft describes her own mood as 

unpredictable: she is “melancholy” or “in a low-spirited strain,” and her “head turns 

giddy” (268, 273, 276, 280-3). Adding injury to insult, her physical health suffers, which 

undoubtedly lowers her spirits even more. Fanny is not even a year old before her mother 

expresses her first suicidal ideation: “My soul is weary—I am sick at heart; and, but for 

this little darling, I would cease to care about life, which is now stripped of every charm” 

                                                 
27

 It was not only Imlay’s fickleness which depressed Wollstonecraft, but her general environment as well. 

Her letters also show her increasing unhappiness with the political situation in revolutionary France, 

where speech was suppressed, executions grew more frequent, and food became scarcer. 
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(281). Despite Imlay’s neglect and his unfaithfulness, he still expects Wollstonecraft to 

assist in his business ventures. She complies, feeling pulled in different directions by 

duty, love, loss, and her own wish to be self-sufficient. Her letters of April and May 1795 

speak more and more of the misery in her own heart.  

Compounding that misery was having to wean Fanny at ten months, much earlier 

than Wollstonecraft initially wanted. Breastfeeding expends hundreds of kilocalories 

daily and depletes a woman’s physical reserves. Wollstonecraft knew rationally that 

nursing her child was weakening her own health (she had a persistent cough and feared a 

“galloping consumption”) and therefore must end: “I shall wean her...(to which I feel a 

repugnance, for it is my only solace)” (284). Placing so much pressure on nursing by 

calling it her “only solace” makes it the strongest part of her maternal identity as well as 

the lynchpin of her treasured mother-infant bond—a bond rooted in the body as well as in 

the heart and mind. Losing that special solace only compounded her other woes. She 

describes the several-day weaning process as “a painful exertion,” emotionally and 

physically draining (286). By Fanny’s first birthday Imlay drives Wollstonecraft to 

despair, and even her deep love for and duty to her daughter cannot keep her from 

teetering on the brink of life. Such was Imlay’s betrayal, and such were the conflicting 

expectations he had of Wollstonecraft—indeed, that she had of herself—that she broke.  

As William Godwin relates in the Memoirs, in late May 1795 Wollstonecraft 

“formed a desperate purpose to die” (94).
28

 The exact circumstances of her first suicide 
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 Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Subsequent citations will be from the 

edition represented in my Bibliography and will be indicated as Memoirs. 
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attempt are unknown, but Imlay stopped her. He convinced her, while she was still 

deeply depressed, to undertake a voyage to Scandinavia on his behalf. Her deep 

melancholy persisted through the first few weeks of her journey, compounded by a bad 

sea-crossing and ill health. Eventually, however, time in the sublime northern beauty of 

Norway and Sweden restored her spirits. Though she took Fanny with her, she 

consciously carved time away from her daughter to begin compiling her own journals of 

the trip. She found a kindred maternal spirit in the late Queen Caroline Mathilde of 

Denmark, who had bucked public opinion to raise her own children with modern 

practices, and whose reformist activities challenged (and sometimes scandalized) the 

staid traditionalists of the Danish court.
29

 But Wollstonecraft’s emotional high once again 

turned low. When she returned to London she found Imlay living with an actress; this 

was the final straw. As Godwin relates, she felt “that she would sooner suffer a thousand 

deaths, than pass another [night] of equal misery. The agony of her mind determined her; 

and that determination gave her a sort of desperate serenity” (96). Wollstonecraft rowed 

to the Putney bridge, paced half an hour in the pouring rain to drench her clothing, then 

leaped from the bridge. She did not sink, though she lost consciousness; half-drowned, 

she was rescued and revived by some passersby. In later reflections “she always spoke of 

the pain she underwent as such, that, though she could afterwards have determined upon 

almost any other species of voluntary death, it would have been impossible for her to 

resolve upon encountering the same sensations again” (96-7). As Godwin editorializes, it 
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 See Wollstonecraft’s Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796), letter XVIII, 

“Copenhagen.”  
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is unclear whether her roundabout description of intense pain refers to “the mere nature 

of suffocation, or was not rather owing to the preternatural action of a desperate spirit” 

(97). He clearly acknowledges the indefinite line between her pained psyche and her 

broken body, following her own experiential approach. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to draw a similar line between when her intense 

depression could have been influenced by her maternity, and when it could not. Even 

medical professionals emphasize that postpartum depression does not necessarily appear 

immediately after childbirth, but can begin months later and last for years. In truth I have 

no interest in drawing such a line because, as my own and others’ experiences with the 

intense highs and lows of motherhood show, there is none. As Marilyn Francus argues 

regarding mothers in eighteenth-century fiction, whether a mother nurtures or abandons 

her infant, simply having experienced the physical and emotional trials of gestation, 

labor, childbirth, and recovery will ensure that she must contend with a new identity.
30

 

That identity brings conflicting and incompatible emotions that are all at once troubling, 

frustrating, beautiful, frightening, and hopeful. It influences and is influenced by changes 

in the mother’s physique, priorities, responsibilities, and sense of self. Together these 

underscore the sympathetic connection between one’s material body and one’s 

immaterial mind and heart. In Maria, or The Wrongs of Woman (published by Godwin in 

1798 after its author’s death), Wollstonecraft represents the mind-body affiliations unique 

to pregnant and parturitive women. Understanding the role of pregnancy and parturition 

in Wollstonecraft’s experience and observations of the operations of the mind under 
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circumstances unique to women underscores the importance of her treatment of these 

issues in Maria, the eighteenth century’s most vivid portrait of the stakes of motherhood.  

 

“The natural, the dreaded consequence” 

Wollstonecraft had begun the novel one year before her own demise; she was 

therefore pregnant for most of its composition. Alongside her political treatise of A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, her first pregnancy several years earlier offers some 

insight into Maria’s politics. In one letter, months before Fanny’s birth, she wrote to 

Imlay:  

 Considering the care and anxiety a woman must have about a 

child before it comes into the world, it seems to be, but a natural right, to 

belong to her. When men get immersed in the world, they seem to lose all 

sensations, excepting those necessary to continue or produce life!—Are 

these the privileges of reason? Amongst the feathered race, whilst the hen 

keeps the young warm, her mate stays by to cheer her; but it is sufficient 

for a man to condescend to get a child, in order to claim it.—A man is a 

tyrant! (238, emphasis original)
31

 

Wollstonecraft’s half-playful, half-sincere outrage at the inequities of parenthood preview 

the content of her final work. Her protagonist, Maria Venables, suffers the many legal 

and moral injustices of being a married woman in English society, the most appalling of 

which are engineered by her cruel, dissolute, and manipulative husband George. He drugs 

                                                 
31

 Wollstonecraft to Imlay, 1 January 1794, Letters. 
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her and takes her infant from her—even as the child nurses at her breast!—and 

incarcerates Maria in a madhouse.
32

 Maria finds friendship with her caretaker Jemima, 

then commiserates and eventually falls in love with Henry Darnford, another 

patient/inmate of the madhouse. Maria is told her child is dead, then she stands trial for 

adultery. After the trial, Maria finds she is pregnant by Darnford, who abandons her. The 

novel ends in fragments and suggestions. Wollstonecraft indicates Maria may have a 

miscarriage then commit suicide, or may have a miscarriage and attempt suicide, or may 

resolve to live for her first child who, Jemima reveals, is not dead. The slim, unfinished 

novel is poignant not only for its plot and politics, nor only as a symbol—the incomplete 

work of a bluestocking feminist who died in childbed—but also for how its affecting 

portrayals of pregnant and parturitive women challenge institutional perspectives (legal 

and medical) on reproductive women. Maria’s setting of the madhouse would evoke for 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century readers narrative tropes that characterized women 

either as good/natural mothers or bad/unnatural ones, particularly what Marilyn Francus 

describes as the “infanticidal” mother who cannot or will not conform to ideal domestic 

femininity.
33

 Wollstonecraft is able to represent the political, social, and economic 

conditions of motherhood that engineer the particular hardships and unresolvable 

quandaries of reproductive women. Considering such pressures, it seems almost a 

foregone conclusion that some form of maternal madness would affect the parturitive 
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woman. Similar to how Cvetkovich describes depression in general, postpartum 

depression, -anxiety, or -psychosis are therefore normal emotional states generated by 

outside conditions but manifested internally. Wollstonecraft shows that to a degree, some 

form of depression is a common experience for all mothers. 

Maria’s conversations with Jemima illustrate the widespread conditions which 

incubate postpartum mood disorders. The novel shows how a working woman’s personal 

safety and job security are more precarious because of her ability to become pregnant. 

Jemima’s tale begins with her own mother, who served in a respectable manor house. 

Jemima’s father was a servant in the same house when he seduced her mother, who “had 

no sooner perceived, the natural, the dreaded consequence, than the terrible conviction 

flashed on her—that she was ruined” (36). Wollstonecraft, herself a literary critic, is very 

familiar with the trope of pregnancy as a young woman’s ruination. Jemima’s mother’s 

“ruination” can mean that she is sent out of the house without a reference, or that she 

must turn to prostitution and crime, or that she languishes in poverty. Wollstonecraft, 

however, takes the trope to its limits. Though these consequences happen to other women 

in the text, she writes the harshest consequence first: self-starvation, failing health, and a 

pitiful death. Jemima relates:  

“My mother, grieved to the soul by [her father’s] neglect, and unkind 

treatment, actually resolved to famish herself; and injured her health by 

the attempt; though she had not sufficient resolution to adhere to her 

project, or renounce it entirely. Death came not at her call; yet sorrow, and 

the methods she adopted to conceal her condition, still doing the work of a 
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house-maid, had such an effect on her constitution, that she died in the 

wretched garret, where her virtuous mistress had forced her to take refuge 

in the very pangs of labour, though my father, after a slight reproof, was 

allowed to remain in his place—allowed by the mother of six children, 

who, scarcely permitting a footstep to be heard, during her month’s 

indulgence, felt no sympathy for the poor wretch, denied every comfort 

required by her situation.” (36) 

The passage hints at the conditions Jemima’s mother faced. Overworked and 

undernourished, Jemima’s mother has (like Fantomina) not only been starving herself but 

probably also “lac[ing] prodigious strait.”
34

 She is confined to a “‘wretched garret,’” a 

tiny, airless attic room. The lady of the house refuses Jemima’s mother any of the 

necessary components of a healthy birth. She likely has few women (or even none) to 

attend her in childbirth, and no “month’s indulgence” of a traditional confinement. 

Jemima’s mother dies nine days after giving birth, which the text indicates is due to her 

weakened condition. However, the duration between her childbirth and her death is also a 

signal of puerperal fever, a condition familiar to readers as one of the main culprits of 

maternal mortality. For Jemima’s mother, a painful nine days’ illness and the infection 

spreading through her already broken body hints at the environment of her labor. She 

birthed in a close garret, not a large, comfortable room. Instead of the more respected and 

skilled midwife who would have attended the lady of the house, perhaps Jemima’s 
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mother was attended by a village woman or even one of the other house servants, who 

would not know how to avoid childbed fever. Perhaps she was simply alone.  

Wollstonecraft makes a powerful rhetorical move by placing Jemima’s mother’s 

childbed death near the beginning of her novel. She introduces her reader to the most 

horrible consequences of pregnancy first, instead of romanticizing the outcomes or 

immediately showcasing salacious outcomes like prostitution. The rest of Jemima’s tale 

only reinforces this theme, even as Wollstonecraft includes unhappy details about 

Jemima’s own struggles. At age 16 while working as a house-maid, Jemima is violently 

raped by her master. He continually coerces her, then when he learns of her condition, he 

procures an abortifacient. When Jemima doesn’t take the drug and her mistress learns of 

her pregnancy, Jemima is thrown out of the house. In despair after one last fruitless plea 

to her master, Jemima takes the drug, terminates her pregnancy, and is desperately ill 

from the event. After this she turns to prostitution and eventually becomes a kept 

mistress. 

Despite these conventionally sexual details that might normally create a one-

dimensional female character, Wollstonecraft crafts Jemima’s story as well as any 

miniature bildungsroman. Jemima’s personal growth despite her cruel circumstances 

illustrates one of the grand goals of sentimentality: to mold thoughtful and empathetic 

individuals. Jemima’s early life as a defiant and angry girl may not normally indicate the 

possibility of deeper feeling or capacity for thought. Where readers might expect 

hysterics from her (such as with Haywood’s Glicera), or an impassive response (as from 

a seasoned tart like Defoe’s Moll Flanders), Wollstonecraft presents instead a young 
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woman whose worldview expands outward. Previously able to focus only on her own 

suffering, the newly pregnant Jemima learns sympathy: 

“The anguish which was now pent up in my bosom, seemed to 

open a new world to me: I began to extend my thoughts beyond myself, 

and grieve for human misery, till I discovered with horror—ah! what 

horror!—that I was with child. I know not why I felt a mixed sensation of 

despair and tenderness, excepting that, ever called a bastard, a bastard 

appeared to me an object of the greatest compassion in creation.” (41) 

Jemima’s personal experiences of neglect and violence lead her to think of others with 

compassion for the first time. And yet, she must immediately focus back on herself and 

her own situation when he discovers she’s pregnant. This back-and-forth pull, untenable 

in its misery, mirrors the ambiguous and contradictory feelings many of the women in the 

novel have about their pregnancies and babies. Jemima experiences the same 

contradictory pressures when her master gives her the abortifacient. Though she does not 

want to die, she feels unworthy of living, and must put off deciding whether to use the 

drug: 

“After some weeks of deliberation had elapsed, I in continual fear that my 

altered shape would be noticed, my master gave me a medicine in a phial, 

which he desired me to take, telling me, without any circumlocution, for 

what purpose it was designed. I burst into tears, I thought it was killing 

myself—yet was such a self as I worth preserving? He cursed me for a 

fool, and left me to my own reflections. I could not resolve to take this 
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infernal potion; but I wrapped it up in an old gown, and hid it in a corner 

of my box.” (41)  

Jemima’s pregnancy is discovered by her mistress, who kicks her out of doors. Spotting 

her master on the street, Jemima begs him several times for help; he cruelly directs her to 

a parish-house for bastard infants. We are to understand that Jemima’s own childhood, 

devoid of tenderness and care, flashes before her eyes and incites her next actions: 

“I hurried back to my hole, and, rage giving place to despair, sought for 

the potion that was to procure abortion, and swallowed it, with a wish that 

it might destroy me, at the same time that it stopped the sensations of new-

born life, which I felt with indescribable emotion. My head turned ‘round, 

my heart grew sick, and in the horrors of approaching dissolution, mental 

anguish was swallowed up. The effect of the medicine was violent, and I 

was confined to my bed several days; but, youth and a strong constitution 

prevailing, I once more crawled out, to ask myself the cruel question, 

‘Whither I should go?’” (42-3).  

 There is a quick flood of raw, strong feelings in this passage: rage, despair, 

heartsickness, anguish—and most of all, the “indescribable emotion” of feeling an 

unborn child’s dying movements within one’s body. Her situation as a pregnant woman 

may provoke stronger and more unstable feelings than usual (in both Jemima herself and 

a sympathetic reader), but those feelings are not dangerous or wrong in and of 

themselves. The narrative makes it clear that Jemima’s actions and emotions are not the 

result of flaws inherent to her gender but of her treatment in system that punishes woman 
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for having reproductive bodies. That system creates the conditions that fuel cruelty to 

women and postpartum depression or madness within them. 

 

“‘Consider, dear madam, I was famishing: wonder not that I became a wolf!’” 

Wollstonecraft extends her social critique by focusing Jemima’s tale on how 

women are complicit in the very system which devalues their reproduction. In the novel 

this occurs in part as women subvert and demean each other, even—especially—when 

they recognize that a rival woman is made more vulnerable by her reproductive status. 

Women being awful to each other is a common theme of Wollstonecraft’s; in the 

Vindication she identifies women’s behavior to each other as one of the primary results of 

and contributions to women’s subordinate social and moral status.
35

 Wollstonecraft uses 

the fiction of Maria to translate these arguments from political discourse to moral 

discourse. As Anne Mellor notes, “Wollstonecraft’s title, The Wrongs of Woman, 

registers an important ambiguity, signaling the novel’s concern both with the wrongs 

done to women and the wrongs done by women. In order to survive, women are often 

forced to turn against one another.”
36

 This gender-treason often depends upon a woman’s 

actual or potential reproductive status. For instance, the novel characterizes brand-new 

mothers, just out of their own lying-in period, as threatening to other women. Recall that 

in Jemima’s mother’s case, the lady of the house had recently completed her own lying-

                                                 
35

 For example, Wollstonecraft alleges in the Vindication that a coquettish mother may see her own 

daughters as her rivals for attention (162), lash out against her less fortunate peers (266), or squander her 

children’s inheritance (267).  
36

 Mellor, Introduction to Maria, xi.  



169 

 

in. Presumably the lady would have some sympathy for a fellow mother-to-be, but 

instead she cruelly confines her to an airless garret and denies her vital care. The lady of 

the house therefore contributes directly to Jemima’s mother’s death. Jemima’s 

stepmother (another servant, who this time successfully convinced Jemima’s father to 

marry her) is another example. Soon after her own lying-in period, the stepmother 

becomes far from a motherly figure to Jemima. Jemima speaks of her treatment by her 

stepmother as a form of “slavery” and relates in straightforward terms the total lack of 

affection she received (38). 

The stepmother’s abuse of a motherless girl illustrates an ugly narcissism, a self-

preservationist “got-mine” mentality repeated through the text. Wollstonecraft exposes 

how the pressures of misogyny make women complicit by degrading their fellow women 

for selfish ends. Later in Jemima’s life, when she is the kept mistress of an older 

gentleman from whom she learned to read and improve her mind, she becomes the victim 

of yet another woman. When her lover dies, his daughter-in-law throws Jemima out of 

the house. Her reason is ostensibly “‘to prevent...such a creature as she supposed 

[Jemima] to be, from purloining any of [the estate’s valuables]” (46). To add insult to 

injury, the new lady of the house refuses to write Jemima a reference, stating “‘that it 

would go against her conscience to recommend a kept mistress’” (47). The morality of 

refusing to acknowledge a kept mistress may normally be the most straightforward 

reading of the situation; however, we must consider the underlying implications of 

exactly what threats a kept mistress might make against an estate. The context of the 

passage concentrates on the estate’s goods and value passing to the old gentleman’s next 
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of kin, his adult son. Implied is the possibility that he may have impregnated Jemima 

with a bastard child who could potentially challenge the first heir for some of the estate. 

The new lady of the house can simply assume Jemima to be a reproductive threat to her 

livelihood, so she therefore exercises what power she has and removes the generational 

threat.  

Later, Jemima herself replicates this behavior in one of her more shocking and 

saddening confessions. After she has found some menial labor as a washerwoman, she 

takes up with a tradesman who invites her into his own household. To secure her new 

position, she convinces him to throw onto the street a young woman he has recently 

impregnated: 

“I advised him—yes, I did! would I could forget it!—to turn [her] out of 

doors: and one night he was determined to follow my advice. Poor wretch! 

She fell upon her knees....(The remorse Jemima spoke of, seemed to be 

stinging her to the soul, as she proceeded.) She left..., and, approaching a 

tub where horses were watered, she sat down in it and, with desperate 

resolution, remained in that attitude—till resolution was no longer 

necessary!....I passed by, just as some men, going to work, drew out the 

stiff, cold corpse—Let me not recall the horrible moment!—I recognized 

her pale visage; I listened to the tale told by the spectators, and my heart 

did not burst. I thought of my own state, and wondered how I could be 

such a monster!—I worked hard; and returning home, I was attacked by a 

fever. I suffered both in body and mind.” (50) 
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Shades of Wollstonecraft’s own suicide attempt haunt this episode, easily apparent to 

readers of Godwin’s Memoirs (published just before Maria). The pregnant girl commits 

suicide and the image of her cold, stiff corpse is made shockingly personal. The girl did 

not drown herself in a lake or river where any stranger could have found her: she died in 

the middle of town, in a common watering trough, close enough that her rival could 

encounter her body. The narration reinforces the horror of the episode with Jemima’s 

interjections, exclamations, and strong physical and emotional responses. In classic 

sentimental tradition, Jemima’s internal feelings manifest themselves in physical illness.  

The novel also demonstrates how women must be complicit in a system that 

devalues their reproductive bodies and their moral worth by depicting women’s bodies 

being commodified based on their reproductive status or ability. Wollstonecraft depicts 

the result of socioeconomic pressures as the unbridgeable distance between maternal 

affection and cold, detached survival. Jemima’s own birth and infancy is a prime example 

of how reproduction is, for many women of the period, reduced to a monetary endeavor: 

“The day my mother, died, the ninth after my birth, I was 

consigned to the care of the cheapest nurse my father could find; who 

suckled her own child at the same time, and lodged as many more as she 

could get, in two cellar-like apartments. 

Poverty, and the habit of seeing children die off at her hands, had 

so hardened her heart, that the office of a mother did not awaken the 

tenderness of a woman; nor were the feminine caresses which seem a part 

of the rearing of a child, ever bestowed on me....” (37)  
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Wet-nurses were exceedingly common from antiquity through the nineteenth century, 

and nursing another woman’s baby was sometimes the best and only work a woman 

might find. In many instances, wet nurses were afforded a place of honor among the 

household staff, particularly in wealthy families, for they were the primary caretakers of 

the next generation. This is clearly not the case for Jemima’s own nurse, who provides 

lodging but not love for as many children as she can. The nurse is not at all emotionally 

invested in the care of another woman’s infant—nor even apparently her own—only in 

the income which that infant may provide her. In any case, Jemima’s nurse points to the 

changing participation of women in the eighteenth century’s growing capitalist economy.  

Since this particular wet-nurse was not a valuable member of the household, she must use 

her body’s own resource as a source of income. She therefore participates in an economy 

where bodies not only created a product (breastmilk), mothers’ bodies were literally the 

product. Jemima’s nurse is essentially a wage-slave, unable to stop nursing children 

because it is her only source of income, but unable to better her situation by breaking into 

an upper class where her labor would be rewarded.  

The nurse eventually presses Jemima to contribute her own labor to the nursing 

enterprise: “‘Confined then in a damp hovel, to rock the cradle of the succeeding tribe, I 

looked like a little old woman, or a hag shriveling into nothing’” (37). Young Jemima is 

forced to become part of this cycle of infant-rearing-for-sustenance. Later, Jemima’s 

stepmother exploits the girl’s minimal experience with infants by bringing her around to 

care for the stepmother’s own newborn, “to save the expense of maintaining [Jemima at 

the nurse’s home], and of hiring a girl to assist in the care of the child’” (37). Jemima’s 
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emotionally and physically violent experiences in that household again exploit her body 

and her labor as a source of capital (37-40). Her story allows Wollstonecraft to explore 

the actual cultural narratives linking female reproduction, especially among the lower 

classes, to moral deficiency via the loss of a woman’s labor potential.  

Furthermore, the narrative illustrates how even the possibility of pregnancy and 

childbirth precludes a woman’s financial independence. As Marilyn Francus shows, the 

primary problem creating “infanticidal” or “monstrous” mothers is socioeconomic. She 

writes, “The economic well-being of a mother was not usually in her control; 

nevertheless, mothers were expected to behave as if they were socially and economically 

empowered to fulfill domestic narrative. Society valued a single woman, as a worker or a 

potential spouse, for her skills, assets, and unrealized fertility; married women were 

valued for their skills and realized fertility, while their assets were subject to their 

husband’s control.”
37

 In other words, the idea of motherhood as a loving, tender endeavor 

in which the woman cares selflessly for her actual and potential children, falls apart when 

confronted with the economic impossibility of self-sufficiency for either a single or 

married mother. This holds true for a woman who already has children, or who finds 

herself newly pregnant. The two terminated pregnancies in Jemima’s tale—her own 

abortion and when the other pregnant woman kills herself—result directly from women’s 

bodies being commodified for the usefulness of their labor, as opposed to the value of 

their capacities as mothers. Reproduction interferes with one’s capacities as a laborer in 

ways much more harmful to women than to men. As Jemima notes,  
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“How often have I heard...in conversation, and read in books, that every 

person willing to work may find employment? It is the vague assertion, I 

believe, of insensible indolence, when it relates to men; but, with respect 

to women, I am sure of its fallacy, unless they will submit to the most 

menial bodily labor; and even to be employed at hard labour is out of the 

reach of many, whose reputation misfortune or folly has tainted.” (48) 

The situations in which pregnant women find themselves, and the actions they 

take against each other, make a special statement about pregnancy, childbirth, and new 

motherhood: female reproduction is the primary biological difference between the sexes 

that at times makes women powerless indeed. And yet, the strength of a pregnant 

woman’s or new mother’s feelings and resolve—from her physical capacity to return to 

her job after laboring in childbed, to the new emotional forces challenging her mind and 

heart—defy any label of weakness. While extreme physical and emotional experiences 

that push one to the brink have been acknowledged and even revered in Western 

philosophical tradition, they remain in masculine realms such as war and torture. 

Glorifying death and life together tends to be respectable only in large-scale conflicts, not 

the domestic mundanity of childbed. Wollstonecraft challenges that by portraying 

pregnancy and parturition as inevitably horrible and wonderful. They are events in which 

a woman can cross and re-cross moral or emotional boundaries until those boundaries 

cease to be clear. Maria’s own movement between these limits helps illustrate what 

Wollstonecraft argued in the Vindication and elsewhere, and what frustratingly defies 
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explanation or defense: How can women be rationally and intellectually equal to men, if 

their experience as mothers makes them capable of such emotional extremes? 

 

“The sentiments I have embodied” 

Wollstonecraft’s response to that question is to place maternal affect not only in 

its economic and political contexts, as discussed above, but in the actual female body as 

well. In doing so she attempts to express in fiction her feminist principles of reason, 

education, and sensibility she articulated in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. In that 

work she opposed novelistic abuses of sensibility and sentiment, arguing that they 

contributed to woman’s characterization as coquettish, fickle, hysterical, incapable of 

self-direction, and so on: “[Women’s] senses are inflamed, and their understandings 

neglected, consequently they become prey of their senses, delicately termed sensibility, 

and are blown about by every momentary gust of feeling” (177). Specifically, novels’ 

“sentimental jargon” would “corrupt the taste, and draw the heart aside from its daily 

duties,” as opposed to “those works which exercise the understanding and regulate the 

understanding” (330-31). Overall, she believes that “A distinction should be made 

between inflaming and strengthening [the passions]” (177). Wollstonecraft therefore does 

not oppose the actual concepts of sensibility or sentimentalism—just how they are aimed 

at keeping women dependent and subservient.
38

 An education founded on reason and 

independent rational thought, per the Vindication, will allow a person to nurture 
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appropriate passions and control them, rather than having them control her. In one short 

sentence in the Author’s Preface to Maria, Wollstonecraft tells us how she translates into 

fiction the Vindication’s sociopolitical arguments: “The sentiments I have embodied” (5).  

In that short but weighty declaration, Wollstonecraft offers an important feminist 

argument that to be human is to think and feel, not to limit oneself solely to one or the 

other. She attempts to follow both her own principles of education and reason and the 

actual principles of eighteenth century sentimentalism by refusing to separate emotion 

from the physical body: feeling, after all, happens in the mind and through the physical 

senses alike. Wollstonecraft navigates the emotional and corporeal by offering a main 

character whose own capacity for reason shows her to be unjustly imprisoned, but who is 

not so cold that she cannot be moved by her own capacity to feel. The choice of a 

postpartum mother to carry Wollstonecraft’s sentiments in her heart and body alike 

shows that parturitive women have a unique capacity for embodied sentiment, and 

therefore a more holistic human experience. Wollstonecraft’s embodied sentiment is the 

pre-history of critical movements such as the affective turn, which has in the recent 

decades explored embodied knowledge as a continuity of feminist insight. Wollstonecraft 

knew that novelistically representing emotion while not replicating the damages of overly 

sentimental narratives would be challenging. These portions of her narrative would come 

under intensified critical scrutiny because they could appear to invalidate the argument of 

women as rational beings. Late-eighteenth-century critics might likely have taken Maria 

as proof that women—especially parturitive women—were more apt to be fickle, 

unstable, mad, and thus would undermine the social order. Probably anticipating such 
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criticism, Wollstonecraft carefully illustrates the strange bonds between intellect and 

emotion to which women, vulnerable due to their maternity and subordinate social 

situation, are unfairly subjected. 

The narrative begins with an immediate scene of embodied sentiment. Maria’s 

very first thought is of her infant daughter, her image evoked by the pain of Maria’s 

engorged breasts: 

Her infant’s image was continually floating on Maria’s sight, and 

the first smile of intelligence remembered, as none but a mother, an 

unhappy mother, can conceive. She heard her half speaking half cooing, 

and felt the little twinkling fingers on her burning bosom—a bosom 

bursting with the nutriment for which this cherished child might now be 

pining in vain. From a stranger she could indeed receive the maternal 

aliment, Maria was grieved at the thought—but who would watch her with 

a mother’s tenderness, a mother’s self-denial? (7) 

The loss of her daughter is made concrete through Maria’s body: the thought of the child 

and the tender emotions she evokes results in a physical reaction of burning breasts (the 

let-down reflex of milk). Even in reverse order the connection would be true—her painful 

breasts would remind Maria of the loss of her daughter, and all the tender sentiments 

would then arise in her heart. Wollstonecraft even represents the blurry line between 

physically hearing and remembering something once heard: Maria, recalling her 

daughter’s coos, seems to hear them as if she and her daughter were together again. 

Maria is not the only character whose emotional extremes manifest as physical sensation 
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or illness. After Jemima sees the drowned girl—her pregnant former rival who committed 

suicide—she falls ill with a fever “suffered both in body and mind” (50). Jemima must 

process the emotional weight of the scene through her material body. 

Maria feels many contradictory emotions throughout the novel, but none are more 

pronounced than during episodes featuring pregnancy, maternity, and children. Before 

she leaves her husband, she relates an episode where she unwittingly meets the bastard 

child he got on a serving-woman. When Maria realizes the child is George’s, she “grew 

sick at heart” with “abhorrence,” but so powerful is her pity for the sad, sickly child that 

she immediately resolves to support it (82). She later describes her responses to George’s 

unaccountable tenderness. Despite feeling no love for him, and indeed finding him 

morally and physically repulsive, “compassion, and the fear of insulting his supposed 

feelings, by a want of sympathy, made [her] dissemble, and do violence to [her] delicacy” 

(85). In other words, though she wants nothing to do with George, Maria feels that she 

must tolerate and support him, even to the point of acquiescing to sex. The height of her 

unavoidable self-contradiction occurs when Maria discovers she herself is pregnant. In 

the asylum she writes to her absent infant,  

The greatest sacrifice of my principles in my while life, was the allowing 

my husband again to be familiar with my person, though to this cruel act 

of self-denial, when I wished the earth to open and swallow me, you owe 

your birth; and I the unutterable pleasure of being a mother.  

....................................................................................... 
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Humanity, compassion, and the interest produced by a habit of living 

together, made me try to relieve, and sympathize with him; but, when I 

recollected that I was bound to live with such a being for ever—my heart 

died within me; my desire of improvement became languid, and baleful, 

corroding melancholy took possession of my soul. Marriage had bastilled 

me for life. I discovered in myself a capacity for the enjoyment of the 

various pleasures existence affords; yet, fettered by the partial laws of 

society, this fair globe was to me an universal blank. (86-7) 

Maria is all too aware that everything she does and feels places her into an impossible 

predicament. She does not love her husband, yet she allows him to have sex with her; she 

wishes she could take back that act, but knows it results in the birth of her beloved 

daughter; she feels the potential for love and pleasure within her, but her blank heart feels 

like dying. Jemima too feels “a mixed sensation of despair and tenderness” when she 

thinks of her own pregnancy. Her awful circumstances nevertheless incite feelings of “the 

greatest compassion in creation” for her bastard child (41). When she aborts her 

pregnancy, she feels similarly “indescribable emotion”: rage becomes despair, her “head 

turned ‘round, [her] heart grew sick, and in the horrors of approaching dissolution, mental 

anguish was swallowed up” (43). Maria’s and Jemima’s extremes of body and mind are 

not irrational, but as their circumstances show, perfectly rational responses to the 

extremes of their own situations: the setting of the madhouse, the injustice perpetrated by 

male figures, and the cruelty to which reproductive women are particularly subject. That 
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cruelty may be imposed from without, but its effects manifest within the minds and hearts 

of parturitive women. 

One of the most poignant contradictions occurs when the pregnant Maria learns 

that her husband tried to prostitute her to salvage his debts: “I felt at that moment the first 

maternal pang. Aware of the evils my sex have to struggle with, I still wished, for my 

own consolation, to be the mother of a daughter; and I could not bear to think, that the 

sins of her father’s entailed disgrace, should be added to the ills to which woman is heir” 

(93). In other words, Maria desperately wants a daughter despite the injustices that she 

knows await the girl. Her wording in this passage—she feels a “maternal pang”—also 

speaks to those irreconcilable yet complementary physical pains of labor and the 

emotional agonies and ecstasies of motherhood. Here the text also speaks to the force of 

the maternal imagination which, though generally rejected by science and medicine for 

several decades, nevertheless remained an active cultural influence: Maria does indeed 

bear a daughter, and the mother’s pains become the child’s upon their separation. 

During her lying-in, her contradictory feelings continue to pull her between joy 

and despair. Her uncle, who had been her sole supportive family member, dies three days 

after she gives birth. His death is a huge blow but due to her situation as a new mother, 

she cannot give in to grief:  

As I sincerely loved my uncle, this intelligence brought on a fever, 

which I struggled to conquer with all the energy of my mind; for, in my 

desolate state, I had it very much at heart to suckle you, my poor babe. 

You seemed my only tie to life, a cherub, to whom I wished to be a father, 
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as well as a mother; and the double duty appeared to me to produce a 

proportionate increase of affection. But the pleasure I felt, while sustaining 

you, snatched from the wreck of hope, was cruelly dampened by 

melancholy reflections....(114)
39

 

Maria feels all at once pleasurable affection for her daughter, grief for her own deceased 

uncle, and despondency regarding George’s entrapment of her. She wants to fill both 

parental roles but cannot because, as she is all too aware, women do not have near the 

social or legal power as men. She therefore knows her child’s life—and her own—are 

precarious. Perhaps the most desolate of all are Maria’s conflicting emotions when she 

sees George Venables in her daughter: 

I imagined with what extacy, after the pains of child-bed, I should have 

presented my little stranger, whom I had so long wished to view, to a 

respectable father....Now I kissed her with less delight, though with the 

most endearing compassion, poor helpless one! when I perceived a slight 

resemblance of him, to whom she owed her existence; of if any gesture 

reminded me of him, even in his best days, my heart heaved, and pressed 

the innocent to my bosom, as if to purify it—yes, I blushed to think that its 

purity had been sullied, by allowing such a man to be its father. (114-15) 

                                                 
39

 This passage, along with an earlier one where Maria is tormented by horrible nightmares in which she is 

pursued by a bestial, demon-like George Venables, directly hearken to the longstanding cultural fear of 

the monstrous maternal imagination, as outlined in Chapter 1 of this dissertation. Maria’s nightmares 

become reality, as Venables proves he is indeed evil when he takes her child and imprisons her. The grief 

she passes to her child through her breastmilk foreshadows the child’s own grievous end. Compare with 

note 25 in Chapter 1 of this dissertation regarding Mary Jane Davis’s argument for positive affective 

transference. 
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All Maria’s narrative of her pregnancy, birth, and her feelings about them are surrounded 

in the novel by Wollstonecraft’s criticisms of the gender inequities that render women 

little better than prisoners or slaves. The sexual and political incongruities Wollstonecraft 

elucidates in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman reflect, through Maria’s narratives, 

the paradoxical conflicts that impact parturitive women so intensely. Like mothers 

everywhere, Maria must make impossible choices, sacrifice X to save Y, deny 

themselves to preserve themselves and their children, navigate sexual double standards, 

feel love and hate all at once. Even Wollstonecraft’s plans for the end of the novel—

where Maria faces another pregnancy, prison, possible miscarriage or abortion, and 

suicide—hint at the unavoidable recurrence of impossible quandaries and the 

incompatible emotions accompanying them. 

 The height of Maria’s own impossible quandary comes with her incarceration in 

the madhouse. George Venables jails her there ostensibly because she exhibits signs of 

maternal madness. Her jailers take his reason for granted and so, in general, do literary 

critics discussing her incarceration. Analyses that take maternal madness for granted in 

the novel perhaps indicate how commonplace such an accusation or diagnosis was. After 

all, what must postpartum depression look like to an outsider, but madness? When Maria 

first finds herself at the asylum, she is “tortured by maternal apprehension” (7)—an 

ominous but ultimately vague, invisible set of fears. For the first two days at the asylum, 

Maria was “the prey of impetuous, varying emotions” (8)—would that not decide an 

observer’s diagnosis of madness? Her caretaker Jemima asks pointedly, when Maria 

refuses to eat, “‘Could any thing but madness produce such a disgust for food?’” (9). 



183 

 

Most tellingly, Jemima informs Maria that according to the physician, Maria’s malady 

was “hereditary” (10-11). We commonly read “hereditary” as reflecting back through an 

individual’s genetic or reproductive precursors, but historically it has also been used to 

discuss future reproduction.
40

 In terms of the novel’s madhouse, therefore, “hereditary” 

implies Maria’s malady comes from simply being a reproductive woman and having had 

a child.  

 Despite her own wrenching sentiments of despair mingled with resolve, Maria 

knows that she must appear rational, calm, meek, and obedient to show her captors that 

she is not insane; she also appears to understand that no matter how sane she appears, 

Venables will never let her leave the asylum. Her pleas that she must return to her infant 

daughter are of no consequence to Venables or to her jailers; on the contrary, they 

probably cement further the notion that Maria suffers from a madness particular to new 

mothers—that is, pervasive and intrusive thoughts about one’s baby. In the early days at 

the asylum, Maria is consumed with thoughts of her infant: 

The loss of her babe was the tender string; against other cruel 

remembrances she labored to steel her bosom; and even a ray of hope, in 

the midst of her gloomy reveries, would sometimes gleam on the dark 

horizon of futurity, while persuading herself that she ought to cease to 

hope, since happiness was nowhere to be found.—But of her child, 

debilitated by the grief to which its mother had been assailed before it saw 

the light, she could not think without an impatient struggle. 
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 “I, alone, by my active tenderness, could have saved,” she would 

exclaim, “from an early blight, this sweet blossom; and, cherishing it, I 

should have had something still to love.” 

 In proportion as other expectations were torn from her, this tender 

one had been fondly clung to, and knit into her heart. (14) 

The “impatient struggle” with which Maria contemplates her daughter encapsulates the 

unsolvable quandaries at the heart of maternal emotions. Thinking of her child both 

assuages and exacerbates Maria’s fears and frustrations. Remembering the little girl 

comforts Maria, but only “fondly” (foolishly). Maria blames herself for the child’s 

current motherlessness, even though rationally she knows that she did all she could to 

prevent their separation. However, Maria is not the only woman in the madhouse accused 

of maternal madness: there is another inmate, an unnamed woman whose sole narrative 

function seems to be as an example of the affliction. This woman swings wildly between 

moods, singing with affecting pathos then frightening Maria with her manic laughter. 

When Maria asks Jemima to relate the story of this woman, Jemima says she “‘had been 

married, against her inclination, to a rich old man, extremely jealous…; and that, in 

consequence of her treatment, or something which hung on her mind, she had, during her 

first lying-in, lost her senses’” (21). Is this woman a characterization of those eighteenth-

century mothers who actually stood trial for infanticide and who, as Marilyn Francus 

documents, testified that their senses had gone from them?
41

 The brief interlude is 

narratively unnecessary, for the woman plays no part in the rest of the novel—so why 
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should Wollstonecraft include it, except to draw attention to the problem of postpartum 

mental illness and the unique depressive moods that can overtake new mothers?  

Few medical historians have traced the history of postpartum depression. 

Hippocrates’ ancient argument that lochia and blood would wander into a woman’s head 

to create madness eventually became the “wandering womb” theory, which persisted into 

the nineteenth century.
42

 The wandering womb was responsible for any number of a 

woman’s physical ailments, and was especially blamed for emotional distress, originating 

the term “hysteria.”
43

 In the eighteenth century, depression in general was variously 

called low spirits, melancholy, insanity, vapors, hyp or hypp, hysteria, and hypochondria. 

These ailments were much more commonly attributed to women than to men.
44

  

Diagnosis of any of these conditions was not standardized in the medical profession, 

though doctors often associated mental or emotional disorders to physical disorders, 

linking the sensibilities of the mind, body, and heart. For instance, Roy Porter describes 

how the “melancholy of sensibility” related low spirits to nervous spasms, fevers, 

headaches, and unexplained pains—again, especially in women.
45

 Women’s physical 

delicacies, limitations, and maladies (especially those having to do with menstruation, 

pregnancy, and sexuality) were viewed as avatars of domestic—indeed national—

morality; Porter shows that male authors in particular aligned feminine illnesses with 
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chauvinistic caricatures of immoral or undesirable women.
46

 Eighteenth-century doctors 

tended to lump pre- and postnatal psychological aberrations under the general heading of 

hysteria. In 1757, for example, physician John Woodward indexes under “hysterics” his 

case study of a pregnant patient whose terrifying and intrusive hallucinations of the devil 

made her fear that she would harm herself and her infant.
47

 Today we might call such a 

condition pre- or postpartum psychosis, the most serious parturitive mental disorder.  

From a modern medical perspective, Miriam Brody writes of postpartum mood 

disorders, “At the time no one understood that such disorders are prompted in some 

women after childbirth by the sudden alterations in their body chemistry.”
48

 This assumes 

that postpartum depression is primarily caused by hormonal changes, which inadvertently 

places the blame upon the individual (despite, of course, one’s hormones being out of 

one’s control). However, a more useful way of placing postpartum depression into the 

web of influences upon new mothers is to follow Cvetkovich’s model of describing 

depression as simply a normal result of pervasive cultural conditions designed in the 

service of increasing capital and securing the state, not ensuring personal happiness.
49

 It is 

insufficient to apply the modern medical diagnosis of postpartum depression to 

eighteenth-century women. First, there are countless unquantifiable changes between 

Enlightenment and modern Western feminist subjectivity. Also, modern postpartum 

depression, -anxiety, and -psychosis are often associated with maternal isolation from 
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peer support networks, pressures to return to a workforce unfriendly to infants and 

nursing mothers, and lack of medical and household support. Though eighteenth-century 

women could face struggles like inadequate medical care and employment pressures, 

childbearing was a much more “normal” part of life. This means that peer-support 

networks made of nurses, relatives, and friends (even among poor mothers) naturalized 

the transitional period and reduced maternal isolation. Additionally, while Brody 

accurately states that hormonal chemistry helps drive postpartum mood changes, she 

elides the other important circumstances like birth trauma, sleep and nutrition 

deprivation, maternal/feminine subjectivity, and the mother’s general familial and 

economic situations—all of which contribute to an overriding situation in which it is 

frankly normal for a postpartum woman to feel some level of depression. Nevertheless, 

Maria’s brief depiction of a woman who lost her senses during her lying-in reinforces the 

strong relationship between feminine reproduction and psychological distress. Ultimately, 

as much as the novel’s plot, politics, and characters were drawn from its author’s own 

experiences, Wollstonecraft’s plans for the novel’s tragic end in some ways presaged her 

own death.  

 

“She went up to her chamber,—never more to descend.” 

Few more harrowing or heartbreaking accounts of a woman’s death in childbed 

exist than Godwin’s story of Mary Wollstonecraft’s final days in August and September 

1797. In Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1798), her 

husband tells with sober, reflective remorse what he witnessed of her labor, the delivery 
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of her second daughter Mary, her subsequent illness, and her passing. The book is not an 

autobiography written in Wollstonecraft’s words or voice, but a memoir in Godwin’s. 

Though he was, according to Wollstonecraft’s own accounts, a model husband of the 

time, we must never forget that he is a man speaking for and about a woman. Godwin 

therefore creates an additional mediated distance between his subject and his reader or 

critic. Furthermore, even though the book was his honest effort to preserve her reputation 

for posterity, he nevertheless turned a real woman’s suffering into a literary product. 

Wollstonecraft’s own work as a professional writer critiqued and crossed the thin lines 

between art, commercial literary work, and political philosophy. She never entirely 

separated the categories. However, the additional economic implications of Godwin’s 

gendered, economic mediation (a man attempting to control a real woman’s reputation by 

selling a book, even if his intention was to secure her reputation for posterity) reflect 

other literary appropriations of pregnancy and parturition, such as Pope’s and Sterne’s. 

Still, Godwin’s factual and compassionate memoir offers an ultimately loving view of 

Wollstonecraft’s private struggles and public intellectualism. His text is a blended 

experiential and medical account that is perhaps as close as we can get to what 

Wollstonecraft herself would have written. Nevertheless, Godwin’s representation of 

parturition cannot approach Wollstonecraft’s (as illustrated earlier in this chapter). 

Because the birth and its effects are not happening to Godwin but around him, he and his 

readers observe at a necessary remove from the material reality—not unlike the 

analogical midwife of Pope’s editorial work. 
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Feeling optimistic about her impending labor, Wollstonecraft instructed Godwin 

that she would be attended not by a man-midwife but by a female midwife; that she 

would hire no wet-nurse; and even that she did not intend to keep to her chamber for the 

traditional month-long lying-in (Memoirs 112).
50

 These intentions—supporting the work 

of female midwives, nursing her infant herself, and returning to her own passion of 

writing soon after childbirth—embodied some of her feminist ideals. She had, after all, 

already given birth once (to her daughter Fanny Imlay [1794-1816]), and she was 

determined to apply her experience as well as her progressive values to the actual events 

of this childbirth. She would not live to put those values into further practice. Godwin’s 

narrative of her illness and death offers many insights: descriptions of obstetrical 

practices of the period; as close a relation of maternal suffering as can be made by a male 

person; and the gendered specters of monstrous births that haunted Wollstonecraft even 

during her final days. I will now quote from the Memoirs at length to illustrate the 

medical, sentimental, and gendered importance of these eighteenth century discourses on 

pregnancy and parturition. Godwin relates: 

At five o’clock in the morning of the day of delivery, she felt what 

she conceived to be some notices of the approaching labour. Mrs. 

Blenkinsop, matron and midwife to the Westminster Lying in Hospital, 

who had seen Mary several times previous to her delivery, was soon after 
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sent for, and arrived about nine. During the whole day Mary was perfectly 

cheerful. Her pains came on slowly; and, in the morning, she wrote several 

notes, three addressed to me, who had gone, as usual, to my apartments, 

for the purpose of study. About two o’clock in the afternoon, she went up 

to her chamber,—never more to descend. 

The child was born at twenty minutes after eleven at night. Mary 

had requested that I would not come into the chamber till all was over, and 

signified her intention of then performing the interesting office of 

presenting the new-born child to its father. I was sitting in a parlour; and it 

was not till after two o’clock on Thursday morning, that I received the 

alarming intelligence, that the placenta was not yet removed, and that the 

midwife dared not proceed any further, and gave her opinion for calling in 

a male practitioner. I accordingly went for Dr. Poignand, physician and 

man-midwife to the same hospital, who arrived between three and four 

hours after the birth of the child. He immediately proceeded to the 

extraction of the placenta, which he brought away in pieces, till he was 

satisfied that the whole was removed. In that point however it afterwards 

appeared that he was mistaken. 

The period from the birth of the child till about eight o’clock the 

next morning, was a period full of peril and alarm. The loss of blood was 

considerable and produced an almost uninterrupted series of fainting fits. I 

went to the chamber soon after four in the morning, and found her in this 
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state. She told me some time on Thursday, “that she should have died the 

preceding night, but that she was determined not to leave me.”....Speaking 

of what she had already passed through, she declared, “that she had never 

known what bodily pain was before.” (112-13) 

Even the smallest piece of retained placenta poses immediate danger to the new mother. 

First, because the uterus is still supplying the placenta with blood, the body does not 

supply specific hormonal signals to stop or control bleeding. Later, as the placental tissue 

dies it can become gangrenous and infected. The infection can go systemic very rapidly, 

for a postpartum uterus is no different than an open wound. The resulting infection was 

called childbed fever; we now know it as puerperal fever. Adherence of the placenta, 

birth trauma, unsanitary conditions, incompetent birth attendants, and inadequate 

postpartum support are the fever’s most common causes. It typically takes between one 

and two weeks to kill the new mother.
51

 A healthy woman’s own immune system can, in 

some cases, overcome the infection if no additional bacteria are introduced to the wound. 

However, this seems not to be the case for Wollstonecraft. Godwin believes the doctor 

left some of the placenta behind and thereby created the infection; however, it is more 

likely that during their various examinations and manual removal of the placenta, either 

the midwife Blenkinsop or Dr. Poignand introduced additional bacteria into her uterus, as 

medical sanitation was all but unknown, even in the late eighteenth century.
52

 Doctors 

and midwives who worked at hospitals—Blenkinsop and Poignand both attended the 
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Westminster Lying-In Hospital—tended to spread more bacteria between patients than 

village midwives did, since they saw more patients with diverse illnesses and handled 

more corpses. As a result, puerperal fever and sepsis were more common among women 

who were attended by a male doctor (particularly as lying-in hospitals or wards grew 

more common at the end of the century).53 Germ theory and its modernizing effects on 

medical sanitation and would come nearly a century after Wollstonecraft’s death.54 

Over the next few days Godwin calls Dr. Fordyce, in addition to Dr. Poignand, to 

attend on Wollstonecraft. They initially perceive no cause for alarm. Wollstonecraft 

alternates between seeming well (if weak) and suffering more profoundly. Five days after 

the birth, however, her condition clearly worsens: 

In the evening she had a second shivering fit, the symptoms of 

which were in the highest degree alarming.
55

 Every muscle of the body 

trembled, the teeth chattered, and the bed shook under her. This continued 

probably for five minutes. She told me, after it was over, that it had been a 

struggle between life and death, and that she had been more than once, in 

the course of it, at the point of expiring. I now apprehend these to have 

been the symptoms of a decided mortification occasioned by the part of 
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the placenta that remained in the womb.
56

 At the time however I was far 

from considering it in that light. When I went for Dr. Poignand, between 

two and three o’clock on the morning of Thursday, despair was in my 

heart. The fact of the adhesion of the placenta was stated to me; and, 

ignorant as I was of obstetrical science, I felt as if the death of Mary was 

in a manner decided. But hope had re-visited my bosom; and her chearings 

were so delightful, that I hugged her obstinately to my heart. I was only 

mortified at what appeared to me a new delay in the recovery I so 

earnestly longed for. I immediately sent for Dr. Fordyce,... 

The progress of the disease was now uninterrupted.... [but] 

Nothing could exceed the equanimity, the patience and affectionateness of 

the poor sufferer. I intreated her to recover; I dwelt with trembling 

fondness on every favourable circumstance; and, as far it was possible in 

so dreadful a situation, she, by her smiles and kind speeches, rewarded my 

affection. 

Wednesday [one week after the birth] was to me the day of greatest 

torture in the melancholy series. It was now decided that the only chance 

of supporting her through what she had to suffer, was by supplying her 

rather freely with wine. This task was devolved upon me. I began about 

four o’clock in the afternoon. But for me, totally ignorant of the nature of 
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diseases and of the human frame, thus to play with a life that now seemed 

all that was dear to me in the universe, was too dreadful a task. I knew 

neither what was too much, nor what was too little. Having begun, I felt 

compelled, under every disadvantage, to go on.... (115-16) 

As much as the narrative focuses on Wollstonecraft’s situation, Godwin forefronts his 

own experiential sentiments in these passages. His reflections are full of guilt and 

remorse. Unable to bear the thought of losing his wife, as well as of distressing her with 

thoughts of her own death, he is intent on presenting a happy face and trying to cheer her 

up. As her disease progresses, “In conformity to Mr. Carlisle’s maxim of not impressing 

the idea of death,” Godwin evades the topic (119).
57

 Even in his stalled attempts to ask 

her how he should care for her two daughters, he cannot bring himself to directly discuss 

her probable demise. His “trembling fondness” (foolishness) shows that he knew his 

pretense to be folly. He indicates that he erred in concealing the truth from her—and from 

himself. Godwin’s feelings of guilt are further compounded by his inexpert medical care: 

when he is instructed to “supply her rather freely with wine,” he does not know how 

much or how little to give her. His unsureness leads him, reluctantly, to continue dosing 

her with wine despite her apparently negative reaction to it. Though drinking wine was a 

common medical recommendation at the time for postpartum women as painkiller and 

nourishment, it only exacerbates a critical illness like Wollstonecraft’s by weakening the 

body’s defenses. After her death, having meditated on his own “anxious desire not to be 
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deceived,” he fully understands that he did indeed participate in deception and self-

deception (121). Godwin in hindsight appears to feel guilty of contributing to his 

beloved’s death.  

 A week after the birth, Godwin and the doctors appear to agree that 

Wollstonecraft’s final days are upon her. He gathers several good friends to take turns 

with him, sitting with Wollstonecraft as the sepsis progresses. He concentrates more and 

more on her mental and emotional state as she alternately fights her fate or accepts it: 

Till now it does not appear that she had any serious thoughts of 

dying; but on Friday and Saturday, the last two days of life, she 

occasionally spoke as if she expected it.... 

On these two days her faculties were in too decayed a state, to be 

able to follow any train of ideas with force or any accuracy of 

connection.... 

She was affectionate and compliant to the last.... 

She was not tormented by useless contradiction. One night the 

servant, from an error in judgment, teased her with idle expostulations, but 

she complained of it grievously, and it was corrected. “Pray, pray, do not 

let her reason with me,” was her expression. Death itself is scarcely so 

dreadful to the enfeebled frame, as the monotonous importunity of nurses 

everlastingly repeated. (118-19) 

As the days pass, Godwin himself is less and less inclined to indulge in false hopes, 

calling them “the amusements of persons in the very gulph of despair” (119). On the 
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morning of September 10th, eleven days after bearing her daughter Mary, Wollstonecraft 

expired with Godwin at her side.  

 Though both Godwin and his memoir stand at a distance from their subject 

through the combined mediating forces of gender, subjectivity, and print, he generally 

discusses Wollstonecraft and the events of her death with conscious and protective care. 

Nevertheless, the abject specters of monstrous maternity, particularly of the maternal 

imagination and associations between women and animals, haunted Wollstonecraft even 

on her deathbed. However, although Godwin’s narrative shows that he is influenced by 

some of these specters, he treats them with sympathy rather than suspicion or disgust. He 

writes in the Memoir that just prior to her labor, Wollstonecraft “had been somewhat 

indisposed on the preceding Friday, the consequence, I believe, of a sudden alarm” (112). 

Godwin offers no indication whether the incident is of a medical or mental nature—

indeed, no matter which it was, the medical and the mental were still in 1797 considered 

very much intertwined. Medically a “sudden alarm” might simply refer to false labor 

pains; mentally, it is a direct callback to the early Enlightenment concept of the frail, 

easily-influenced maternal imagination. In that case, a sudden alarm could result in a 

Mary Toft-esque situation: if Wollstonecraft were startled prior to her labor, her 

imagination could run wild and affect her pregnancy, and her untimely death could be the 

result. As we saw in Chapter 1, ideas of the monstrous maternal imagination combine 

garden-variety misogyny with new and unproven medical science. They play on the 

unseen and unknown (and therefore potentially threatening) feminine reproductive 

capabilities. Unfortunately, despite his good intentions, Godwin did not necessarily 
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succeed at reframing the maternally monstrous. His final reflections on Wollstonecraft at 

the very end of the Memoirs employ the potential threats of powerful femininity by 

engaging images of witchery: “In a robust an unwavering judgment of this sort, there is a 

kind of witchcraft; when it decides justly, it produces a positive vibration in every 

ingenuous mind. In this sense, my oscillation and scepticism were fixed by her boldness” 

(121-2). Godwin’s actual subject is how well-suited he and Wollstonecraft were for each 

other: how their minds resonated or “oscillated” together. He has only positive things to 

say about her judgment, convictions, and character. However, by describing them as a 

fixating “witchcraft,” he employs and reinforces gendered judgments about the 

unknowability and untrustworthiness of the woman in question. His descriptive choice 

was the final confirmation of Wollstonecraft’s immorality for readers outraged and 

scandalized by the memoir’s revelations of her unconventional life.  

One little detail which Godwin’s narrative passes quickly over recalls the specters 

of monstrous birth and monstrous motherhood. Four days after childbirth, 

Wollstonecraft’s health being uncertain, her attending physician grew concerned about 

the quality of her breastmilk. Godwin writes, “On Monday, Dr. Fordyce forbad the 

child’s having the breast, and we therefore procured puppies to draw off the milk. This 

occasioned some pleasantry of Mary with me and the other attendants” (116). A mother’s 

mature milk, distinct from the fatty colostrum present at birth, comes in between two and 

three days after childbirth. Without a suckling child to relieve the pressure, breast 



198 

 

engorgement is painful and even dangerous.
58

 Wollstonecraft therefore suckled puppies to 

relieve her engorgement. Modern readers probably blanch at this image; I certainly did at 

first. As Cynthia Richards points out, even Wollstonecraft’s biographers respond with 

reticence and discomfort, referring to the procedure as “odd” and “grotesque.”
59

 Richards 

notes that for many critics, “dwelling on this episode...only accentuates its obscenity. The 

reference to breasts and to puppies, particularly at such an inappropriate moment and in 

the memoir of a woman deserving far more professional treatment, ...reveals its more 

profound violation of what is deemed proper to human representation.”
60

 The 

“pleasantry” among Godwin, Wollstonecraft, and the attendants seems to render the 

episode even more bizarre. It is a scene occurring in some ineffable space between 

monstrous births like Mary Toft’s rabbits or Dulness’s deformed children, and Classical 

mythologies of wolves and bears suckling the gods. The image of a woman breastfeeding 

an animal even recalls Reformation caricatures depicting the Roman Catholic church as a 

feminized hybrid creature with matronly breasts.
61

 Depictions of women nursing 

nonhuman animals were often associated with abject femininity, Catholic rule, and hack 

writing. Godwin’s report on the “pleasantry” in the birthing-room injects domestic humor 

and levity into what could otherwise be a scene designed to disgust. 

In fact, scene and Godwin’s response may not have been so unusual. The practice 

of humans breastfeeding animals—and animals nursing humans—was an established 
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cultural practice in England, Europe, and around the world. It was nevertheless taboo 

because it carried distasteful associations with poverty, the transmission of perceived 

animal tendencies, and the threat of feminine sexuality. In terms of human-animal 

breastfeeding, Mary Wollstonecraft’s experience with puppies was not terribly unusual. 

As Samuel Radbill has noted, women would suckle animals for several different reasons: 

to feed the animal; to relieve the woman’s engorged breasts; to prevent conception; to 

promote lactation; and to develop tougher nipples.
62

 Home health manuals such as 

Aristotle’s Compleat Midwife and Albertus Magnus’s Women’s Secrets, still common in 

the eighteenth century, recommended using a puppy to “draw” disease, ill spirits, and 

milk blisters or nodules (considered “curdled” milk) from the mother’s breasts. However, 

people were influenced by superstitions about an animal’s attributes and their 

transmission to the woman who nursed it. A Rowlandson political cartoon shows the 

Whig statesman Charles James Fox, candidate for office in the Westminster election of 

1784, as a fox kit breastfed by his sponsor, the Duchess of Devonshire, while she neglects 

her own wailing child. The cartoon is titled “Political Affection,” playing not only upon 

the meanings of “affect” (as a noun: an embodied response; as a verb: to produce change) 

but also exploiting the familiar association between a crafty animal and a woman 

(below):
63
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Figure 15: “Political Affection.”
64

 

 

The inverse practice of animals suckling human babies was also done out of 

necessity, and the accompanying concerns were similar. In France, goats were kept at 

foundling homes: sometimes infants would drink from small vessels filled with goat-

milk, and sometimes nursemaids would hold the infants directly to the teats of the 

animals. In 1775 Alphonse Le Roy, a French obstetrician, described such a scene in Aix-

en-Provence: “The cribs are arranged in a large room in 2 ranks. Each goat which comes 

to feed enters bleating and goes to hunt the infant which has been given it, pushes back 

the covering with its horns and straddles the crib to give suck to the infant. Since that 
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time they have raised very large numbers [of infants] in that hospital.”
65

 Throughout 

Europe the same principles behind the influence of maternal imagination dictated an 

infant’s food: a tainted mother would give tainted milk; a specific animal might pass on 

some of its apparent traits through its milk. Therefore, in England donkeys were more 

common than goats as wet-nurses, as they were not associated with the mythologically 

randy passions of goats.
66

 The practice was common until the late nineteenth century. 

One observer noted, “nothing was more picturesque than the spectacle of babies, held 

under the bellies of the donkeys in the stable adjoining the infants’ ward, sucking 

contentedly the teats of the docile donkeys.”
67

  

 

Figure 16: Direct udder nursing with donkeys.  

This image represents a French institution in 1895.
68
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Overall, the custom of human-animal breastfeeding, even though it was a 

sustained cultural practice, was nevertheless an opportunity to further remonstrate women 

for having reproductive bodies. Nursing one’s child with animal milk was heavily 

associated with poverty, since it was common in foundling homes and in families who 

could not afford a human wet-nurse. A woman breastfeeding animals, while practical and 

even medically endorsed, encouraged moral equivalencies between women and animals, 

particularly of the base and bestial passions to which femininity was strongly subject. As 

with so much else, human-animal breastfeeding was an unwinnable predicament for 

reproductive women. Even as Mary Wollstonecraft probably got some relief from her 

painfully engorged breasts—and even as the procedure occasioned some welcome levity 

between her, Godwin, and their attendants—she was probably disappointed that she 

could not personally nurse little Mary. Not only had she previously tremendously enjoyed 

the bond it created between her and her first daughter, Fanny, but breastfeeding is 

particularly important to Wollstonecraft’s political philosophy. She argues that nursing 

women are uniquely equipped to nurture social and personal virtue. As Cynthia Richards 

summarizes,  

In her personal letters, Wollstonecraft writes happily, even boastfully, of 

the pleasure she took in nursing her own daughter, Fanny; and since The 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), even before her daughter was 

born, Wollstonecraft has advocated maternal breastfeeding for theoretical 

reasons. Breastfeeding renders women’s bodies capable of active and 

productive virtue, she argues, and not mere objects of passive display. In 
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Letters Written During a Short Residence (1796), this argument becomes 

the cornerstone of her defence of the much maligned Queen Matilda (a 

fairly transparent stand-in for Wollstonecraft herself) whose strength of 

character is borne out through her insistence on suckling her daughter 

against the wishes of the Danish court.
69

 

The puppies episode might have enabled Wollstonecraft’s critics to capitalize on her 

inconsistency or hypocrisy, for they would have known of her views on breastfeeding. 

Furthermore, the episode provided them with further proof of her immorality by 

hearkening to images of monstrous femininity. As Joanna Bourke notes, the clergyman 

and poet Richard Polwhele in his response to the Memoirs accused her of “licentious 

love” for “whom no decorum checks,” and claimed that her death in childbed was her 

punishment for “despising NATURE’S law.”
70

 Polwhele’s accusations follow the medical 

and moral tradition of associating a woman’s sexuality and sexual history with any 

physical, moral, or spiritual oddities that occur in her offspring or during her childbirth. 

In a separate response, the Analytical Review opined that Godwin’s whole narrative in the 

Memoirs exposed Wollstonecraft as “brutal” (in its context meaning “like an animal”) 

because of her unmarried liaisons with Fuseli, Imlay, and Godwin.
71

 Like Pope in the 

Dunciad, the Analytical Review baldly compares feminine sexuality to animal sexuality. 

In another publication responding to the Memoirs, C. Kirkpatrick Sharpe, an anti-Jacobin 

poet, characterizes Wollstonecraft in morally abject terms and images: she is a “bitch,” a 
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“whore,” and a cuckoldress who has a backside for a face.
72

 Sharpe’s characterization of 

her moral decay fits directly into the same narrative as monstrous motherhood: that 

female sexuality and reproduction are inherently dangerous, disgusting, and deforming.  

Godwin and Wollstonecraft themselves appear to gently perpetuate the 

equivalence between women and beasts through the mediating figure of the child. It is a 

short jump from animal, to child, to woman, in a society where women are often equated 

to children (having little reasoning capability, little emotional self-control, and few 

inherent rights of self-determination). For instance, in a note Wollstonecraft pens to 

Godwin during her labor, she writes, “I have no doubt of seeing the animal to-day; but 

must wait for Mrs Blenkinsop to guess at the hour.”
73

 After her death, Godwin calls 

Fanny and little Mary “the two poor animals left under my protection.”
74

 In 

Wollstonecraft and Godwin’s cases, however, the comparison between the animal and the 

feminine is not necessarily negative; rather, it draws attention to the similarities between 

human and animal materiality or corporeality. By referring to her children as animals, 

Wollstonecraft may be engaging in a material epistemology that understands that thinking 

is not the only source of wisdom or knowledge. Indeed, in one earlier letter to Imlay, 

Wollstonecraft appears to give animals some portion of moral value when she writes, 

“animals have a portion of reason, and equal, if not more exquisite, senses.”
75

 Part of 
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Wollstonecraft’s egalitarian rhetoric is her assertion that even though women, especially 

childbearing women, have more embodied perspectives, needs, and experiences than men 

or child-free women, their materiality should not reduce their sociopolitical value. 

Wollstonecraft is, after all, the woman who began her final work with “the sentiments I 

have embodied”; she is a woman whose own wisdom and understanding of the female 

condition was heavily informed by her own physical and emotional experiences. Those 

critics shocked and disgusted by her life exhibited not just garden-variety misogyny 

stemming from traditional gendered propriety, but also unsympathetic imaginations 

limited by their inability to appreciate embodied sentiment. Mary Wollstonecraft’s affect-

laden materialist feminist philosophy clearly acknowledges the mingling of mind and 

body inherent to a childbearing woman’s experience. Her critique of capitalist labor 

exploitation from the perspective of the parturitive woman philosopher remains a 

poignant observation of how women’s (pro)creative bodies are valued.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
they are nevertheless an area of intersection with Wollstonecraft’s embodied representations of maternal 

and feminine materiality.  
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Epilogue  

Reproduction, Agrarian Labor, and the Industrial Age  

 

In a letter to a friend about her in-progress novel Maria’s political message, Mary 

Wollstonecraft writes, “This is what I have in view...to show the wrongs of different 

classes of women, equally oppressive, though, from the difference of education, 

necessarily various.”
1
 Despite Wollstonecraft’s assertions that misogynist institutions 

oppressed women regardless of their social class, laboring- and middle-class writers in 

agrarian environments show key experiential, economic, and political differences from 

their upper-class, urban counterparts. In agrarian settings, for example, peasant authors 

wary of appearing too provincial tended to cast childbirth in roundly Neoclassical modes, 

employing it rhetorically to characterize the hard-working peasant as either (or both) a 

figure of nature and of pity. Relatedly, in the early days of the Industrial Age, authors 

exhibited existential concerns about the nature of human and mechanical reproduction 

that differed from the embryological, ontogenic questions which dominated the first half 

of the century. Later-century and Romantic representations of parturition therefore 

destabilized the cultural value of Enlightenment medical practices and scientific theories. 

Romantic writers imagined the present and future’s uncertainties by mining the 

ambiguities of pregnancy and birth. As my present study draws to a close, I will briefly 

discuss the possible directions for exploring birth first in agrarian, then industrial, literary 

settings, especially via laboring- and middle-class writers. Examining mid-eighteenth-

                                                 
1
 Letter appended by Godwin to the Author’s Preface of Maria, 6. 
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century poetry helps enrich readings of birth in the seventy years between Pope/Haywood 

and Wollstonecraft, and investigating childbirth in Romantic texts is a natural way to 

wrap up representations of reproduction in the long eighteenth century.  

 

Gendered Class Conflict and the Reproductive Woman 

The critical reclamation of working-class eighteenth-century writers, primarily 

poets, has been going on for several decades; investigating laboring-class representations 

of pregnancy and parturition would contribute to these efforts. A running theme in 

agrarian writing is the play between the worker’s everyday labor and feminine 

reproductive labor. Then as now, toiling with one’s body to produce and care for children 

was not considered work qua work—except by the women who did it. In this Epilogue, I 

will demonstrate these tropes with short readings of Mary Collier and Ann Yearsley.  

Mary Collier (1688?-1762), a washerwoman, offers one of the most notable 

agrarian peasant arguments about women’s work. Her poem “The Woman’s Labour” 

(1739) is a response to Stephen Duck, whose “Thresher’s Labour” displayed a 

masculinist frustration with female farm workers. Though Collier herself had no children, 

she witnessed her fellow women labor in their homes, in the fields, and as domestic 

workers all while bearing and caring for children. In part, her poem illustrates how 

working mothers combined childcare with field labor: working with their infants on their 

backs, the women alternate gleaning grain and caring for their children: 

To get a Living we so willing are, 

Our tender Babes into the Field we bear, 
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And wrap them in our Cloaths to keep them warm, 

While round about we gather up the Corn; 

And often unto them our Course do bend, 

To keep them safe, that nothing them offend... (93-98)
2
 

Collier highlights the repetitive day of the working mother, who must rise early, cook for 

the family, care for the children, work outside the home while also caring for the 

children, come home to cook supper, care for the children some more, then finally sleep 

for a few precious hours—and do it all again every day thereafter (101-20). In her move 

from the public/outdoor farming sphere to the domestic/indoor sphere, Collier chastises 

Duck—and by extension, other men—for his willful blindness to women’s domestic 

labor. 

Both “The Thresher’s Labour” and “The Woman’s Labour” draw attention to the 

laborer’s reality in particularly embodied and affective ways. Duck’s and Collier’s 

workers sweat, bleed, ache, experience thirst and hunger, and get sunburned; emotionally, 

the workers feels hope, pleasure, boredom, enthusiasm, frustration, and a mental 

weariness, all which represent actual human sentiments more realistically than the idyllic 

pleasure felt by the swains and maids of most neoclassical georgics. Their realistic 

depictions of heavy labor help to reform the georgic through their representations of 

seldom-heard voices. The poem’s voices include farm laborers like threshers and reapers, 

domestic laborers like washerwomen and brewers, the landlord and field master, and the 

                                                 
2
 Collier, “The Woman’s Labour.” 
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collective “we” of the workers.
3
 Collier focuses the collective “we” onto women, 

particularly mothers. 

Calling attention to working mothers helps Collier argue that class consciousness 

must distinguish more categories than simply the rich and the poor, the leisured and the 

laboring, the master and the servant: it must address gendered power structures as well. 

Highlighting how motherhood piles unpaid parental labor upon poorly-paid domestic and 

field labor is one of the ways “The Woman’s Labour” works to transform the georgic 

mode. Written from the point of view of labor rather than capital, Collier’s poem 

simultaneously claims and rejects the eighteenth-century georgic by turning its 

didacticism from conservative, imperialist agrarian and cultural improvement toward 

critique of traditional economic institutions. Peggy Thompson demonstrates that Collier 

employs a very neoclassical verse form—the heroic couplet—without being confined to 

the essential ideologies of that verse form, allowing them to navigate simultaneously the 

dissonant identities of poet, laborer, and (in Collier’s case) woman.
4
 Donna Landry 

expands upon the identity politics inherent in “The Woman’s Labour” by offering a 

useful term, the “plebian female georgic,” to signify the discursive differences between 

traditional English georgic and Collier’s work (23).
5
 For Collier, such discursive 

differences include the poem’s detailed descriptions of many different kinds of work, 

their cyclical structure and subject matter, and their attention to physical discomforts or 

injuries, which all represent the position of the laborer from a close, interior perspective. 
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5
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These features allow Collier, like Duck before her, to begin reforming the georgic by 

claiming it from the gentry and middle classes for the various workers of the laboring 

class. Collier’s “plebian female georgic” response to Duck furthered the georgic 

reformation by emphasizing the different kinds of work done by women laborers. She 

complicates the georgic mode by demonstrating that labor as labor cannot be approached 

outside gendered divisions that made women’s work—especially the embodied work of 

pregnancy and childcare—invisible and unappreciated, both morally or metaphysically 

and monetarily. Representing the laboring class as a set of modern relationship in ways 

Duck could not, Collier challenged customary views of gendered work, remaking the 

georgic mode through a proto-Marxist perspective that critiques the lopsided power 

structures in gendered divisions of labor and in England’s wage-labor economy. 

Another rural laboring-class poet, Ann Yearsley (1753-1806), openly addressed 

the class divide in her own works, and tinged her writing with a distinct flavor of 

maternal awareness. Dubbed “The Milkwoman of Bristol” and adopting the poetic 

persona of “Lactilla,” Yearsley rose to some fame with the help of Hannah More.
6
 When 

More first approached Yearsley in 1785 with an offer of patronage and publishing help, 

Yearsley’s large family (she lived with her mother, her husband, and their six small 

children) was destitute and near starvation, with Yearsley herself pregnant and “expecting 

every hour to lie in.”
7
 In her Prefatory Letter to Yearsley’s first volume, More 

emphasized Yearsley’s poverty and lack of formal education, but admits herself 

                                                 
6
 Biographical information from Waldron, “Yearsley, Ann,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.  

7
 From “A Prefatory Letter,” iv, Hannah More, front matter to Yearsley’s Poems, on Several Occasions 

(1785).  
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impressed that an uneducated woman could discuss Young, Milton, and some 

Shakespeare with as much fluency and insight as anyone more fortunate. More and 

Elizabeth Montagu helped Yearsley publish Poems, on Several Occasions in June of that 

year; the volume soon got more than a thousand subscribers. More and Montagu set up a 

trust for the book’s profits, ostensibly to keep Yearsley’s husband from spending them. In 

a public disagreement, Yearsley bristled at the monetary restrictions the upper-class 

women had placed on her; eventually they reluctantly ended the trust and Yearsley 

gained access to her own earnings. Over the next twenty years she published more 

poems, a play, and a novel, moving gradually away from More’s circle and earning 

patrons on her own merit. Eventually she was able to leave the life of a milkwoman 

behind and live comfortably, a true avatar of the emergent middle class. 

As Mary Waldron says of Yearsley, her work is sophisticated but conservative, 

like much literature of the late eighteenth century: “Intense self-analysis often merges 

with religious and philosophical speculation. Although a number of the poems are 

concerned with social and political justice, she is a passionate opponent of war and 

revolution.”
8
 Though Yearsley’s poems generally follow neoclassical and early-Romantic 

thematic conventions, the author also wrote of the onerous demands of motherhood. One 

incident especially illustrates her intersecting roles of writer and mother, which she 

documents in public letter “The Dispute” (1791). That document chronicles an incident in 

1789, when three of her sons were playing in a field belonging to a Mr. Ames. Being 

caught trespassing, the boys were badly horsewhipped by Ames’ servant. Yearsley’s 
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attempts to bring the servant to justice did not succeed. When Yearsley approached Ames 

asking him to reprimand the servant and provide some recompense to her family, Ames 

first ignored her, then set his attorney on her. She alleges that both the servant and the 

attorney harassed her. She was persuaded, under the threat of her subscribers being 

dropped and her future publications blocked, to end her suit. The next summer, in June 

1790, she alleges the she witnessed the servant repeat his insults in a scene nearly 

identical to her own boys’ beating: he chased a pair of neighbor-boys, “swearing he 

would dash out [their] brains,” then “his fury immediately turned upon [Yearsley]; he 

treated her in a vulgar opprobrious manner.”
9
 She was pregnant at the time, and the 

incident led her to miscarry. She describes the incident differently in two publications 

about the event. In “The Dispute,” both words and punctuation convey her strong 

feelings: “...the insult repeated by your Groom, in June last, has made me a Bankrupt of 

Happiness! I have lost my Child, and I have lost my Health! How are these injuries to be 

accounted for?” (“Dispute,” 4). However, in the advertisement to “Stanzas of Woe,” she 

sets herself at a third-person remove and though she edits out personal affect, the 

resulting sorrow nevertheless emerges: “...being in a state that claims gentler treatment, 

the shock was too violent: her life was preserved, her Infant expired the same night” 

(“Stanzas,” np). Unlike the work’s Advertisement, however, the meditative poem casts 

her miscarriage in poignant terms: 

Sorrow, to thee, shall hold her shatter’d lyre,  

Then gently touch it with my deepest sigh,  
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Prolong my groan, but check the ardent fire,  

That once was wont to bear my soul on high.  

 

My melody is o’er! I droop, complain,  

Beneath th’ infernal pow’r of foolish pride,  

Whose altar blazes with my infant slain,  

Whose thirsty slave shall all my tears deride. (9-16) 

The speaker’s groans and deeps sighs recall childbed labor, as does the “ardent fire” 

which reflects the hot pain of birth and the intensity of a mother’s love, but turns to a 

blazing funeral pyre once the happy melody of expectant parenthood turns to an elegiac 

dirge. 

Biographical information on Yearsley does not indicate how many pregnancies 

she had had up to this point; we simply know that by 1785 she had been pregnant seven 

times and at least five of the infants survived. Between 1785 and her miscarriage in 1790, 

we do not know how many additional pregnancies, successful or not, she may have 

experienced. No matter the actual numbers, clearly Yearsley was no stranger to 

pregnancy loss, infant death, and the general dangers and unknowns of parturition. 

However, despite her clear sorrow at losing her pregnancy during the 1790 incident, she 

does not attribute the external pressures of “insults” or the general stress of the event to 

her miscarriage. Rather, she evinces the pervasive belief in the power of the maternal 

imagination: the mindset that the mother is to blame for anything going wrong with the 

pregnancy: “...the event was fatal, it drove me immediately to the verge of the Grave, into 
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which my Infant sunk.—I wish not here, to appeal to the heart, from sorrowful 

experience I am convinced, that my injuries must be all my own” (“Dispute,” 3). Just as 

an unfortunate encounter with a rabbit could theoretically create a monster in the womb, 

the influence of a mother’s own negative feelings would cause her miscarriage. 

Reproductive causes are seen as internal and a matter of personal responsibility, not 

external and out of the individual’s control. Despite Yearsley’s staunch public defense of 

herself and her family during this incident—and despite her willingness to challenge 

social barriers by asserting her rights to Ames’ attorney and earlier to Hannah More—she 

nevertheless accepts that the essential nature of female reproduction reflects woman’s 

morally suspect nature.   

 

Human and Mechanical Reproduction in the Industrial Age 

My arguments in this section consider how Enlightenment scientific practices and 

philosophies—namely, the period’s increasingly mechanistic view of the universe 

overtaking the older, mystic view—were present in the rise of industry during the early 

nineteenth century. England’s long transition from an agrarian to industrial society 

coincided with the medicalization and institutionalization of reproduction and childbirth. 

The meaning of “labor” shifted for the worker and the mother alike, as the former traded 

rural settings for urban ones, and many of the latter moved the birthing-room from home 

to hospital ward. And yet, the anxieties surrounding childbirth and the applicability of 

reproductive metaphors endured, if not increased. For instance, some Marxist criticism 

has claimed that the Industrial Revolution encouraged the view of the female body as a 
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site of mechanistic, rather than mysterious, reproduction—a difference which did not, 

alas, end the misogynist political control or artistic appropriation of the female body. 

Allison Muri, however, challenges the Marxist economies of female bodies and female 

labor which so clearly influence most feminist scholarship on the nineteenth century. She 

argues that feminist and Marxist scholars have inaccurately asserted that the term 

“reproduction” was associated with childbearing at the end of the eighteenth century. By 

interrogating the etymology of “production/reproduction,” Muri finds that people referred 

to procreation as reproduction in a non-mechanistic sense long before the Industrial 

Revolution. But for most critics, literary metaphors about birth in the Industrial age begin 

with Mary Shelley (1797-1851) and Frankenstein (1818). Though Shelley was not herself 

of the laboring class (though she often wrote to support her family) her novel 

nevertheless reflects contemporary concerns about the morality of science and the 

intersections of personal industry with social welfare. Frankenstein explores these 

questions through the overriding metaphor of birth, something with which its author was 

all too familiar.  

Shelley’s life was irrevocably plagued by the awful risks of pregnancy and 

childbirth, arguably even more so than her mother Mary Wollstonecraft’s.
10

 Not only did 

she feel guilty for her mother’s death in childbed, but in seven years she went through 

five pregnancies (four live births and one miscarriage). All her children but one died in 
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 Biographical details in this section come from Robert Gittings and Jo Manton, Claire Clairmont and the 

Shelleys; Emily Sunstein, Mary Shelley: Romance and Reality; William St. Clair, The Godwins and the 

Shelleys; and Muriel Spark, Mary Shelley. For a basic chronology of the author’s life see Esther Schor, 

ed., The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley.  
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infancy or toddlerhood. She was one of the unfortunate women who are ill throughout 

their pregnancies, and her childbearing years were thick with bouts of debilitating 

depression. These combined hardships compounded the frustrations she experienced with 

her lover (later husband) Percy Shelley, and her father William Godwin’s rejection of 

their union. Her letters are a sorrowful echo of her late mother’s, illustrating her 

desolation and alienation during the hardest moments of her maternity. In February 1815, 

she gave birth to a premature daughter. The girl lived only two weeks. On March 6, 

Shelley wrote to her close friend Thomas Hogg:  

My dearest Hogg my baby is dead—will you come to see me as 

soon as you can. I wish to see you—It was perfectly well when I went to 

bed—I awoke in the night to give it suck it appeared to be sleeping so 

quietly that I would not awake it. It was dead then, but we did not find that 

out till morning—from its appearance it evidently died of convulsions—

Will you come—you are so calm a creature & Shelley is afraid of a fever 

from the milk—for I am no longer a mother now. (1:10-11)
11

  

Shelley’s hurried dashes and broken narrative interspersed with pleas of help show a 

shocked, exhausted, frightened young mother. Not only has she lost her infant, but in a 

situation similar to Wollstonecraft’s eighteen years earlier, her own body might now 

betray her with an infection from her engorged breasts. After this loss, Shelley fell into a 

deep depression, writing in her journal “still think about my little baby—’tis hard indeed 

for a mother to loose [sic] a child” and “stay at home...& think of my little dead baby—
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 The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, ed. Bennett, 6 March 1815. 
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this is foolish I suppose yet whenever I am left alone to my own thoughts...they always 

come back to the same point—that I was a mother & am so no longer.”
12

 Even worse, she 

became haunted by visions of the baby: “Dream that my little baby came to life again—

that it had only been cold & that we rubbed it by the fire & it lived—I awake & find no 

baby—I think about the little thing all day—not in good spirits.”
13

 Her experience is 

eerily (but not surprisingly) similar to how she would later describe the origin, in a 

nightmare, of Frankenstein.  

Despite the harrowing loss of her firstborn, she soon physically recovered and 

quickly conceived again. In January 1816 she gave birth to William, nicknamed 

“Willmouse.” That summer she and Percy joined their friends in Geneva, where she 

began to write Frankenstein. She finished the novel a year later in summer 1817, then 

shortly thereafter gave birth to her third child, Clara, in September. Shelley was therefore 

pregnant and mothering a small toddler for the novel’s entire composition. The novel was 

published in January 1818, but her feelings of accomplishment were short-lived. During 

the family’s stay in Italy, Clara and William died of dysentery and malaria, respectively, 

within the next eighteen months. Shelley gave birth to her fourth and only surviving 

child, Percy Florence, in November 1819, five months after William’s death. Bearing her 

first son’s death while feeling the movements of another child within her, while also 

suffering the illnesses to which she was prone in pregnancy, caused her to fall again into 

a deep depression. And the events of birth and death continued to merge for her. In 1822 
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she was pregnant again, but in June of that year she suffered a serious miscarriage and 

lost so much blood she nearly died. As the doctor traveled to them, Percy sat her in a bath 

of ice water to slow the bleeding, which according to the doctor had probably saved her 

life.
14

 Less than a month after this miscarriage, Percy Shelley and his friends drowned off 

the coast of Italy. After these episodes she again became depressed and ill, but was 

eventually able to throw all her energies into raising Percy Florence, preserving her 

husband’s writing for his posterity, and attending to her own writing. She nursed the 

memory of her lost children all her life, keeping locks of their hair in a keepsake box in 

her desk.
15

 Apart from the events of her own life but undoubtedly influenced by them, 

Shelley’s Frankenstein is regarded as her most notable contribution not only to Romantic 

literature, but also to literature about the creative and reproductive imagination.   

Since Frankenstein’s revival as a key feminist text in the middle of the twentieth 

century, it has received the greatest focus of Romantic scholarship on parturition. 

Deservedly so: the story of a male scientist creating a mutant form of life that kills 

everything in its path is itself a prolonged meditation on the creative potential—and 

tragic nature—of female reproduction. As Anne K. Mellor has suggested, at its core 

Frankenstein is about “what happens when a man tries to have a baby without a woman. 

As such, the novel is profoundly concerned with natural as opposed to unnatural modes 

of production and reproduction.”
16

 Mellor reads Frankenstein’s failure as a mother (or 

more broadly, as a parent) as a manifestation of the anxieties which accompany gestation, 

                                                 
14

 Gittings and Manton, 70-71. 
15

 Sunstein, Mary Shelley, 84–85.  
16

 Mellor, Mary Shelley, 40.  
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parturition, and motherhood in general.
17

 Victor Frankenstein’s appropriation of the 

maternal reproductive role fails because he cuts out the creative mother and her material 

body in favor of science that, because it has little to no basis in physical reality, yields a 

flawed creation.  

Though Shelley does not detail Frankenstein’s specific scientific procedures, his 

own body becomes a metaphor for reproduction and provides gestational clues. 

Physically his is a pregnant body, his experience of pregnancy not unlike Mary Shelley’s 

own: he is continually ill, his energy is sapped, and he is constantly preoccupied with his 

creative task (58-60; 147-157). Eighteenth-century midwifery texts described pregnancy 

in terms of bodily ailments—indeed, since malnutrition was widespread and chronic, 

already-unhealthy women often suffered from anemia and rickets during their 

pregnancies.18 As his creature nears completion, Frankenstein secludes himself in his 

laboratory, as much preparing for this “birth” as any woman might do during her lying-in 

or confinement. In contrast to earlier Enlightenment literature, the science of 

Frankenstein is not directly observable. Shelley eschews direct scientific discourse of the 

doctor’s instruments, hypotheses, and processes, instead offering oblique hints and 

metaphors about Paracelsus, Albertus Magnus, and galvanism. Though Shelley does not 

provide much concrete detail about the actual birthing space—what medical 

accoutrements occupy the room, how Frankenstein has prepared for the birth of his 

                                                 
17

 Ibid., 41. 
18 See various eighteenth-century midwifery texts including Stone, A Complete Practice of Midwifery; 

Bracken, The Midwife’s Companion; Sharp, The Compleat Midwife’s Companion; and Smellie, A 

Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Midwifery. 
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creation—her emphasis on Frankenstein’s experimental and scientific mind betray that he 

is utterly unprepared for the materiality of birth. This is not to say that scientific progress 

was taken for granted in Shelley’s moment—far from it, considering the Whiggish notion 

of perpetual progress—but rather that she makes science only the vehicle for her message 

concerning mental affect and material bodies. Furthermore, Frankenstein’s experimental 

space is devoid of the feminine collectives that usher the birthing woman through her 

labor pains. Without any midwife-figures or other helpers, Frankenstein’s egocentric 

science is for him alone.  

Without the moral support and reassurance offered by birth attendants, and 

considering the doctor’s apparent lack of familiarity with the grossly material processes 

of life-giving (conception and birth), it’s hardly surprising that first-time “mother” 

Frankenstein is frightened and appalled by the abject being who wakes from his 

worktable. Frankenstein’s description of it is designed to disgust and horrify, but it also is 

a fairly accurate representation of how newborns fresh from the womb appear: the 

Creature has sallow “yellow skin” and a “shriveled complexion” (60). Regardless of their 

skin color, infants fresh from the womb are often pale because the oxygenation provided 

by the placenta and umbilical cord is lower than oxygenation provided by the lungs. 

Newborns are also often covered in vernix, a waxy, whitish-yellow substance that 

protects their skin in utero. Frankenstein is particularly startled by the Creature’s “watery 

eyes,” (similar to newborn eyes, which squint and water at the bright light of the world) 

(61). Despite the Creature’s alien features appear, its eyes appear to give it the impression 

of humanity. Frankenstein’s visceral reaction to the Creature leads to his refusal of the 
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nurturing postpartum phase. Instead of consoling the cold, frightened thing, he first faints 

at the sight of the monster, then he runs away, abandoning his creation and celebrating 

when he can no longer find it in his lab the next day (63). Frankenstein’s horrified disgust 

and fainting fit show the Creature to be the epitome of the Abject, to which the only 

proper response is to cut off one’s consciousness from this Other.  While Victor 

Frankenstein bears the stigma of the infanticidal mother who abandons her infant, as in 

Marilyn Francus’s reading of earlier texts, the Creature itself bears the stigma of the 

monstrous maternal imagination. In its case, Frankenstein’s masculine, scientific 

appropriation of natural human reproduction cuts the mother out of the process but 

retains the dangerous maternal imagination. The result is a monstrous birth, an abject 

Object—not just a specter of death, but death in the flesh.  

Victor Frankenstein’s procreative moment lacks the particularly feminine 

language of birth apparent in works like Haywood’s The City Jilt or Wollstonecraft’s 

Maria. Those representations illustrate the special relationship laboring and parturitive 

women have to metaphor, their access to additional ways to describe humanity. The 

deliberate omission of them in Frankenstein indicates that the childbirth metaphor has 

broken down and might no longer produce good or proper art. Shelley’s text directly 

contrasts the recent literal mechanisms of war and industry to the physical being of 

modernity’s victims. Likewise, Shelley’s own material and affective experiences as a 

mother show their influence on Frankenstein’s reproductive failures. Ellen Moers, one of 

the first scholars to strongly argue for Frankenstein as a feminist text, argued that 

Shelley’s loss of her first baby in 1815 significantly motivated her approach to 
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Frankenstein. According to Moers, the novel is not just a “birth myth” in which Shelley 

confronts her own guilt and fears about failing as a parent, as well as causing her mother 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s death. It also “contributed to Romanticism a myth of genuine 

originality [in] the mad scientist who locks himself in his laboratory and...works at 

creating human life.”
19

 In other words, Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein is the late-

Enlightenment, industrial-age avatar of the hardworking poet who, like Pope early in the 

eighteenth century, locked himself in his study to create literary life. If Frankenstein is 

the author and the Creature is his text, then Shelley implies that an author’s role and 

responsibilities to their creation is much like those of a mother to her infant. Shelley’s 

reflection of Enlightenment anxieties about the maternal imagination fueled her own 

writing: apprehensive of the possible monstrosity emerging from her own pen, she 

famously described Frankenstein as her “hideous progeny.” The birth metaphor with 

which its author frames the novel supports a pessimistic view of writing, rejecting the 

Enlightenment’s ostensible humanistic advancement as an ultimately doomed cheat of 

true human creativity.
20

  

Birth, like death, is a transformative process from one state of being to another as 

both mother and infant navigate their strange doubled existence. It is a locus of 

confusion, anxiety, hope, fear, surprise, and love. Gestational and parturitive metaphors 

                                                 
19

 Moers, Literary Women, 92-93. 
20

 Other second-wave feminist critics like Anne K. Mellor and Mary Poovey follow Moers’ focus on 

female authorship in Shelley’s works. For example, Mellor notes that Shelley’s feelings of personal and 

authorial inadequacy led her to “[censor] her own speech in Frankenstein” and that that her sense of 

shame and failure “contributed to the generation of her fictional images of abnormality, perversion, and 

destruction” (Mary Shelley, 57). See also Poovey, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer.  
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for writing, and for other disciplines and products, prove among the most versatile 

narrative and poetic figures. They are certainly among the most universal, inevitably due 

to the unavoidable connection every writer has with the birthing body: we were all once a 

part of it.  



224 

 

Bibliography 

Analytical Review 27 (March, 1798): 238-40. Appended in William Godwin, Memoirs of 

the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 169-172. Edited by Pamela 

Clemit and Gina Luria Walker. Orchard Park, NY: Broadview, 2001.  

Anderson, Emily Hodgson. “Performing the Passions in Eliza Haywood’s Fantomina and 

Miss Betsy Thoughtless.” The Eighteenth Century 46, no. 1 (2005): 1-15. 

Aristotle’s Compleat Master-Piece. Revised edition. London, 1702. Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online, document #CW108555268. Gale. 

Austen, Jane. Jane Austen’s Letters. Edited by Deirdre Le Faye. 4th ed. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011.  

Backscheider, Paula R. “Haywood, Eliza (1693?–1756).” Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography online. September 2010. 

Bannet, Eve Taylor. “The Marriage Act of 1753: ‘A most cruel law for the Fair Sex.’” 

Eighteenth-Century Studies 30, no. 3 (1997): 233-54. 

Barbauld, Anna Laeticia, “To a little Invisible Being who is expected soon to become 

visible.” 1799. In Lucy Aikin, The Works of Anna Laetitia Barbauld, with a 

Memoir, vol. 1, 146-147. Boston, 1826. Archive.org. http://www.archive.org 

/details/worksannaltitia00aikigoog. 

Baumgarten, Linda. What Clothes Reveal: The Language of Clothing in Colonial and 

Federal America. The Colonial Williamsburg Collection. New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2002. 



225 

 

“Bear.” The Medieval Bestiary. Illustration. Image from the Bodleian Library, MS. 

Ashmole 1511, Folio 21r. http://bestiary.ca/beasts/beast171.htm. 

Berlant, Lauren. Compassion: The Culture and Politics of an Emotion. New York: 

Routledge, 2004. 

The Bible: Authorized King James Version. Edited by Robert Carroll and Stephen 

Prickett. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.  

The Bible: New International Version. International Bible Society (Biblica). Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1989. 

Blackwell, Bonnie. “‘An Infallible Nostrum’: Female Husbands and Greensick Girls in 

Eighteenth-Century England.” Literature and Medicine 21, no. 1 (2002): 56-77. 

Bogren, L. Y. “Couvade.” Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica 38 (1983): 55-65. 

Bourke, Joanna. What it Means to be Human: Reflections from 1791 to the Present. 

Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2011. 

Bracken, Henry. The Midwife’s Companion. London, 1737. Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online, document #CW107003162. Gale. 

Bradstreet, Anne. Several Poems...by a gentlewoman in New-England. Boston, printed by 

John Foster, 1678. 2nd ed. Originally The tenth muse lately sprung up in America, 

London, 1650. The American Antiquarian Society, record no. 

0F30162F401ABBC0 (2002). Early American Imprints Online: Evans Collection, 

1639-1800. 

Brody, Miriam. Mary Wollstonecraft: Mother of Women’s Rights. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2000. 



226 

 

Buchan, William. Domestic Medicine: Or, The Family Physician. Edinburgh, 1769. In 

Can Onions Cure Ear-Aches? Edited by Melanie King. Oxford: The Bodleian 

Library, 2012. 

Buklijas, Tatjana and Nick Hopwood, “Development 1770-1800: Temporalizing 

Pregnancy.” Making Visible Embryos. http://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/visibleembryos 

/ s2_2.html. 

Byrnes, Laurel. “Death by Corset: A Nineteenth-Century Book about Fatal Women’s 

Fashions (and Animal Physiology).” June 27, 2013. Biodiversity Heritage Library 

Online.  

Castle, Terry. “Lab’ring Bards: Birth Topoi and English Poetics, 1660-1820.” The 

Journal of English and Germanic Philology 78, no. 2 (1979): 193-208.  

Cody, Lisa Forman. Birthing the Nation: Sex, Science, and the Conception of Eighteenth-

Century Britons. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

Collier, Mary. “The Woman’s Labour: An Epistle to Mr. Stephen Duck.” London, 1739. 

Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document #CW110292985. Gale. 

“Couvade.” A Dictionarie French and English. London, 1571: 35. Early English Books 

Online, #337:01. ProQuest. 

“Couvade.” The Encyclopedia of Religion. Edited by Lindsay Jones. Vol. 3, 2nd ed. Detroit: 

Macmillan Reference USA, 2005: 2046-2047.  

“Couvade.” The Encyclopedia of Women’s Folklore and Folklife. Edited by Liz Locke, 

Theresa A. Vaughan, and Pauline Greenhill. Vol. 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood P, 

2008: 103-104. 



227 

 

Cove, Patricia. “‘The Walls of Her Prison’: Madness, Gender, and Discursive Agency in 

Eliza Fenwick’s Secresy and Mary Wollstonecraft’s The Wrongs of Woman.” 

European Romantic Review 23, no. 6 (2012): 671-687. 

Covino, Deborah Caslav. Amending the Abject Body: Aesthetic Makeovers in Medicine 

and Culture. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004.  

Craft, Catherine. “Reworking Male Models: Aphra Behn’s ‘Fair Vow-Breaker,’ Eliza 

Haywood’s ‘Fantomina,’ and Charlotte Lennox’s ‘Female Quixote.’” The Modern 

Language Review 86, no. 4 (1991): 821-838. 

Creed, Barbara. The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis. New York: 

Routledge, 1993. 

Cullen, Oriole. “Eighteenth-Century European Dress.” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art 

History. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000. Last modified 

October 2003.http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/eudr/hd_eudr.htm.  

“Customs of the Americas.” Farrago: Containing Essays, Moral, Philosophical, 

Political, and Historical. Vol 2. Tewkesbury, 1792. University of Toronto. 

Archive.org. 

Cvetkovich, Ann. An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public 

Cultures. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. 

Depression: A Public Feeling. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012. 

Davis, Mary Jane. “‘Share not thou a mother’s feelings’: Maternal imagination and the 

transmission of affect in Isabella Kelly’s ‘To an Unborn Infant.’” Paper presented 



228 

 

at the Annual Meeting of the Western Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, 

Santa Barbara, CA, February 2017. 

Desfontaines, Abbé Pierre. Le Nouveau Gulliver, ou Voyages de Jean Gulliver, fils du 

capitaine Lemuel Gulliver. Translated by J. Lockman as “The New Gulliver.” 2 

vols. London, 1731. Eighteenth Century Collections Online.  

Donnison, Jean. Midwives and Medical Men: A History of the Struggle for the Control of 

Childbirth. 2nd ed. Chichester: Phillimore, 1999. 

Dryden, John. “Mac Flecknoe.” London, 1709. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, 

document #CW110750727. Gale. 

Erickson, Robert A. Mother Midnight: Birth, Sex, and Fate in Eighteenth-Century 

Fiction (Defoe, Richardson, and Sterne). AMS Studies in the Eighteenth Century. 

New York: AMS Press, 1986.  

------ . “‘The books of generation’: some observations on the style of the British midwife 

books, 1671-1764.” In Sexuality in Eighteenth-Century Britain, edited by Paul-

Gabriel Boucé, 74-94. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1982. 

Fallon, Stephen M. “Milton’s Sin and Death: The Ontology of Allegory in Paradise 

Lost.” English Literary Renaissance 17, no. 3 (1987): 329–350. 

Flower, B. O. Fashion’s Slaves. Boston, 1892. Illustration.Archive.org.  

Francus, Marilyn. Monstrous Motherhood: 18th-Century Culture and the Ideology of 

Domesticity. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012.  

Franklin, Caroline. Mary Wollstonecraft: A Literary Life. New York: Palgrave, 2004. 



229 

 

Friedman, Susan Stanford. “Creativity and the Childbirth Metaphor: Gender Difference 

in Literary Discourse.” Feminist Studies 13, no. 1 (1987): 49-82.  

Ginsburg, Ruth. “The Anxiety of Fatherhood.” Modern Language Quarterly 52, no. 4 

(1991): 357-75. 

Gittings, Robert, and Jo Manton. Claire Clairmont and the Shelleys. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1992. 

Godwin, William. Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 

London, 1798. Edited by Pamela Clemit and Gina Luria Walker. Orchard Park, 

NY: Broadview, 2001. 

Green, Jonathon, ed. Cassell’s Dictionary of Slang. 2nd ed. London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 2005. 

Green, Monica. Making Women’s Medicine Masculine: The Rise of Male Authority in 

Pre-Modern Gynaecology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 

Gurton-Wachter, Lily. “The Stranger Guest: The Literature of Pregnancy and New 

Motherhood.” The Los Angeles Review of Books, 29 July 2016.  

Hallett, Christine. “The Attempt to Understand Puerperal Fever in the Eighteenth and 

Early Nineteenth Centuries: The Influence of Inflammation Theory.” Medical 

History 49 (2005): 1-28.  

Hamilton, James Alexander. Postpartum Psychiatric Problems. St. Louis: CV Mosby, 

1962. 

Hammond, Brean S. “Scriblerian Self-Fashioning.” The Yearbook of English Studies 18 

(1988): 108-124. 



230 

 

Haslem, Lori Schroeder. “Monstrous Issues: The Uterus as Riddle in Early Modern 

Medical Texts.” In The Female Body in Medicine and Literature, edited by 

Andrew Mangham and Greta Depledge, 34-50. Liverpool: Liverpool University 

Press (2011).  

Hawley, Judith. “The Anatomy of Tristram Shandy.” In Literature and Medicine During 

the Eighteenth Century, edited by Mary Mulvey Roberts and Roy Porter, 84-100. 

London: Routledge, 1993.  

Haywood, Eliza. The British Recluse, or, The Secret History of Cleomira, Suppos’d 

Dead. London, 1722. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document 

#CW111947034. Gale. 

------ . The City Jilt, or, The Alderman Turn’d Beau. 2nd ed. London, 1726. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CW109115976. Gale. 

------ . Cleomelia, or, The Generous Mistress. London, 1727. Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online, document #CW113233273. Gale. 

------ . Fantomina, or, Love in a Maze. London, 1725. In Masquerade Novels of Eliza 

Haywood. Delmar, NY: Scholar’s Facsimiles and Reprints, 1986. 

------ . The Life of Madam de Villesache. London, 1727. Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, document #CW124613997. Gale. 

------ . The Mercenary Lover, or, The Unfortunate Heiress. London, 1726. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CW109445739. Gale. 



231 

 

Hey, William, A Treatise on the Puerperal Fever. London, 1815. Reprinted in Boston in 

The New England Journal of Medicine and Surgery V, no. I (1816): 85-99. 

Nineteenth Century Collections Online. Gale document #QENLVL326210569. 

Hitchcock, Tim. English Sexualities, 1700-1800. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1997. 

Hogarth, William. “Credulity, Superstition, and Fanaticism. A Medley.” March 15, 1762, 

Engraving. The British Museum online collection, no. S,2.141.  

------ . “Cunicularii, or the wise men of Godliman in consultation.” October 20, 1726. 

Engraving. “Book of the Month, August 2009: The Curious Case of Mary Toft.” 

University of Glasgow Library, Hunterian Special Collection. MS Hunter D321/2, 

1726. http://special.lib.gla.ac.uk/exhibns/month/aug2009.html.  

Horney, Karen. The Collected works of Karen Horney. 1942. Vol. 2. New York: Norton, 

1964. 

Huet, Marie-Hélène. Monstrous Imagination. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 

Press, 1993. 

Hunting, Penelope. “A birth and a death: Mary Shelley née Godwin (1797-1851) and 

Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (1759-1797).” Journal of Medical Biography 15 

(2007): 165. 

Ingrassia, Catherine. “‘Queering’ Eliza Haywood.” Journal for Early Modern Cultural 

Studies 14, no. 4 (2014): 9-24. 

------ . “Women Writing/Writing Women: Pope, Dulness, and ‘Feminization’ in the 

Dunciad.” Eighteenth-Century Life 14, no. 3 (1990): 40-58.  



232 

 

Johnson, Claudia, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Mary Wollstonecraft. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002. 

Jones, Vivien. “The death of Mary Wollstonecraft.” British Journal for Eighteenth-

Century Studies 20 (1997): 187-205. 

Kane, Michael. Modern Men: Mapping Masculinity in English and German Literature, 

1880-1930. London: Cassell, 1999. 

Keegan, Bridget. “Georgic Transformations and Stephen Duck’s ‘The Thresher’s 

Labour.’” Studies in English Literature 41, no. 3 (2001): 545-562. JSTOR. 

Kerckring, Thomas. “A ground-plan of the origin of man.” 1671. Woodcut. Reprinted in 

The pardoxal discourse of F. M. Van Helmont, part 2. London, 1685. Wellcome 

Library, London. In Making Visible Embryos, by Tatjana Buklijas and Nick 

Hopwood. http://www.sites.hps.cam.ac.uk/visibleembryos/s1_4.html. 

Klukoff, Philip J. “Smollett’s Defence of Dr. Smellie in The Critical Review.” Medical 

History 14, no. 1 (1970): 31-41. 

Kramnick, Jonathan. “Locke, Haywood, and Consent.” English Literary History 72, no. 2 

(2005): 453-470. JSTOR. 

Kristeva, Julia. Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art. Edited 

by Leon S. Roudiez. Translated by Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, Leon S. Roudiez.  

New York: Columbia University Press, 1980. 

------ . Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Translated by Leon S. Roudiez. New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1980. 



233 

 

------ . “Stabat Mater.” Translated by Arthur Goldhammer. Poetics Today 6, no. 1-2 (1985): 

133-152. 

Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1980. 

Landry, Donna. The Muses of Resistance: Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry in Britain, 

1739-1796. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990. 

Laqueur, Thomas. Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1990. 

------ . “The Rise of Sex in the Eighteenth Century: Historical Context and 

Historiographical Implications.” Signs 37, no.4 (2012): 802-812.  

Lieske, Pam. “William Smellie’s Use of Obstetrical Machines and the Poor.” Studies in 

Eighteenth Century Culture 29 (2000): 65-86.  

Lloyd, Josephine. “The ‘Languid Child’ and the Eighteenth-Century Man-Midwife.” 

Bulletin of the History of Medicine 75, no. 4 (2001): 641-679. 

Loudon, Irving. “Deaths in Childbed from the Eighteenth Century to 1935.” Medical 

History 30 (1986): 1-41. 

------ . Medical Care and the General Practitioner, 1750-1850. Oxford: Clarendon, 1987.  

Luke, Brian. Brutal: Manhood and the Exploitation of Animals. Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 2007.  

Mack, Maynard. Alexander Pope: A Life. New York: Norton, 1988. 

Mangham, Andrew, and Greta Depledge, eds. The Female Body in Medicine and 

Literature. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011. 



234 

 

Manningham, Sir Richard. An exact diary of what was observ'd during a close 

attendance upon Mary Toft. London, 1726. Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, document #CW106396571. Gale. 

Mellor, Anne K. Introduction to Maria, or The Wrongs of Woman. New York: Norton 

(1994): v-xviii. 

------ . Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her Monsters. New York: Routledge, 1990. 

Milton, John. Paradise Lost. 1667. Edited by Stephen Orgel and Jonathan Goldberg. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.  

Moers, Ellen. Literary Women: The Great Writers. New York: Doubleday, 1976.  

Mowry, Melissa. “Eliza Haywood’s Defense of London’s Body Politic.” Studies in 

English Literature, 1500-1900 43, no. 3 (2003): 645-665. 

Munson, Amy. “Attending the Birth of a Nation.” Ph.D. diss., Purdue University, 2008. 

ProQuest 3330551. 

Muri, Allison. “Imagining Reproduction: The Politics of Reproduction, Technology and 

the Woman Machine.” Journal of Medical Humanities 31 (2007): 53-67.  

Nichols, Marcia D. “Venus Dissected: The Visual Blazon of Mid-Eighteenth Century 

Medical Atlases.” In Sex and Death in Eighteenth-Century Literature, edited by 

Jolene Zigarovich, 103-123. New York: Routledge, 2013.  

Nicholls, Frank. The petition of the unborn babes to the censors of the Royal College of 

Physicians of London. London, 1751. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, 

document #CW108106298. Gale.  



235 

 

Nisbet, William. The clinical guide. Edinburgh, 1793. Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, document #CW106837975. Gale. 

Norton, David Fate. David Hume: Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982. 

von Olmütz, Wenzel. “Roma Caput Mundi.” Engraving. c. 1496-1500. The British 

Museum online collection, no. E 1.15. 

Oxford English Dictionary. Web.  

de Pauw, Cornelius. “Of certain customs…which were found among the Americans.” In 

Selections from M. Pauw, edited and translated by Daniel Webb. Bath, 1795. 

Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document #CW101577330. Gale. 

Polwhele, Richard. “The unsex’d females; a poem, addressed to the author of The 

pursuits of literature.” London, 1798. Reprinted New York, 1800. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CW110190523. Gale.  

Poovey, Mary. The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works 

of Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley and Jane Austen. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1985. 

Pope, Alexander. The Correspondence of Alexander Pope. Edited by George Sherburn. 5 

vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956. 

------ . “The Discovery: or, The Squire turn’d Ferret.” Westminster, 1727. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CW112480308. Gale. 

------ . The Dunciad. 1743. In Alexander Pope: The Major Works, edited by Pat Rogers. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 



236 

 

Porter, Roy. “A Touch of Danger: The Man-Midwife as Sexual Predator.” In Sexual 

Underworlds of the Enlightenment, edited by G. S. Rousseau and Roy Porter, 

206-232. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987. 

------ . Mind-Forg’d Manacles: A history of madness in England from the Restoration to 

the Regency. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987.  

------ . “Spreading Carnal Knowledge or Selling Dirt Cheap? Nicolas Venette’s Tableau de 

l’Amour Conjugal in Eighteenth Century England.” Journal of European Studies 

14, no. 56 (1984): 233-255. Sage. DOI: 10.1177/004724418401405601. 

Potter, Tiffany. “The Language of Feminized Sexuality: Gendered Voice in Eliza 

Haywood’s Love in Excess and Fantomina.” Women’s Writing 10, no. 1 (2003): 

169-186. 

Pritchard, Will. “Ordure’s Sympathetic Force.” Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of 

the Western Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies, Santa Barbara, CA, February 

2017. 

Quillet, Abbé Claude. La Callipedie ou l’art d’avoir de beaux enfans. 1655. Translated 

into Callipaediae, Or, an art how to have handsome children, London, 1708-10. 

Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin. 

Radbill, Samuel X. “The Role of Animals in Infant Feeding.” In American Folk 

Medicine: A Symposium, edited by Wayland D. Hand, 21-30. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1976.  



237 

 

Raisanen, Elizabeth. “Childbirth and Confinement: Mary Wollstonecraft and the Politics 

of Pregnancy.” CSW Update Newsletter. March 1, 2011. UCLA Center for the 

Study of Women. http://www.escholarship.org/uc/item/18p0x4r5. 

Raphael, David Daiches. The Moral Sense. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947.  

Reilly, Matthew. “Byron’s Babel: Scriblerian Orientalism and the Romantic-Era ‘Pope 

Controversy.’” Modern Philology 113, no. 2 (2015): 224-245. 

Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. 1976. 2nd 

ed. New York: Norton, 1986.  

Richards, Cynthia. “The Body of Her Work, the Work of Her Body: Accounting for the 

Death of Mary Wollstonecraft.” Eighteenth Century Fiction 21, no. 4 (2009): 565-

592. 

van Riemsdyk, Jan. “The anatomy of the human gravid uterus.” Plate VI in William 

Hunter, The anatomy of the human gravid uterus exhibited in figures. 

Birmingham, 1774. Illustration. Anatomies on the Web. National Library of 

Medicine and National Institutes of Health. Updated 25 August 2016. 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/historicalanatomies/hunterw_home.html.  

Roberts, Mary Mulvey, and Roy Porter, eds. Literature and Medicine During the 

Eighteenth Century. London: Routledge, 1993.  

Rochefort, Comte de Charles-César. The History of the Carriby-Islands. Translated by 

John Davies. London, 1666. Biodiversity Heritage Library online. 

http://biodiversitylibrary.org/page/40182700. 



238 

 

Rogers, Pat. “Fat is fictional issue: the novel and the rise of weight-watching.” In 

Literature and Medicine During the Eighteenth Century, edited by Marie Mulvey 

Roberts and Roy Porter, 168-187. London: Routledge, 1993.  

Rosenthal, Debra. “Narrative Interruptus: The Embedded Letter and Sexual Honor.” 

Unpublished manuscript. See Kirsten T. Saxon, “Telling Tales: Eliza Haywood 

and the Crimes of Seduction in The City Jilt, or, the Alderman turn’d Beau,” in 

The Passionate Fictions of Eliza Haywood: Essays on Her Life and Work, edited 

by Kirsten T. Saxon and Rebecca P. Bocchiccio, 115-142. Lexington, KY: 

University Press of Kentucky, 2000.   

Roser, Max. “Fertility.” OurWorldInData.org. https://ourworldindata.org/fertility/2016.  

Rowlandson, Thomas. “Political Affection.” London: John Hanyer, 22 April 1784. 

Illustration. Prints and Satires. The British Museum online collection, cat. no. 

J,2.128. 

The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. “Heritage: The Chamberlen 

Family.” https://www.rcog.org.uk/en/guidelines-research-services/library 

-services/archives-and-heritage/archives/rcog-heritage-the-chamberlen-family/.  

Rueff, Jacob. De conceptu et generatione hominis. Latin translation by Wolfgang Haller 

of the first German translation. Woodcuts. Zurich, 1554. Wellcome Library, 

London. In Making Visible Embryos, by Tatjana Buklijas and Nick Hopwood. 

http://www.sites.hps.cam.ac.uk/visibleembryos/s1_3.html. 

Rumrich, John. “Milton’s God and the Matter of Chaos.” PLMA 110, no. 5 (1995): 1035-

1046. 



239 

 

Sadler, S. H. Infant feeding by artificial means: A scientific and practical treatise on the 

dietetics of infancy. 1896. 3rd ed. London: Routledge, 1909. Google Books. 

Saxon, Kirsten T. “Telling Tales: Eliza Haywood and the Crimes of Seduction in The 

City Jilt, or, the Alderman turn’d Beau.” In The Passionate Fictions of Eliza 

Haywood: Essays on Her Life and Work, eds. Kirsten T. Saxon and Rebecca P. 

Bocchiccio, 115-142. Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2000.  

Schor, Esther, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003. 

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. The Epistemology of the Closet. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1990. 

------ . Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity. Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2003. 

Sharp, Jane. The Compleat Midwife’s Companion. London, 1725. Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online, document #CW107173930. Gale. 

Sharpe, C. Kirkpatrick. “The Vision of Liberty.” Anti-Jacobin Review 9 (May-August 

1801): 515-520. Hathi Trust. https://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433082496062. 

Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. 1818. 3rd ed., 1831. Edited by 

Johanna M. Smith. Boston: Bedford St. Martin’s, 2000.  

------ . The Journals of Mary Shelley, 1814-1844. Ed. Paula R. Feldman and Diana Scott-

Kilvert. Vol. 1. Oxford: Clarendon, 1987. 

------ . The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Ed. Betty T. Bennett. 3 vols. Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980. 



240 

 

Showalter, Elaine. Sexual Anarchy. London: Virago, 1992. 

Smellie, William. A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Midwifery. London, 1762. 4th 

ed. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document #CW106883570. Gale. 

Spark, Muriel. Mary Shelley. London: Constable, 1987. 

St. André, Nathanael. A short narrative of an extraordinary delivery of rabbets. London, 

1727. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document #CW109018346. Gale. 

St. Clair, William. The Godwins and the Shelleys: The Biography of a Family. London: 

Faber and Faber, 1989. 

Stebbing, Henry. An Inquiry into...Clandestine Marriages. London, 1754. Google Books. 

Stephanson, Raymond. “The Symbolic Structure of Eighteenth-Century Male Creativity: 

Pregnant Men, Brain-Wombs, and Female Muses (with some comments on 

Pope’s Dunciad).” Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture 27 (1998): 103-130. 

Stone, Sarah. A Complete Practice of Midwifery. London, 1737. Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online, document #CW108428424. Gale. 

Sunstein, Emily W. Mary Shelley: Romance and Reality. 1989. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1991. 

Thompson, Peggy. “Duck, Collier, and the Ideology of Verse Forms.” Studies in English 

Literature 44, no. 3 (2004): 505-523. Project MUSE. DOI: 10.1353/sel.2004 

.0033. 

Todd, Dennis. Imagining Monsters: Miscreations of the Self in Eighteenth-Century 

England. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995. 



241 

 

------ . Mary Toft’s Three Confessions. Updated 3 Nov. 2016. https://tofts3confessions. 

wordpress.com/. 

Todd, Janet. Mary Wollstonecraft: A Revolutionary Life. London: Bloomsbury, 2014. 

Toor, Kiran. “‘Offspring of his Genius’: Coleridge’s Pregnant Metaphors and 

Metamorphic Pregnancies.” Romanticism 13, no. 3 (2007): 257-270. 

Trotula. Edited and translated by Monica H. Green. Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2001.  

Valenze, Deborah. Milk: A Global History. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011. 

Vennette, Nicolas. Tableau de l’Amour Conjugal. France, 1696. Translated in London, 

1703 as The Mysteries of Conjugal Love Revealed. 2nd ed. 1707. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CB126381212. Gale. 

Waldron, Mary. “Yearsley, Ann.” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography online, 2004.   

Wertz, Richard W. and Dorothy C. Wertz. Lying-In: A History of Childbirth in America. 

1977. Expanded edition. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989. 

Whalley, George, and Wallace Martin. “Metaphor,” in The Princeton Handbook of 

Poetic Terms, rev. ed., 136-141. Edited by Alex Preminger. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1986.   

Wilson, Adrian. The Making of Man-Midwifery: Childbirth in England, 1660-1770. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995.  

Wilson, Philip K. “Eighteenth-Century ‘Monsters’ and Nineteenth-Century ‘Freaks’: 

Reading the Maternally Marked Child.” Literature and Medicine 21, no. 1 (2002): 

1-25. 



242 

 

Witkowski, Gustave Joseph, Accoucheurs et sages-femmes célèbres. (Paris: G. Steinheil, 

1891). Archive.org. 

------ . Curiositiées médicalles, Litteraire et Artisques sur les Seins et L’Allaitment (Paris: 

G. Steinheil, 1898). Archive.org.  

Wollstonecraft, Mary. The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft. Edited by Janet 

Todd. London: Allen Lane, 2003. 

 ------ . “Fragment of Letters on the Management of Infants.” In The Works of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, edited by Janet Todd and Marilyn Butler, vol. 4, 455-59. London: 

Pickering, 1989. 

------ . Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. 1796. Edited by Tone Brekke 

and Jon Mee. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009.  

------ . Maria, or The Wrongs of Woman. 1798. Edited by Anne K. Mellor. 1975. New 

York: Norton, 1994. 

------ . A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 1792. In The Vindications, edited by D. L. 

Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf, 99-343. Orchard Park, NY: Broadview, 1997.  

Woodward, John. Select Cases, and Consultations, in Physick. London, 1757. Eighteenth 

Century Collections Online, document #CW107091368. Gale. 

Wright, Danaya C. “The Crisis of Child Custody: A History of Family Law in England.” 

Columbia Journal of Gender and Law 11, no. 2 (2002): 175-270. 

Yearsley, Ann. “The Dispute: Letter to the Public.” 1791. Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, document #CW105689803. Gale. 



243 

 

------ . Poems on Several Occasions. 3rd ed. London, 1785. Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online, document #CW105689803. Gale. 

------ . “Stanzas of Woe.” London, 1790. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, document 

#CW116848625. Gale. 

Zaichkin, Jeanette and Thomas E. Wiswell. “The History of Neonatal Resuscitation.” 

Neonatal Network 21, no. 5 (2002): 21-28. 

Zeyl, Donald. Translation of Timaeus. In Plato: Complete Works, edited by John M. 

Cooper, 1224–91. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997.  

 


