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In turn-of-the-eighteenth-century society, people held specific places in
the social strata and knew the precise limits of their position. Literally
dozens of variables and their resulting innumerable combinations
determined one’s social status. Roy Porter paints a splendid miniature of

eighteenth-century society:

It was a society which was capitalist, materialist, market-oriented;
worldly, pragmatic, responsive to economic pressures. Yet, its
distribution of social power . . . w[as] unashamedly hierarchical,
hereditary, and privileged; . . . custom still enjoyed great authority.

. . . [S]ocial solidarity was internalized by inherited patterns of
reproduction and continuity: the dovetailing of family life with
economic life, home with work-place; the roles of household, labour,
and community in anchoring individuals into their social position;
the conditioning effects of education and religion. (16-17)

To a great extent, therefore, the point at which one fitted into society was
determined not by choice, but by connections, particularly with those in
authority--men. Men owned land, sat in Parliament, invested capital, paid
wages. Men were fathers, brothers, husbands, masters, patrons--authority
figures. In the "unashamedly hierarchical, hereditary, and privileged" society
which dictated social standards, gender in great part determined destiny.
Men lived their lives in public and conducted the public life of the nation.
‘Women, on the other hand, suffered a high degree of invisibility. They were
expected to stand behind men as daughters, sisters, wives, servants, maiden
aunts. Few women cut the laces that bound them into such constrictive
roles. And if they were willing to venture into the light of public life, what
were they fit for? Men were perceived as reasonable, logical, decisive,
practical, business-minded; women, by comparison, were viewed as illogical,
indecisive, impractical, passive, docile, weak, modest, retiring, and, above
all, virtuous. Women, mere "children of a larger growth," were generally
discouraged from intellectual pursuits. A woman who flouted convention to
reveal any degree of learning or wit, usually through the medium of the
written word, ran the risk of losing her reputation. A number of women, to
be sure, gained respect and independence as writers and authors; others, not
as fortunate, purchased their independence through the pen at the cost of
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