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The role of women within the history of the British non-conformist
movement has traditionally been subsumed under the history of men.
Stethoscopes and Petticoats, presented by The Angus Library and Archive,
addresses this imbalance, and highlights the significant contribution of
non-conformist women to the changing landscape of social inequality
both at home and abroad. A strong desire to live out their religious
beliefs connected to freedom and equality stirred these women to action,
despite continuous opposition to women’s involvement outside of the
expectations of their gender. Non-conformist women achieved success in
the male-dominated fields of literature, social and political activism,
mission work, and medicine, paving the way for future generations of

pioneer women.
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1. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral
Subjects

Mary Wollstonecraft

1t Edition, 1792: London

A Vindication... is considered to be one of the foundation texts of feminist thought.

Wollstonecraft insisted that intellect will always govern, encouraging women:
to endeavour to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them that
the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and refinement of taste,

are almost synonymous with epithets of weakness.



2. Sermons to Young Women, in two volumes
James Fordyce
12t Edition, 1800: London

First published in 1765, Sermons to Young Women, written and compiled the Scottish
clergyman James Fordyce, belonged to a genre of etiquette manual for young women,
which was popular among the middle- and upper-classes of the Regency Period. Such
manuals held that woman was made for man’s service. The following excerpt from

Fordyce’s Sermons reveals the double standard promulgated by these prescriptive texts:

In your sex manly exercises are never graceful a tone and figure of the masculine kind
are always forbidding men of sensibility desire in every woman soft features a form
not robust and demeanor delicate and gentle. Nature appears to have formed the f
aculties of your sex, for the most part, with less vigour than those of ours, observing t

he same distinction here as in the more delicate frames of your bodies.

3. An Estimate of the Religion of the
Fashionable World. By one of the laity.
Hannah More (1745-1833)

20 edition, 1791: London

Hannah More was an English
educationalist, political propagandist, and
Evangelical activist. More’s An Estimate of
the Religion of the Fashionable World,
addressed particularly to the women of the
upper classes, criticised aristocratic manners
and called for the rescue of religion and
morality. Although religiously and
politically conservative, More shunned the
notion that women were weak beings, as

expressed in Fordyce’s Sermons. Instead she

argued for a female world view in which
women could exercise extraordinary social and moral influence, as well as an

independence of men, through reliance on God.



4. Sins of government, Sins of the Nation; or, a
discourse for the fast, appointed on April 19, 1793
Published by Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1825)
as ‘a volunteer’

1793, 4* Edition: London

Sins of Government, Sins of the Nation is considered to
be a classic consideration of the idea of an ‘unjust
war’. Barbauld argues against the British government’s
entry into war with the French Republic. When the
government called on the nation to fast in honour of
the war, Barbauld and other anti-war Dissenters were

left with a moral quandary:

obey the order and violate their consciences by praying for success in a war they
disapproved? observe the Fast, but preach against the war? defy the Proclamation
and refuse to take any part in the Fast?

Barbauld determines that each individual is responsible for the actions of the nation

because he or she constitutes part of the nation.



