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PREFACE

The purpose of this study has been to show the important part that Richard Steele played in the moral and social
revolution which took place in England in the early eighteenth century .

This revolution crone about as an attack

upon the license , wit , cynicism , and the low moral standards
set up by the court circles and the aristocratic classes
generally as a protest against Puritanism .
This period of license in life and in literature had
been dominant for forty years when the s·eventeenth century
drew to a close .

In the early decades of the eighteenth

century the middle classes , owing to certain important structural changes in British society , were again coming into a
position in which they could impose their social and moral
standards upon the nation .

These classes , always the custo-

dians of Puritan ideals , began in rather a quiet way to
appeal to the national sense of moral propriety and social
decency in opposition to the laxity in moral standards and
social manners which the reaction against the excesses of
the Cromwellian era.had set up .

Against the intellectual

cynicism and heartlessness of the Restoration era , these
reformers employed the weapon of sentiment very effectively ;
and thus that important movement in intellectual and social
history known as sentimentalism had its origin .

"

The extent
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of the sentimental influence prior to Richardson has not
gener ally been recognized .

I purpose through this study to

show, not only that this influence had obtained great momentum before Samuel Richardson, but that Steele was the chief
agent in giving to the movement its initial momentum .
Primary sources of material for establishing this thesis
have been the works of Steele, more especially the following :
a moral disquisition, The Christian Hero ; his dramas , The
Funeral, The Lying Lover, The Tender Husband , The Conscious
Lovers, and, most important of all, the numerous essays contributed to The Tatler , The Spectator , and The Guardian .
To present S.teele in his true light as a social and
moral reformer it has be en necessary to g o tho1"oughly into
the social history of the time and to examine the ideals and
standards of living of the people during the period of the
Restoration and the Queen Anne period .

This information has

been found in the social and political histories of the time
and especially in the letters, journals , diaries , and memoirs
of the periods in so far as these have proved ac.cessible .
Since I cannot give credit to all those by whose labors
I have benefited in the preparation of this thesis , it remains
only to make grateful acknowledgment to Dr . L. M. Ellison ,
Director of the Department of English , who has been my constant
and faithful advisor, and also to exp~ess my appreciation to
Miss Olive Halbert and her associates in the library for their
courtesy and helpfulness . Likewise, I wish to express my indebtedness to my mother for her hearty cooperation , and sympathy .
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Dick Steele, who did so love his wife and friend ,
Who gave to Addison of praise no end ,
And wrote his Prue such tender letters daily
I like and love .

What thrugh he took his life gaily

And sometimes did . strict laws of right offend?
His sins are free from guile .
No serpent ' s craft :

His deeds portend

he crawls not , is not scaly .

No faults · of his could land him in Old Bailey.
High spirits and warm heart ; a wit as sweet
As it was shining ; courage as high as any ;
And civic virtue, giving to his seat
In Parliament a fortress for the many Say, are not these a character complete ,
And need we care for wasted pound or penny?

Charles Woodward Hutson, 1899 , . The Bookman, August .

'l'HE INFLUENCE OF RICHARD STEELE IN THE
HISTORY OF BRITISH MORALS

Chapter One:
I.

INTRODUCTION

Social Trends Prior to the Restoration

Ardent and idealistic by nature, sentimental and impulsive,
rather than resolutely militant, Richard Steele was the bloodbrother of all minor moralists and reformers since the world
began.

That he thought of himself primarily as a social and

moral reformer is apparent throughout hi$ works particularly in
several numbers of his essays.

He would doubtless have been a

writer with a "mission" in any age, but a survey of the social,
moral, and political conditions that prevailed in England prior
to Queen Anne's reign reveals that the didactic purpose of his
plays, as well as each single number of The Tatler and The

____ ,

Spectator was very much in order at that particular time.

,_.;;..

The

period is one of extraordinary importance to the student of
the history of manners, but in order to understand the shifts
in the structure of the social life' of England at the time of
the publication of Steele's works, it is necessary to glance at
some of the great political changes that had taken place during
the interval between 1640 and 1710.
A large portion of the seventeenth century, one of the
most momentous in English history, was characterized by a

2

wide-spread fermentation, social, political1 and religious,
through which were worked out many of those institutions to
which England owes her remarkable social stability.

The lofty

notions of Charles I about the divine right of kings, the
bitter differences between him and his Long Parliament, and
his arbitrary and despotic ruling without that body for eleven
years, precipitated the nation into civil war in 1642 and led
to the king's execution seven years later.

A few weeks after

his death the House of Commons voted to abolish the House of
Lords and the office of king, and to establish a free state
under the name of the "crnmnonwealth".

The executive power rested

in a Council of State composed of forty-one persons, until the
establishment of the Protectorate in 1653, and Oliver Cromwell,
a man of singular force and probity, was made Lord Protector .
for life .

That he possessed an outstanding personality, superior

strength, and great intellectual ability was demonstrated in his
great practical achievements.

For five years he gave England

the strongest government she had had since the days of Elizabe th,
but in spite of the fact that his rule had been just and firm ,
his powerful standing army, composed of "saints tt from all walks
of life, was felt by the people of England to be a perpetual
menace to liberty.

Though a man of immovable resolution and in-

domitable courage, Cromwell at last broke under the burdens
which proved too much even for his iron-spirit, and was for.ced
to leave the affairs of state to his son Richard, an incapable,
irresolute man , who after a rule of a few months was forced,

3

under the pressure of the army, to resign his office.
Regardless of the fact that the period of the Commonwealth had been a time of great deeds, high ideals, and strong
feelings, the temper and manners of the Puritans had become
very disagreeable to a great body of the English people both
of the rank and file, and of the nobility.

The early Puritan

gentleman was just, noble, and self-controlled.

His aim was

to attain self-command, to be master of himself, his thoughts,
his feelings and his actions.

But later we perceive the sterner

traits of the Puritan character.

The very loftiness of its

aims, the intensity of its mental and moral application, brought
with them a loss in the genial delight in all that was human,
which was so characteristic of the Renaissance era.

The ordi-

nary Puri tan was devoted to all that was godly, abhoring the.
wicked and the profane.

Beyond the limited sphere of his think-

ing lay a world which was contemptible to him because it was at
enmity with his God.

But most to be regretted, he had lost all

sense of humor, the faculty which above all has a tendency to
correct narrowness.

Furthermore, his firm conviction was that

rulers as well as people should be "godly men"; thus "godliness"
became of necessity the chief qualification of one who sought a
public office.

As a result, ··the reorganization of the army

filled its ranks with those who were regarded as "perfect saints".
The Puritan's absolute devotion to the supreme Will,based on
the theory that Englishmen were "the Lord I s people'' - a people
dedicated to Him by a solemn covenant, and whose end as a nation

4

was to carry out His will- had a tendency more and more to rob
him of all sense of proportion in the common affairs of life.
Little th!ngs became great i~ the light of his religious enthu- _\
siasm, and "godly man learnt to shrinlc from a surplice, or e.
1

mince-pie at Christmas, as he shrunk from impunity or a lie 0

•

The play, the geniality, the delights of the Elizabethan age,
were exchanged for -a measured sobriety, seriousness, and selfrestraint .
closed .

All theatres, fairs and places of amusement were

The tide of strenuousness flowing from the Reformation

had deepened into sternness and then into hard fanaticism and
superstition.

The want of poetry , of fancy, in the common

Puritan temper condemned half the popular observances as entirely
2

out of place in an England called to so great a destiny.

The

dance around the May-pole and the custom of celebrating Christmas and be- decking the houses with holly and ivy were prohibited.
Even the day - the "Merrie Christmas" of old England - had been
made under severe penalty a day of fasting and prayer .

Puritan

methods of worship were forced on other churches; consequently
their mode of dress, their canting spiritual passages in nasal
tones, their uncharitable outlook on life, left a feeling of
repugnance on all with ~horn they ca+ne in contact .

!:i'urthermore,

unscrupulous men had been known to promote themselves and their
schemes by imitating the outward forms and ceremonies of

I Green, History of the English People.
2 ~ · , p . 189.

vol. 11, p . 8.

5

Puritanism , yet these same men pr act ic ed i n se c ret the mos t
hideous vices .

Consequently , the Puritans as a body came to

be despised , not only for intolerant zeal , but intolerable
hypocrisy .
Al though various attempts had been made durlng the las t

half of the century to bring about a change in British moral s ,
yet it is observed that all had failed .

The long Parliament

called by Charles I in 1640 began as a reforming body , but
declared war against him in 1642 and put him to death in 1649 .
Cromwell • s aim was

11

to make England great and to make her

worthy of greatness" .

zealous Puritan that he was , he con-

ceived that this worthiness could only b~ accomplished by
England as her affairs were carried on by godly men , but in
his later years he felt bitterly that Puritanism had missed
its aim .

He saw the country gentleman alienated from it by

the despotism that followed in its train , but even more perhaps by the appearance of a religious freedom for which h e
was unprepared .

Thus it is seen that reforms are not brought

about by legislation , civil war , or brutal force , but that
they must come through an altered attitude toward life , as the
keen mind of Richard Steele conceived some time later .

II .

Reaction in Taste and Morals after 1660

For some months after the fall of the Protectorate the
nation trembled on the brink of anarchy.
of military rule and of political change.

The people were tired
They earnestly

desired the restoration of a limited monarchy and longed to
return to the old established ways that had existed before the
feverish excitement and rapid changes of the Commonwealth .
After the restoration of Charles in 1660, one of the most
significant events in the social and political history of England, a complete change swept over the people .

All that was

best and noblest in Puritanism was apparently swept away in an
instant.

Godliness was scorned; sobriety in dress, speech,

and manners was derided as a mark of the hated Puritans.

Even

the law itself was disregarded and all the decencies of life
and high moral ideals of truth and honesty were practically
obliterated.

In addition to the reaction from the social res-

traints of Puritanism , the explanation for this sudden and complete change from all that had been held as sacred for generat ions
can, in a measure , be found in the Telief from the disbanding of
Cromwell•s mighty army, the traditional fondness of the English
for amusements , and their heredita ry conviction that a king was
God's appointed sovereign for his people.

The king, a handsome.

witty, good-natured man, yet unspeakably vile in his private
life, seemed to have no sense of responsibility for his country

'(

at large.

Green says:

"Charles hated business.

outer observers no sign of ambition.

He gave to

The one thing he seemed

in earnest about was sensual pleasures, and he took his pleasure
with a cynical shamelessness which roused the disgust even of
3

his shameless courtiers."

As a result, he surrounded himself

by a group of men and women as cynical and immoral as himself.
Stimulated by French influence, the king and his courtiers
strongly favored the re-opening of the theatres and determined
(

to banish the Puritan regime with gayety.

They detested the

virtues of the middle class and held the citizen in contempt.
The country gentlemen and the clergy, whose virtues and
morality were considered a sham and a cloak for their hypocrisy,
were satirized by many of the principal writers of the age.
Politics and manners became corrupt.

The evil spread to the

lower and middle classes as well as to the clergy.

Duelling

and raking became the marks of a fine gentleman, and gambling,
drinking and swearing were winked at even by the "grave divines",
who considered them follies of "honest fellows".
The Restoration had been a social rather than a political
reaction.

It was a reconstitution of the old social order - a

return of lords and gentry, lawyers ' and clergy, to their old
positions.

The fashionable classes so completely took posses-

sion of the theatre that the ordinary Londoner stopped attending
at all.

The cheaper parts of the house were filled with the

3 History

or · English

People, vol. II, p. 218.
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footmen of the fashionable gallants and the riff-raff of the
town in general, but the more conservative of the middle classes
kept strictly awa:y .

Those who ca.me were attracted not only by

the play presented, but the opportunity afforded to talk, to
flirt, to appear in the latest fashions, and to discuss the
4

latest scandal.

When the theatres reopened in 1660 great changes

had taken place .

Women for the first time appeared on the stage.

From the time of Shakespeare women's parts had been played by
boys and young men.

The stage with its elaborate scenery was a

combination of that of Shakespeare and our modern stage; in fact,
the modern stage had its source of arrangement in this perio d.
The audiences were more fashionable than in the old days, yet
they were small; only two theatres were required to hold the
crowds.

Pepys repeatedly states in his diary that when one was

filled the other was empty.
The life of the upper classes vibrated with levity and
excess, as the plays of this period show; furthermore, the
theatre, representing, as the theatre always must, the prevailing tone of sentiment and society, was marked by profound corruption, the distinguishing characteristics of the reign of
Charles II.

In their endeavor to please the fashionable taste,

the playwrights turned from the Elizabethan drama to coarse,
corrupt plays .

The comedy of this period was known as the

Comedy of Manners; it differed from the old drama not only in

4 Amy Cruse~ The Shaping of English Literature, p. 201.
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its literary form but quite as widely in its moral tone.

Cyni-

cism, licentiousness, brutality and intrigue found expression
in dialogue often so corrupt that the fact that actors were
found who would repeat it, and an audience who would applaud
it, casts a shadow on the age in which it was produced .

While

the plays of Wycherley and others are too depraved to be read
extensively, yet we must not judge them by any moral standards,
or even standards of taste, that we are governed by today; we
must hear in mind that these comedies are an inseparable part
of the social b ackground of Restoration drama and an important
feature in the study of the history of Brit ish morals.

0

our

natural antipathy for the plays of this period should not blind
5

us to their technical excellence."
The drama, associated as it was with license, extreme indeed, directly reflected the gay life of the Court society of
Restoration London.

The reason is not hard to find.

"The drama's laws the drama's patrons give" - and during
this period there were but two theatres in London presenting
English drama (indeed, from 1682 to 1695 only one), which were
patronized. almost exclusively by the Court and the Cavaliers.
Never was the English theatre so undemocratic, so much the
plaything of a single social set. rt existed solely to please
this set, held the mirror up exclusively to their nature when
it was realistic, reflected their fads and sentimentalities
when it was romantic. And because this set was keenly awake
to style - if to not much else - the mirror had to be highly
polished. No blurred images could be tolerated. The result
was a glittering r eflection of a social epoch. Whether we like
or approve of the epoch is beside the point. We are bound to
admire, as students of drama, the way in which ·it was caught on
the stage.6

5 Dr. L.M. Ellison, English 531 . C. I. A.
6 Walter P. Eaton, The Drama in English , p. 153.
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The Restoration audience was particularly fond of "talk",
and the "flash of repartee" on the stage.

The more brilliancy,

hard-sparkling cleverness and wit a play contained the more
pleasing it was to them.

The requirements of the principal

ch aracters also reflected their taste.

The typical heroine

must be a p erfect mad-cap and a complete mistres s of herself;
a witty, intellectual and unemotional person who accepted her
hero without question or allusion to his character.

The hero

must be a perfect rake, and one who glorie d in his rakishness;
an elegant, aristocratic gentleman, polished and suave in his
manner and given to carrying on intrigue.

These types are

found in the principal dramas of this period.
It se ems unjust to dismiss the most important dramatists
of the Restoration with only a mention of their names and their
principal dramas.

As it is, no more can possibly be given here.

Sir George Etherege, father of the comedy of manners, in The.
Man of Mode o r ~ Fopling Flutter, and William Wycherley in
~

Country Wife, introduced the sparkling dialogue and the

shameless, flaunting attitude of mere Hedonism, which have given
a colour to Restoration Comedy.

William Congreve's masterpiece,

the Way of the World , and his Love for Love contained an astonishing blaze and volume of wit as nowhere else exists, either in
English or out of it~

Sir John Vanbrugh in his play s , ~

Relapse, The Provoked Wife, and the ·conspiracy, produced comedies
of marvelous brilliancy and revealed more of stage knowledge
even than Congreve.

George Farquhar' s two best plays are The

11

Recruiting Officer and the famous Beaux Stratagem.

Of all these

dramatists, Farquhar is the freest from the enormous license
which the playwrights of the last forty years had taken.
It is easy, however, to exaggerate the extent of the reaction of 1660.

So far as we can judge from the memoirs of the

time, its more drastic forms were practically confined to the
capital and the court.

While it is true that immorality,

bribery, lack of religious principles, poverty and wickedne ss
in every sense of the word existed, yet the great mass of
English people, the hope of the nation, quietly continued on
their way and remained loyal to the highest principles, as they
had always done.

They were satisfied with getting back their

Maypoles and mince-pies, remaining Puritan in life and belief,
though they threw away many of the outer characteristics of
Puritanism.

Finally, it might be pointed out, regardless of

the fact that Restoration society has been condemned because. of
its loose morality, its determination to stress "style and wit''
rather than "high ser iousnesstt, and to disregard moral traditions, was an important link between the religious persecutions
and witchcraft of the early part of the seventeenth century and
the r .ationalism and scientific research of the later part .

The

shackles of superstitition and intolerance were broken, and
society began to think again for itself, thereby playing an im7

portant part in the ris e of modern civilization.

w.

P. Eaton, op. cit., p. 164.
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Under the rule of James II, who came to the throne in 1685,
the manners and morals of many classes of society grew worse
rather than better.

The new King, who was narrow and obstinate,

did nothing to elevate the standards of taste and was even more
determined than his brother to wrest from the people their constitutional rights .

He was a Roman Catholic, and the fact that

he tried to reestablish Catholicism as the national religion,
made him unpopular with Parliament and a large number of his
subjects .

His rule was destined to be short and troubled.

His

intrigue with Louis XIV against his own people caused enemies
to rise up on all sides, and he soon found himself without
friends save the most zealous Catholics.
A new epoch in the constitutional history of England was
ushered in with the '•Glorious Revolution" of 1688 , when William
of Orange, was crowned King of England .

The long dispute be-

tween Ki~g and Parliament was settled.

Henceforth Parliament

was to be ruler of the country and the king must bow to its
decisions.

One of the outstanding steps under the new reI gime

was the passing of the Toleration Act, thereby making it possible
for Dissenters, Catholics, and Jews to worship as they pleased.
In 1695 the censorship of the press , ended.

These Acts meant that

the religious and political dissensions of the past were at an
end, but they did not mean that democracy, as we think of the
term, was ushered in.

The privilege· of voting was not given to

the people, but the control of the country was in the hands of a
few nobles and landlords.

"Bribery was the common method of

13

securing votes, end the most powerful official of the day -

8

Robert Walpole - openly boasted that every man had his price •"
In the fourteen years of William's reign the sphere of
English politics and political interest was enlarged in a
marked degree by his negotiations with the Protestant nations.
Under his wise leadership and through the victorious

campaigns

of the Duke of Marlborough, the Grand Alliance was formed by which
England , Holland and Germany were united against the encroachments
of the Catholic countries of southern Europe.

Above all, the

interests of England had spread from one half of the little
island of Britain to a world-wide empire, the temper of the
people had become more serious, and a freedom of thought had
been developed .

All these were indicative of an upward trend

in the life of the nation.
The true character of the English Revolution, especially
upon its religious side, must be sought in the literary productions of the day .

To neglect this and yet hope to gain a true

conception of this period of English life by a study of its
outer even~s alone, would, as Green declares, be like trying
to form an idea of the life and work of ancient Israel from
Kings and Chronicles without Psalms ,and the Prophets.

Many

believed that Puritanism had fallen with the Commonwealth never
to rise again.

rt is true, that as a religious system of national

life it brought about a moral revolt·such as England had not

8 Boas and Hahn, Social Background 2!_ English Literature ,
p . 146.
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witnessed before or since, but the strength and excellence of
Puritanism were far from being obliterated.

This influence

can be traced in two of the most popular religious books which
have been handed down from one generat ion to another, Bunyan's
Puritan allegory , Pilgrim's Progress , and Milton's Puritan epic,
Paradise Lost .

Both of these works, it is true, were written

after the Restoration, but they were both inspired by that spirit
which had struck down despotism

and set up the Commonwealth.

While the Middle Classes of England were interested in those
writers who made their appeal to righteousness and liberty,
London society was still being entertained with the drama.

The

change that came to drama between the Restoration and the latter
part of the seventeenth century was gradual.

As late as 1696

the Comedy of Manners with its intrigue and love affairs of
London society was the usual form used by the playwrights, but
Colley Cibber 1 s Love's Last Shift struck a new note and ushered
in a new epoch for English dramatic history.

The sympathies

and sensibilities of the people had been moved by the pres entation of the sorrows and virtues of human beings just like themselves.

Not only had their emotions, so long dormant, been

stirred, and not only had they felt ,and wept for the characters,
but they had actually admired them.

The result was that the

middle-class people had had their faith awakened and renewed in
their own natural impulses.

They had lost confidence in th~

go odness of average human nature, which is the "mainspring of
sentimental1sm 11 , and this confidence had to be restored.

In the
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Epilogue of The Lying Lover, Richard Steele recommended his
sentimental comedy because
• • •
"generous pity of a painted woe
Makes us ourselves both more approve and know. 0
The dominant idea in the seventeenth century was that human
nature was not to be trusted.

It was two-fold; its baser pas-

sions were constantly at war with its nobler ones, and were too
frequently victorious. ·since men and women, at best, were imperfect creatures , a virtuous character was not considered true
to ordinary life and was out of place except in romantic literature.

The "orthodox insistence on the mor al weaknesses of man-

kind" is strikingly shown in Vanbrugh's Vindication of the~lapse, when he analyzed the characters in Cibber•s play .

The

long conflict between true comedy and sentimental, and their
antagonistic views of human nature, is observed.

Vanbrugh be-

longed to the school which taught that characters should be
presented on the stage from which the audience "should take
warning", while Cibber, on the other hand, exhibited charact ers
9

which the audience "should emulate".

The drama of sensibility,

which includes sentimental comedy and domestic tragedy , was
contrary to all the preconceived notions of comedy and opinion
of life in general .

It showed that good people actually lived.

Their conduct was so presented as to arouse admiration for their
virtues and sympathy for their sufferings .
11

In sentimental comedy, it showed them contending against

9 Bernbaum, The Drama of Sensibility, p. 77.
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distresses but finally rewarded by morally deserved happiness .
In domestic tragedy, it showed them overwhelmed by catastrophes
for which they were morally not responsible .

A new ethics had

10

arisen, and new forms of literature were thereby demanded . "

lo

Bernbaum ,· The Dr ama of Sens ibilit
.
y , p . 12, •

III .

Shifts in the Social Structure of bn gland in
the Early Ei ghteenth Century

The eighteenth century, "the indispensable age of prose
and reason", marks a steady advancement in civilization.
Thought took precedence over everything, and this reasoning
habit of mind brought about p ositive improvement.

The foreign

policy of Will1run III and Anne had proved successful.

Eng-

land's commercial interests had been greatly enhanc e d, and her
maritime supremacy established.

The domination of France in

Europe had been checke d and the way cleared for expansi on in
the New World as well as on the cont inent.

Interest in the

practical side of life resulted in improvement of roads and
agriculture .
Attention was given to the needs of the people as a whole
rather than to the individual.

Prior to this time the prevail-

ing attitude was brutal and not humanitarian; the British penal
system was harsh, and dealings with criminals cruel.

Little

sympathy was shown toward those who had met with misfortune,
but eleemosynary institutions were ,established, and the slave
trade was abolished later in this century.
The conditions -of trade were changing.

The reigns of

Willirun and Anne were marked by great industrial progress due
to the establishment of new tr a des r ather than the development
of the old ones • . The long wars in whi ch the country was
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engaged from time to time aided industries rather than hindered,

•

by opening new markets and spreading trade with other nations .
The growth of trade was also fostered by the new coinage and a
better banking system .

Activity led to some speculation, as

was shown at the time of the breaking of the South Sea Bubble.
Socially and politically the eighteenth century begins with
the Revolution in 1688.

From the time William III ascended the

throne ( 1688) to the close of ·Queen Anne I s reign ( 1714) the
country was divided into two political parties :
the Tories .

the Whigs and

The Whigs , or Liberals ,wanted a parliamentary form

of government and sought to limit the power of the King; the
Tories, or Conservatives, upheld the divine right of kings and
I

•

strove to check . the growing power of the people .

The Whigs ,

composed of the great noble families and the rich merchants .of
the towns, favored extension of trade and showed a leaning toward freedom of thought .

The Tories, on the other hand, re~

cruited in general f rom the country gentry and the clergy, were
suspicious of toleration and of the advance of trade .

Almost

all the prominent literary men were allied to one side or the
other and were used by these parties to advance their interests
and to satirize their opponents.

Defoe vacilated from one party

to the other as occasion demanded, but Steele ardently championed
the cause of the Whigs during the reigns of both William and
J.nne.

In spite of the perpetual party strife that existed, the
age is outstanding for the rapid social development which soon
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expressed itself in l i terature .
activity was very great .

Along certain lines literary

Heretofore po etic liter a ture and

drama had b een t he fav or ed f orms; but this was not a period of
imagina tion, a lthough the drama was still the most popular form .
It was the day when prose fiction attained a dignity and respect.
Men ceased to fight physically and began to fi ght with their
pens .

Party questions, purely logical issues, were fought out

in pamphle t, and the \l\'I'iters thought more of cle arness than
argument.

Daniel Defoe, a master pamphleteer, was a man of the

people and a perfect mouthpiece of the lower middle classes .
His literary activities, which were produced in response to some
stimulus drawn from his time, were very ~xtensive and his pamphlets had a great influence on prose style - its simp licity and
dir ectne ss .

Jonathan Swift, a man of strong intellectual powers,

used his talents for bitter satire in prose and p oetry.

The

prose form by which Steele and Addis on prop osed to tr ansmit.
their thoughts to the people was the essay .

This

11

vehicle 11 was

admirably adopted to the coffee-houses where the people met for
short discussions of the current topics of the day .
After the intense reaction of the Restoration the people
took life more leisurely; they had more time to think and read.
A great reading public, the product of this age with its new
outlook and attitude toward life, had grown to such proportions
that there was a demand for the "setting up of centers half.social and half-intellectual i n their purpose , where news and
gossip and light controversy an d witty interchange were to be

~o

11

had for the seeking . "

As the result the social life of London

centered around the coffee-houses , which reached the height of
their popularity in the eighteenth century.

Drunkenness was

one of the greatest evils of the day , and the growing custom
of drinking toasts was responsible for much of it .

It is true

that the introduction of coff ee, which spread rapidly through
England in the last years of the seventeenth century, had a
perceptible influence in diminishing it, yet the amount of
drunkenness among the upper classes was very great .

French

wine was the favorite beverage,and the upper classes were addicted to it, while beer was most largely consumed among the
poorer and lower classes .
While the typical Londoner was still rude, and deportment
among certain classes was coarse and brutal enough, there was
a group of writers and true intellectuals that formed a large
part of the brilliant society of eighteenth century London • .
They frequented the play-houses along with the middle classes
and added decency and dignity to social life in general .

A

"social manner" and superficiality were affected by many groups
who placed a v alue on elegance and good form; these were reflected in the fashions of the day:

t~e elaborate powdered wigs ,

fine lace ruffles , brightly-colored wais t-coats, silk breeches ,
fancy stockings, snuff-boxes, powder and patches .

Fashionable

watering places were often visited - particularly Bath, Tu~bridge

11 .Arny Cruse , The Shaping of English Literature, p . 216.
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and Brighton, as well as the· public gardens - Ranelaugh and
Vauxhall.

The latter were frequented by all classes - the

wealthy and the poor, the dishonest and the honest , the respec table and the dissolute - attracted by the music, masquerading,
""

gambling , drinking and walking in dress parade .

Likewise, the

Bartholomew and May Fairs, held at certain seasons of the year
with their theatrical booths , dances, and puppet shows . were
popular at first as gathering places for all classes of society.
Finally, when frequented by criminals, they were regarded as
the . "chiefest nurseries" of vice; consequently they were abolished
12
in 1709 because of flagrant violations of law and order.
It is obvious that the En gland of Queen Anne's time, the
England in which The Tatler and The Spectator made their ap pearance, was practically the same England of the time of Charles- II,
as far as manners , thought, and feelings were concerne d.

The

influence of Charles II and his courtiers was so great that its
evil effec ts were far-reaching and not quickly obliterated.

The

l

Revolution which put an end to the Restoration regime, had made
no visible change for the better in the tone of the English
stage any more than in that of the society which it reflected.
There was a marked difference, however , in the court of Queen
Anne and that of Qharles.

Fashionable circles no longer found

an example of ill living in t h eir sovereign.

Under Queen Anne•s

supervision, numerous societies flourished whi ch were org_an1,zed

12 Traill, Soc ial England, vol. IV, p. 810.
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for the support of missions and charity.

Besides exercising

her influence in promoting various humanitarian enterprises,
Anne kept her court free from scandal.

She did not attend the
13

public playhouses and seldom had dramatic performances at court.
Proclamations were repeatedly issued by her against immoral
plays, against permitting the audience to go behind the scenes,
and against the masking of women; consequently her influence was
real as well as potent in favor of good manners and decorum.
Another practice which was prevalent at this time was that of
the playwrights who used the drama as a means to satirize the
political party which was in power; state censorship put an
end to this .
During Anne's reign theatres in Dorset Garden and Lincoln 's
Inn Fields ceased to exist; Drury Lane and the new Hay market
playhouses were opened in 1705 and used for operatic performances.
In fact, the drama was only fairly supported - never more than
three theatres were open at once, and generally only two.
Italian opera, first given in 1710, became quite fashionable
and overshadowed the theatre.

In that year Handel, the great

German composer, came to live in England and produced his
Rinaldo .

His oratorios - especially the Messiah - became very

powerful and his refining influence, quite perceptible.
Thus we see how· the English nation was gradually steadying
itself, after passing through one of: the greatest moral crises

13 Ashton, s·ocial ~ in the Reign of Queen~, p. 250.

in its history .

The part that Richard Steele played in this

process of rehabilitation and the immediate, as well as the
far-reaching results of his endeavors to revolutionize the
moral standards of the English people , can only be ascertained
by familiarizing ourselves with his persistent efforts to
these ends, and the way in which they were received by the age
in which he lived.

CHAPTER TWO

THE RELATION OF STEEL TO HIS AGE

I.

Brief Biographical Sketch

Steele is usually first thought of today as an essayist
and a co-worker of Joseph Addison.

The close friendship of

these Irish lads is one of the most interesting in the history
of English letters.

Both were born in Dublin in the same year,

1672 ; educated in the same school, the Charterhouse, in London;
attended at the same time Oxford University; developed into
men of broad culture, with similar tastes and ambitions, and
collaborated in the publishing of two leading periodicals, The
Tatler and The Spectator, which have had an unprecedented influence on all subsequent literature.
The parish of St. Bride in which Steele was born on March
12, 16721 was a fashionable part of Dublin, a city with a population of about fifty thousand gathered around the castle and the
cathedrals .

At that time it was the residence portion of the

wealthier classes of the city.

It is interesting to note that

Jonathan Swift was born (1667) less than five years before
Steele in an adjoining parish, or possibly the same parish.
Li ttle is known concerning Ste~le's pa.rents, but it is
generally admitted that his father was a barrister and a private
secretary to James Butler, first Duke of Ormond.
lived until Steele was five years of age .

His father

He describes his
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going-away in a very tender manner in a paper in The Tatler
(No . 181) .

His mother was El inor Symes, a widow when his

father married her .

Steele says that she was "a very beauti-

ful woman, of a noble spirit" .

She died when he was still a

child, and his "kind" uncle, Henry Gascoigne, private secretary
to the Duke of Ormond, became his guardian .

Steele often spoke

of him in the warmest terms of gratitude as "the author of a.11
1

my advancement 11 , "to whose bounty I owe a liberal education" .
He was sent by his uncle in 1684 to the Cha.rterhouse, a
famous school in London, where he began his memorable friendship with Addison, of which the chief monument was to be The
Spectator .

He obtained a fair knowledge of the classics while

at school, but it is possible that it was beaten into him,
after one of the prevailing modes of education in his day .
In 1689 Steele entered Christ's Church College, Oxford .
While at the university he made some reputation for scholarship ,
and began his literary career by writing a comedy, which he
burned when told by a friend that it was worthless .

After two

yea.rs at Oxford he left, taking with him the "love of the whole
2

society" .
He enlisted as a volunteer in ~he Horse Guards, a regiment
of the Duke of Ormond, thereby losing as he afterwards wrote,
"the succession to a very good estate in the country of Wexford,
Ireland" e

He was in reality a. cadet, looking forward toward

1 G. A. Aitken,~ of St ee le, vol. I , p. 18 .
2 G. A. Aitken, Richard Steele, p . viii.
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being made an ensign , but his military aspirations did not
seem to interfere with his llterary work .

A poem , The

Proces s ion , written on the occasion of Queen Mary's de ath ,
was published a year later as the work of tta gentleman in the
army" , and dedicated to Lord Cutts , Colonel of the Coldstream
Guards, who forthwith made him a member of his household and
rewarded him with an ensign's commission in his own regiment .
In 1700 he was made a captain in the army .

He was a frequent

visitor at Will 1 s coffee-house, and was on friendly terms with
Congreve and Vanbrugh as well as other wits who frequented
there .

In that year he fought a duel with a Captain Kelly .

When the Captain ' s life hung in the balance , Steele suffered
keenly from remor.se, and he later wrote many articles in his
3

papers in opposition to duelling .
While in the army he published a devotional manual entitled ,
The Christian Hero, which was followed by his first play , The
Funeral .

The Christian Hero was written to strengthen him in an

hour of temptation ; stationed as he was at the Tower, his life
was, he says , "exposed to much irregulari ty 0 •
Grief !: la Mode wa s written , as he says ,

11

The Funeral or

to enliven h is charac-

ter" and to offset the effect of his moral dissertation .

This

play was produced with considerable success at the Drury Lane
Theatre in 1701 .

His second play; The Lying Lover , published in

1703 , was a sentimental interpretat~on of ordinary life .

3 For discussion of duelling seep . 88 .

His

third comedy,~ Tender Husband , appeared April 23, 1705, and
ran for five nights .

It was the most enjoyable of his plays

and was produced with a little more success than~ Lying Lover.
In 1705 Steele married a Mrs . Margaret Stretch, who be longed to a good family in Barbadoes.

She died soon after their

marriage, leaving Steele a valuable plantation .
married a beautiful Welsh lady, Mary Scurlock .

In 1707 he
She was the sole

heiress to Jonathan Scurlock of Carmarthenshire, who was a descendant of an ancient and honorable Irish family .

Mary is the

"Dear Prue" to whom he wrote over .four hundred interesting
letters; these she carefully preserved .

Steele begged that no

one might ever see them, as "others could not judge of so
delicate a circumstance as the commerce between man and his
wife;" but half a century after his death the whole was published, and these letters form one of the most fascinating studies
4

in all literature.

Their family consisted of three children; two

sons, Richard and Eugene, who died while they were young, and one
daughter , Elizabeth.

She was married in 1732 to the Honorable

John Trevor, a Welsh judge.

They had one daughter, Diana , who

was a beautiful girl , but unfortunately afflicted.

In one of his

letters to his wife Steele assured her that she and their children should henceforth be his principal care next to the keeping
of a good conscience. ·
Meanwhile his career as gentleman-waiter to Prince Georg~ of

4 Aitkin, Richard Steele , p. XXXIV .

Denmark, the husband of Queen Anne , and as Gazetter of Parli a ment began .

While this work led him into various channels , he

sought to publish only those things that would make for the
dignity or service of the government .

In 1710 he was appointed

to the Commissionership of Stamps , which office he held for
three years .
Lane .

The next year he was made supervisor of Drury

Steele entered Parliament a zealous Whig, but he was

expelled (1714) for the alleged sedition of his pamphlet called
The Crisis .

In the following year his fortunes improved when

the Hanoverian party came into power; he was again elected to
Parliament and was knight ed by George I .

Several times he gav e

up lucrative positions to help his government, thereby pr oving
that he was more patriot than politician.
While Steele was a poet , a dramatist, and a writer of
political pamphlets , it was as an essayist that he did his
greatest and most valuable literary work .

On April 12, 1709

appeared the first number of the famous tri-weekly periodical
known as The Tatler , the sup posed author of which was one
11

Isaac Bickerstaff" .

The Tatler, published for two years , was

succeeded by the more famous Spectator; a few months after the
cessation of this paper the Guardian appeared.

In all these

enterpr ises Ste ele enjoyed the aid, as a contributor, of his
friend and classmate , Joseph Addison.
Englishman, a political paper .

Later he published The

-

The Conscious Lovers, probably

Steele ' s best drama, was published in 1722 .

Its dedication wa.s

acknowledged by the king by a present of five hundred pounds.
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Steele was c onstantly in some difficulty over money matters.
Of the thre e evils, "Dirt, Devil and Deb t", the latter seems to
have g iven him the most trouble .

While he had many relentless

enemies because of the non-payment of his obligations , yet many
pamphlets were issued in his favor .

His lack of funds was

largely due to the ambitious but often unpractical undertakings
of his life.

He took and furnished a fine house with the best

intentions to provide bountifully for his wife and friends .

He

loved his family and held lofty ideals of public and private
good; but when the time came to pay for those thing s necessary
to maintain his magnificent schemes - he fell far short of his
duty.

In one of his letters to

11

Dear Prue II he says, "Depend on

it, I abhor debt as much as treason" .

To his fin ancial difficul -

ties was added in his l ater years serious ill he a lth; before the
end came, however, arrangements were made to take care of all
his indebtedness .
Having lost his wife, the last three years of his life
were spent chiefly at a farmhouse called Tygwyn, or White House,
near Carmarthen, Wales.

It was pleasantly loc ated on rising

ground around which the Towy flowed .

The gar dens were beautified

by Steele himself with high walls and handsome walks, and it was
here that he wrote The Conscious Lovers, which was first acted
by a party of friends who came from London and other surrounding
places for the occasion.

Soon after he set tled at Tygwyn he

suffered a stroke of paralysis which was accompanied by a partial
loss of speech and resulte d in his death September 1, 1729.

He
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was buried in St . Peter's Church , where in 1876 a mural tablet
was erected to him .
The last glimpse we have of him comes from the actor , Benj arnin Vic tor, who said :

"I was told he retained his cheerful

sweetness of temper to the last , and would often be carried out
on a summer's evening when the country lads and lasses we r e
as sembled at their rural sports, and with his pencil give an
order on his agent , the mercer, for a new gown to the best
dancer . "

II .

His Traits and Characteristics

Steele's personal traits were an interesting bundle of
contra.dictions .

He was honest but always involved in debt;

an earnest advocate of the loftiest precepts, but careless in
his own practice; quick to detect the weaknesses in the social
manners of others , but slow to correct his own shortcomings and
habits.

Often sinning often repenting, it cannot be denied

that his will was weaker than his purpose; ''like many of his
contemporaries in that hard-drinking century, he was far too
easily seduced by his compliant good- fellowship into excess of
5

wine" .

He said in one of his papers , "I shall not carry my

humility so far as to call myself a vicious man, but must con6

fess my life is at best but pardonable 11 •

He was indeed one of

the most improvident of men and far too generous for his own
good, but this can be explained by his big heart which was inordinately tender and characteristically Irish .
With a.11 his faults it may be added that he possessed many
admirable qualities .

His sincere love for humanity , his chiv al-

rous att i tude towar d women, his genial good humor and sense of
courtesy , his ardent loyalty to his friends, are evident not
only in the works of his contemporaries but in his own writings .
Lady Mary Wortley Monta.gu in one of her Letters published

5 Dic t ionary of National Biography , vo l. XV, p . 1023.
6 The Tatler , No . 271.

Sep tember 22 , 1755 says:

"There was a great similitude between

his (Henry Fielding's) character and that of Sir Richard Steele.
He had the advantage both in learning and - in my opinion genius ; they both agreed in wanting money in spite of all their
friends , and would have wanted it, if their hereditary lands
had been as extensive as their imagination; yet each of them
was so formed for happiness, it is pity he was not immortal ."
His fre quent letters to his wife and children give abundant
evidence of his devotion to his family, his constant effort to
meet his obl igations in a manner becoming a ge ntleman , and his
intentions to be prudent in all things .
A careful reading of Steele 's letters is necessary in
order to know him personally .

One of his letters to his

11 dear

little peevish , be autiful, wise, governess", who was in !I/ales,
is interesting .

After expressing hi s anxiety over her eye~

which had been g iving her trouble, he said:

11

1 have often told

you I believe you have used enchantments to Enslave Me for an
expression in Yours of 'Good Dick ' has put me in so much rapture that I could forge t my present most miserable lamenesse
and Walk down to You .rt

In another letter he writes, "I shall

make it the business of my life to make you easy and hap py:
consult your cool thoughts and you'll know that •tis the gl ory
of a woman to be her husband 's friend and companion, and not
his sovereign and director. 11

Mary Scurlock praises him to h~r

mother, which shows that "Dear Prue 11 , as · he called her, was
much in love with him.

She praises

11

his richly-endowed mind ,
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7

his person , his temper, his undertakings and his morals . "
Steele's kindness to children is revealed in a conversation with Henry Esmond .

After relating to the lad his exper -

ience at the death of his father, which occurred when he was
five years of age , he said , uAnd this has made me pity all
children ever since and caused me to love thee, my poor father less, motherless lad .

And if ever thou wantest a friend , thou
8

shalt have one in Richard Steele" .

His interest in his fellow-

men while he was a soldier is abundantly pr oved.

From the time

he left the univ ers i ty to enter the regular army he was always
full of patriotism .

He said himself in Tatler No . 87 , "I take

the gal lantry of private soldiers to proceed from the s ame if
not a nobler impul se than that of g entleman and officers" .
No particulars of the association of Addison and Ste ele
during their college life have been left for us .

Their influ-

ence over each other must have aided in the format ion of
their characters .

'While Addison was naturally shy and sensi -

tive, Steele was pr oud and out- spoken .

Being sympathetic to-

ward those with whom he came in cont act , he no doubt drew out
the best qualities of his friend .

They both possessed good

qualifications, but their environmen~s were so different .
Addison had a happy home and his father, Launcelot Addison ,
in Steele ' s est i mation , was an ideal father , and Steele considered it a privilege to be in his presence .

7 Aitken , Ri chard Steele , p . XXIV .
8 Thackeray , Henry Esmond , p . 63 .

Steele's life ,
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on the other hand , was chequered and lonely , and his home life
was irregular .

Thackeray compares these two friends in an in-

teresting way:

"Addison was a fair, tall man , in a snuff-

colored suit with a plain sword, very sober, and almost shabby
appearance - at least when compared to Captain Steele, who
loved to adorn his jolly round person with the finest clothes,
9

and shone in scarlet and lace . "
In this necessarily brief survey of Richard Steele's most
important characteris t ics much has been omitted that might have
been added if expedient , but let us close with the words of his
friendly biographer :
The inconsistency which was so often evident betwe en his
private life and his publ i shed writings ar·ose from a certain
weakness of character ; his purpose was consistently good , but
he had not always sufficient strength of will to enable him
to carry it out . Yet i n some things he was more consistent
than almost any of the men of his time . In politics he maintained his own honest and patriotic opinions, independent of
party claims , and often to his own personal loss; in his ever
lovable writings he always kept before him the highest aims , .
endeavoring , in whatever shape he might adopt for the expres sion of his thoughts , to reform manners and help in raising
mankind to a higher leve1 . lO

9 Thackeray , Henry Esmond , p . 260 .
10 Aitkin, The Life of Richard Steele , vol . II , p . 345 .

III .

His Part in the Revolution of Moral Standards

It is only by recalling the social conditions of the time
of Richard Steele , as we have endeavored to do , that we can
properly estimate the ethical value of his work .

That he was

a designedly moral writer is shown in every play , pamphlet , or
essay that came from his pen , and the lapses into occasional
licence of expr·es sion that would make him appear otherwise can
be attributed more to the age in which he lived than to the
promptings of a sensitized conscience .
Steele 's attack upon the prejudices, weaknesses, and artificj.ality of the social life of his day was decidedly different
from that of his predecessors .

Prior to this time these matt~rs

had been assailed through ridicule and derision , but he reproved
them by touching appeals to morality and virtue .

Furthermore ,

the intense intellectuality which had spent itself to the stifling or exclusion of all emotions was doomed .

The attitudes

and ideals of the powerful Middle Class must be allowed to find
expression in every day life .

Steele , as their zealous inter-

preter , endeavored to do this through everythine that came from
his pen .

In his comedies he combined humor with sentiment • for

'

this reason he is re garded as a dramatist of sensibility .

Fur-

thermore , he helped pave the way for•the popularity and enthusiastic ap proval of sentimentalism with the early eighteenth
century audience .
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As time passed, shifts in the social life of Eng land were
percep tible in many ways but partic,u larly in the drama.

The

comedies written at the turn of the century showed that the
dramatists as a whole were noticeably striving to incorporate
into their plays a mood quite different from that of the Res toration period .

They were concerned more with situations and

simpler speech than they were with sparkling wit and style .
They were feeling toward the more human and more decent drama
that had to come before England as a whole could be interes ted
in the theatre.

Middle Class London was beginning to want to

attend the plays , and to demand that its serious and sensible
attitude toward life be taken into account.

The tone, temper,

and mood of English literature was never agaip to be what it
had been.

There was a shift from the hard judicial attitude

to one of feeling .

This new influence had come over the people

and can be traced to the return of the middle class and the work
of such writers as Steele.

Farquhar•s The Beaux Stratagem is a

good example ; a spirit verging closely on emotional drama can
be detected .

His dialogue was more natural; he wrote with feel-

ing and some dignity concerning marriage; indeed, there is even
a hint of the "drama with a purpose" .
Steele was very influential in bringing out the ideals of
the great Middle Class so universally regarded as the strength
of a nation.

It was composed of sobe.r , seri'ous, hardworking

citizens, keenly a.live to the business of building up trade and
in money-making.

After the Restoration they dropped out of any
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social importance and lived quiet , unobtrusive lives.
reaction that came found them held in scorn.

The

The ridicule of

the ordinary citizen was common on the stage, and he was
laughed at for forty years; nothing was too harsh to say about
him and his village.

Wi th their "returntt to active participa-

tion in public affairs , they ex ercised a controlling influence
upon the life of the nation and crone back

11

into their own" .

Because of their increase of wea lth and power, and the fact
that they received accessions from noble families and permitted
their own members to pass into the ranks of the nobility, they
demanded the attention and respect of the old aristocratic
classes .

Likewise, they demanded a moralization of literature

and an alteration in all phases of life in the direction of
better living .
When the conflict between the comic and sentimental drama
had hardly begun , there took place an event of such importance
that it gained the attention of a large portion of the English
public .

This was the attack directed by Jeremy Collier (1650-

1'726), an ardent non- ,juring clergyman, against the llcentiousness of the Restoration plays .
~

His pamphlet, A Short View of

------

Profaneness and I mmorality o f ~ English Stage (1698), was

written with extraordinary fire, wit. and energy, and the evil
i

which he combated was so general and glaring , that he immediately
ranged upon his side many of the moral men of the nation .

His

merciless satire and vi.gorous charges were substantiated by
abundant references to the most popular plays of his day .

Dryden,
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powerful a.she was in controv ersy , remained silent with conscious guilt until two months be f ore his death he repented and
wrote in the Preface to his Fables that he pleaded guilty to
all "thoughts and expressions which could be truly argued of
obscenity , profaneness , or immorality" and retracted them .

The

gauntlet was taken up by Congreve , but the defense he made was
poor, and the vic t ory remained , both as regards morality and wit ,
on the side of Collier .

Trai l l says in his Social En g land that

for once a serious critic got the better of a most popular and
11
prev ail ing party of exc eedingl y c l ever authors .
In October , 1?01 , when Steele was arr anging with Christopher
Ri ch of the Drury Lane Theatre for the pr e sentation of his first
drama ,

~

Funeral , he declared that he was a "great admir er " of

Collier •s work .

In his Apology he admitted that he tried to

write his play The Lying Lover "in the severity h e re quired" .
While the a ttack made by Collier was regarded by some as intemperate , yet his main position was unshaken .

The c ontroversy had

the effect of inaugurating a b etter tone in the drama and in
lighter 11 terature i n gener al; 111.rnwise , it may b e said that it
marked the end of Restoration Comedy as a. "self- sat.isfied and
12
happ ily unregenerat e thing ". Other direct results were the inhibition of anythi ng immoral and indecent on the stage , and the
founding of a "Society. for the Re formation of Manners" , of which

11 Op . cit ., vol . IV , p . 8 10 .
12 Eato~ Dram.a in Engl i sh , P • 178 .
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13
Richard Steele was a member.
The rise of these voluntary societies for the reformation
of manners expressed the wide-spread desire for social reform.
Their aims were moral , reli gious, or phil anthropi c.

They

sprang up in almost every large city in England and even in
several cities in Ireland, Dublin alone having ten .

While

William III and Mary showed their sympathy with the efforts of
these societies , nevertheless it was not through the influence
of the Court or Government that progress was made in these
reforms, but t he movement came from the peopleJ and the work
was carried on by voluntary associations.

In 1703 Que e n Anne

aided them by h er proclamation against vice .

In The Review

(in 604-14 , 1706) Defoe bore witness that the rapidity of the
reformation had been unparalled "in such a time and in such
circumstances" .
As significant as Steele 's work as a dramatist is in the
study of his social and moral reforms, his work as an essayist
is even more so .

While a detailed discussion of his essays

which appeared in his famous periodicals is best deferred , yet
suff ice it to say here that thr ough these as well as his plays
Richard Steele made constant appeal to the best and noblest
associations to be found in the lives of men and women about
h im, and did all in his power to make good manners and good
morals attractive to them.

He devoted his ·time and talents to

13 Aitken , Richard Steele, p. xi.
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the denunciation of ignorance and vice and to the establishment
of wisdom and virtue .

CHAPTER THREE
T HE

REFORMING SPIRIT I N STEELE ' S MORAL
DISSERTATION AND I N

I.

HIS PLAYS

The Christian Hero

British morals and personal and social manners , when Steele
began to write , were very bad .

The middle classes had p leaded

for a purer and simpler morality, for gentler manners, for a
more mo dest yet dignified self-respect .

Their soci al po si tion

led them to form a standard of culture, honor, and religion all
their own.

Their ideals were op p osed t o the license, wit,

cynicism , and low moral standards set up by the fashionable
aristocratic classes.

Moral progress is the work of a whole

class, yet some individual must give form and expression to the
convictions of the group .
take the lead .

Richard Ste e le was well fitted to

He had the gift of gently satirizing the social

and moral short-comings of his age, and he saw further and
deeper than his contemporaries , because of his new-born convictions .

Nature, however , had endowed , him with many social in-

stincts; consequently his chivalry, his generosity, his restlessness, his love of pleasure, were often at cross-purposes with
the dictates of his conscience and the better tendencies of his
time.

Thus the conviviality and ga.llant1~y which were so popular

at the Tower where he was stationed caused him many searchings
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of heart when confronted by the disapproval of scholars and
moralists .

In such moments of discontent, even when he as-

tonished the town by his wild extravagance, the Puritan
spirit came over him, and h e realized that the life of sinful
pleasure and indulgence was at best but an empty disappoint ment and the moral teachings of the ancients a poor defense
in times of temptation .

In such moments of reflection he

wrote his moral dissertation, The Christian Hero: an Argument
Proving that no Principles but those of Religion~ Sufficient to make a Great Man.

Breathing the loftiest sentiments

of piety and virtue , this moral and religious treatise has as
its central theme the superiority of the principles of Christianity over those of the pagan philosophies .
In the Preface he states that he was directing his thoughts
more especially to the service of his fellow-soldiers and many
years later in His Apology!££. Himself and his Writ ings , he
wrote:
He (Mr . Steele) first became an author when an ensign of
the Guards , a way of life exposed to much irregularity, and
being thoroughly convinced of many things of which he often
repented and which he more often repeated, he writ, for his own
private use, a little book called The Christian Hero, wi th a
desire principally to fix upon his own mind, a strong impression of virtue and religion in opposition to a stronger propensity toward unwarrantable pleasures . This secret admonition
was too weak; he therefore printed the book with his name, in
hopes that a standing testimony against himself, and the eyes
of the world (that is to say, of his acquaintance) upon him in
a new light, might curb his desires ~nd make him ashamed of
understanding and seeming to feel what was virtuous, and .living
so contrary a life.
He dedicated .his treatise to

11

t he Right Honourable the Lord
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Cutts, Colonel of His Ma je sty 1 s Cold-Stream Regiment of Guards 11 ,
etc .

He states in the dedication that he wrote this address

while on duty, "when his Mind was perfectly Disengag'd and at
Leisure in the Silent Watch of the Night, to run over the Busy
Dream of the Day; and the Vigilance which Obliges us to suppose
an Enemy always near us, has Awaken 'd a Sense that there is a
Restless and Subtle one which constantly attends our Steps , and
meditates our Ruin 11 •

'11houghts

of this nature, Steele felt, were

freely and appropriately acknowledged to a friend like his
colonel "who had ever been so far from running into the Fashionable Vice of F,xplo ding Religion'' .

Steele was by temperament a

preacher, but like some other preachers he did not always practice what he preached - a fault he humbly and frankly acknowledged .

In spite of this, as well as the fact that The Chris ~

tian Hero has been criticized on account of its subject-matter
and weakness of style, it contains some of the finest passage~
Steele ever wrote and shows his fearlessness in expressing his
ideas on religious matters in an age when the standard of
1

morality was very low.
In the Preface he discussed the two classes of people that
rule the world :

the men of wit and the men of business.

After

asserting that men of business have very little share in the
government of mankind; regardless of the fact that they may
esteem themselves highly, he boldly a·ttacked the men of wit :

I Blanchard Edition of The Christian~' p . xi.
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Indeed they use their charming Force with the utmo st
Tyranny, and a s •tis too much in their Power, misplace our
Love, our Hatred , our Desires and Aversions, on improper
Objects : so that when we are left to ourselves , we find
Truth dis colour 1 d to us, and they of Faculties above us have
wrapt things , in their own nature of a dark and horrid As pect , in so bright a Disguise , that t h ey have stamp'd a kind
of Praise and Gallantry on some Vices, and half persuaded us
that a Whore may be still a Beauty , and an Adulterer no Villain.
These ills are supported by the Arbitrary Sway of Legis lative Ridicule, whereby , I know not what Pedantry of Good
Breeding , Conversation is confin'd to Indifferent, Low , or per haps Vicious Subjects; and all that is Serious, Good or Great ,
almost Bani shed the World.
Thus are Men hurry 1 d away in the Prosecution of mean and
sensual Desires , and instead of Employing their Passions in
the Service of Life , they spend their Life in the service of
their Passions .2
Ste e le thought the world was in a serious condition because it was being swept by a ttuniversal and Des tructive
3

Torrent of Error and Pleasure" .

He did not hope that his

essay could stem this torrent, but he would be content if his
fe llowmen could stand without being swept away by it.
Steele was persuaded tha t if he and his associates had
courage enough to make a p sychological examination of their
inner-selves, and rescue their minds from the "Prejudice"
which a false and "unreasonable Fondness" of themselves had
enslaved them their ghastly conditiop would be rev ealed,and
I

I

they would be prepared to restore themselves to sane and
wholesome living.

"But," said he, "we are still Flatterers

to ourse l ves, and Hypocrites the wrong way , by chusing,
2 The Christian Hero , p . 8 .
3 Ibid. , p. g ·•
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instead of the solid Satisfaction of Innocence and Trutn , the
returning Pangs of Conscience, and working out our Damnation
4

as we are taught to do our Happiness, with Fear and Trembling. 11
This "Misfortune", he was convinced, was the result of an unjust education by which they were inspired with an unworthy
ambition to acquire such "modes and acc omplishments" as would
give "Pleasu1"e and Entertainment" to others rather than
11

Satisfaction and Quiet" to themselves . "So Phantastical are

we as to dress for a Ball when we a.re to set out on a Journey,
and upon Change of Weather, a.re justly derided, not pit ied by
the Beholders .

How then shall we prepare for this unaccountable

Road of Life, when we know not how long or how short it will
prove, or what Accidents we shall meet in our Passage?

Can we

take anything with us that can make us chearful, ready and
prepar 1 d for all Occasions , and can support us against all
5

Encounters?"

Steele felt that he knew the answer to his own

question and boldly replied, "Yes, we may ( if we would receive
6

it); a Confidence in God" •
This confidenc e could be had without forfeiting the
liberal use of the senses or resigning one's present opinions ,
as men by

11

a blind force of custom" ):_lad tried to persuade them -

men whose chief interest no doubt was "to obtrude upon our
Mirth and our Gaiety and give us a melancholy Prospect to

4 The Christian Hero, p . 13
5 Ibid, p . 13 ·: f f -. 6 Ibid , p • 14 ~
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maintain themselves in the Luxury they would deny us" .

Further-

more, he raised the question why men were more wi l ling to arm
themselves with

11 the

Dictates of Morality than those of Rel i giontt,

and why they pr ide themselves "to say a thing was done like an
old Roman" when their ambition seemed chil led "to say,
a Pr i mitive Christian" .

1

twas like

Or, in a word, II why was it tha t the
7

Heathen struts , and the Christian sneaks in our Imagination" .
For centur ies earnest advocates of pagan philosophies had extolled the heroes of their faith and pr esented them in the "most
pompous and elegant manner".

Steele I s earnest conviction was

that the supporters of the Christian faith were as gre at heroes
as the world had ever known, and he wrote The Christian Hero to
prove it .

To advocate such a principle in his age required

boldness and conviction because he was aware of the prejudices
of his readers who were given to "the Fashionable Vic e of Explodi ng Re li g ion" and eulogizing the "Gallant and Hero ick 11
8

heathen .
To show the inadequacy of heathen philosophy Steele described how Cato, Caesar, Brutus, and Cassius died, and he argued
that pagan philosophy failed to sustain and comfort each of
these great Roman leaders in the supreme crisis of their lives.
Now the use we make of these Reflections, is, that since
we have seen the mighty Caesar himself fall into Superstition
at the Thought of his Exit, s ince Cato's firm Constancy, Brutus
his generous zeal, and Cassius his steady Malice , all ended in

7 The Christian Hero , p. 15.
8 Ibid., p . 1 5 . -

47

the same Dereliction of themselves, and Despondence at last,
we may justly conclude, that whatever Law we may make to ourselves, from the Greatness of Nature or the Principles of
Philo sophy for the Conduct and Re gul ation of Life , is itself
but an artific ial Passion , by which we vainly hope to subdue
those that are Natural , and which will certainly rise or fall
with our Disappointme nt or Success, and that we that are
liable to both are highly concern'd to be prepar 1 d f or either~
Human nature , he ar gued, was weak and ridden by p assions; and
as important and helpful as reason is, :lt could not always be
depended upon; c onse quently, as some supp ort and guidance must
be supplied , Christianity would prove effective where p agan
philosophy woul d fail .

As a substitute for heathen philosophy, Steele a dvoc a ted
those Christia.n principles instituted by Christ, and declared
that He is the "brightest incentive" for the proper mot ives of
his fellowmen .
For in t he midst of our deserv 1 d Misery, our Re conciliation is coming on through a Mediator, who is perfectly unc onc ern' d in our crime: But tho I inno cent of our Transgressl·on,
assume s that and our Nature, and, as an Atoneme n t for us, offers
h is Life a Ransom, with this regard on our Part, that as it is
an Expiation , it is also an Example: An Example to instruct us,
t hat not only the first Command laid upon us was a reasonable
one, but also the present Life eas ie and supportable, for he
hims e lf voluntarily undergoes it in its greatest Gala.mi tie's:
He who h ad al l things in his Power, and wanted all thing s, by
inforcing an abstinent use of Wealth, and patient enduring of
Poverty , restores us not only to the, Bliss of le ading this Life
with Satisfaction and Resignation to the Divine Will (Which only
is our true Life) but a short Passage th.rough a momentary Death,
translates us to an happy everlasting Existence, incapable of
Sorrow, Wearine ss or Change.lo
·

9 The Christian Hero, p. 34.
10 Ibid., P• 41.
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Christ's divine mission and the heroic elements in his life
and death are dwelt upon and extolled:
stressed this thought:

in c onclusion, Steele

''There was nothing in our Saviour 's

own Deportment , or in the Principles He introduc 1 d for our
Conduct, but what was so far from Opposing, that they mi ght
naturally fall in with the Statutes or Forms of any Civil
Government whatever, and regarded 'em no other wise than to
11
make us more Obedient to I em." • • • "It was a great Article
of our Sav iour's business in the world, to bring us to a Sense
of our Inability , without God 's Assistanc e , to do anything
12
Great or Good . u He then eulogized the apostles because of
their l ong sufferin g and meekness of spirit and reviewed in
detail the illustrious life of Paul.
Now the Address and Constancy with which this great Apostle
has behav'd himself in so many various Forms of Calamity, are an
ample Conviction , that to make our Life one decent and consistent
Action, we should have one constant motive of Living , and that
Motive a Confi dence in God: For had he Breath 1 d on any other ·
Cause , instead of Application to the Almighty, he must (on many
Occasions which we have mention 1 d) have ran to the Dagger , or
the Bowl of Poison : For the Heathen Virtue prescribes Death
before Stripes or Imprisonment; but whatever Pompous Look, Elegant Pens may have given to the Illustrious Distress' d (as they
woul d have us think the Persons are , who to evade Miseries , have
profus 1 d their Lives, and rush 1 d to Death for Relief;) If we
look to the bottom of things, we shall easily observe • • • that
'tis Pride or Cowardise, that makes ½ife insupportable.
There was prevalent a school of thought in Steele 's day,
known as Neo-Stoicism,which held that the passions were culpable

11 The Christian Hero, p. 49.
12 Ibid., P• 48.
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and not natural to man; that they were a great hinm~ance to
virtue and should be obliterated .

The greatest error of the

Stoics was that they omitted charity from their morality ,
since its mainspring was a passion .

Steele held that the

passi ons were the mainspring of action - benevolence itself
springing from pity - and that charity and sympathy were dis tinctive Christian virtues .

Framed for mutual kindness and

imbued with the "Command of Loving one another" , which their
blessed Sav iour had been pleased to give them , Christians were
in no danger of insolently transgressing against their fellowmen , but would "certainly use all the Advantages which they had
13
from Nature and Fortune to the Good and Welfare of Others" .
Thus he found that Christ i anity was superior to any other sys tem of reli gion in developing this social virtue :

ttFor the

neglec ted and despised Tenets of Religion are so Generous , and
in so Transcendent and Her oick a manner disp osed for publick
Good, that •tis not in a Man •s power to avoid their Influence;
for the Christian is as much inclined to your Service when your
Enemy , as the Moral man when your Friend . "
Although The Christian Hero was considered by some a
failure , it d i d , however , creat e a moral standard by which the
author himself was judged and "everybody he knew measured the
least levity in his words and actions with the character of a
Christian Hero" .

Thus he adds :

"This had no other g ood effect

13 The Christ i an Hero , p . 80 .

ov

but that from being thought no undelightful companion, he (the
14
author ) was soon r eckoned a disagreeable fellow" . Comparisons
between his private conduct and public profession were inevitable; something had to be done to convince the wo rld that
he had not entirely given himself over to pious thoughts .

11

Thus",

he says in His Apology, "he found himself sli ghted, instead of
being encouraged, for his declarations as to religi on, and it
was now incumbent upon him to enliven his character, for which
reason he writ the comedy called The Funeral, in which (though
full of incidents that move laughter) virtue and vice appear
15
just as they ought to do" .
As further defense of the true worth of The Christian Hero
it remains finally to point out that Steele was the earliest
literary man to express the idea that a man could be a true
Christian without giving up his virility and manliness .

He

set up an ideal of manhood which, whatever its short-comings, .
presented a contrast between the weakness and brut al ity of the
flesh and decent , honest living .

While seeing the world no

less truly as it was , he recognized a standard of moral conduct governed by kindness and guided according to the will of
God.

This was a great step in advance of the licentiousness

and conventional immorality of the previous age, which boasted
of its cynical denial ·or any standard, and its loyalty to
pagan philosophy .
14 The Christian Hero , p . 81 .
15 His Apology for Himself and~ Writings .

II .

The Funeral

Impelled by an intense missionary spirit and unsettled in
his own peculiar form of expression , Steele was inevitably
attracted to the drama .

His sense of humor and his knowledge

of character no doubt led him to choose this medium; besides
the moral movement in which he was so deeply interested had
16

reached the theatre .

The work of Jeremy Collier and others

had resulted in a demand for pure and reformed plays; conse quently Ste ele 's conscience, prompted by bis desire to improve
his fellow-creatures , urged him to put his ideas on the stage .
Consciou s of his inability to measure up to·the requirements
of comic drama , he defends his proclivities by saying in the
17

preface of one of his plays that he knew that some of his
scenes were perhaps "an injury to the rules of comedy", but
that he was sure that they were a "justice to those of morality" .
18
In the preface of another play he admits that some of his scenes
may be esteemed by some people as no subjects for comedy ,

11

but

I cannot be of their mind , for anything that has its foundation
in happiness and success must be allowed to be the object of
comedy" .

Accordingly , his determination to be true to his moral

and social aims led him to call in sentiment to the aid of
16 A detailed account of Jeremy Collier is found on p . 37 ·
17 All references to Steele's dramas are made by title to
The Plays of Richard Steele , edited by G. A. Aitkin , Mermaid
'S""eries .
Lying Lover , p . 102.
18 The Conscious Lovers, p . 270 .

Tne

52

humor .

Therefore, he is considered by many critics to be the

"founder of sentimental drama n in spite of the fact that he
19
modeled his characters in his first sentimental comedy after
t h ose presented by Gibber and Farquhar, and his work may be
r egarded as the most important link between the plays of the
brilliant Restoration dramatists and those of Goldsmith and
Sheridan .

Re g ardless of his own somewhat careless life, his

i nclinations were all on the side of morality, and his plays
show his sincere refle ctions upon life .

He believed in con-

jugal love, in domestic happiness, in virtue and honesty, and
in goodness of heart; it is not surprising , therefore, to find
these ideals incorporated in his four comedies, The Funeral ,
The Lying Lover , The Tender Husband, and rhe Conscious Lovers.
These plays will be considered in the order of their production according to the following outline:

first, transition;

s e cond , date of publication and performance; third, synopsis
of play; fourth , comments and observations .
The first of these plays , The Funeral, or Grief ~ la Mode ,
a Comedy , was performed at Drury Lane Theatre, in Octob er, 1701
and published in December of the same year .

Gibber (Lord Hardy),

Wilks (Campley), Mills (Trusty), Mrs . Verbruggen (Lady Brumpton) ,
Mrs . Rogers (Lady Harriat), and Mrs.' Oldfield (Lady Sharlott)
were included in the cast.
says ,

11

The play was received , as Gibber

wi th more than expected success II whic.h was due, in part,

to the moralizing which he had used so extensively in his· fi'rst

19 The Lying Lover.

essay, and which he later helped to popularize in his plays
and periodicals .

In the Preface of this play Steele sets

forth the objects of his satire; namely, the undertakers, the
funeral honors , the dead man and the lawye rs.

Peopl e were

wast efully extravagant ov er funerals in England at this time ,
and Steele 's purpose was ge ntly to satirize this custom; thus
he says:

"The subject of this drama 'tis hoped will be accept -

able to all lovers of man~ind, since ridicule is part ly
l evelled at a set of people who live in impatient hop e s to
see us out o.f the world , a flock of ravens that attend this
numerous city for their carcasses . "
The play opens with Sable, the undertaker, making arrangemen ts for the funeral of Lord Brumpton .

A conversation be -

tween two wits , Compley and Cabinet, follows concerning the
custom of the town for peop le "to come to so op en, so ap parent
an hypocrisy, as in the fac e of all the world, to h ire professed mourners to grieve, lament, and follow in their stead
their nearest r elations, and suborn others to do by art what
they themselves should be prompted to by nature" .

When Lord

Brump ton discusses with Trusty, his faithful servant, his
awakening from his lethargic slumber, Trusty admonishes him
to make the most of his "revived life" in l e arning who are his
true friends and informs him of the unfaithfulness of his wife.
Being asked why he did not tell him.before; Trusty re p lies that
"he was too much in love with her to be informed" and adds,
"nor did I ever kp.ow a man that touched on conjugal affairs
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could ever reconcile the jarring humans but in a common hatred
of the intermeddler 11 •

Trusty says to Brumpton,

11

If you 1 11 con-

descend to let me direct you - you shall cut off this rotten
limb, your•false disloyal wife, and save your noble parts, your
family , your honour .
Short is the date in which ill acts prev a il,
20
But honesty's a rock can never fail ."
Lord Hardy, Lord Brumpton's son, after being disinherited plans
to enlist in the army .

He is in love with Lady Sharlot , whil e

Caimpley is in love with Lady Harriat, the orphaned sisters, wards
of his father.

Lady Sharlot fears the practices of Lady

Brumpton , the Jidow; consequently, the latter locks up the
young la.dies .

Campley, dressed as a woman, enters the Widow 1 s

house and r escues Lady Harriat .

Trusty plans to save the

family of Lord Brumpton from ruin, and rejoices when his master
is convinced of Lady Brumpton 1 s meanness and turns against her .
Trusty has the supposed corpse of his master stolen and carried
to Lord Hardy ' s home .

The Widow follows in her mourning dress

which she has purchased some time previously .
the coffin and Lady Sharlot jumps out .

Lord Hardy opens

Tbe Widow demands the

body of her husband and threatens to try them for murder .

Trusty

brings Lord Brumpton and his son , arid the young ladies fall at
his feet ; Lord Brump t"on thanks Trusty for the revolution he has
1wrought in his house, and the play closes with his admonition to

20 The Funeral , Act I, Scene I, p . 26 .

his son to be true and faithful in the service of his country .
The novelty of The Funeral , even more than its conscious
moral tone, accounts for its success .

It was a departure from

custom for an author to express in his preface the hope that
his subject might prove "acceptable to all lovers of mankind",
and quite out of the ordinary for him to invent his own plot.
The wit in many of the scenes, the timely satire on undertakers, and the fashionable vanities of grief, the improbab ility
of a young man's courtship in the presence of his father's dead
body, contribute to make this play an unusual and interesting
one .

The main point of the comedy is a contrast between virtue

and vice; the former represented by Hardy , Carnpley, Lady Shar-

lot, Lady Harriat and Trusty , and the latter by Lady Brumpton
and Tattleaid .

The schemes of Lady Brumpton and her conversa-

tions with her woman , Tattleaid are indicative of the practices
of many women of their day .

Steele 's respect and honor for

true womanhood are shown in his p ortrayal of the characters of
Lady Sharlot and Lady Harriat, while his hatred of hypocrisy
and his belief in sincere and genuine emotions are expressed in
t he characters of Lady Harriat and the honest old servant
Trusty .

Many fine touches of human~ty are noted in the part

of Trusty , who often interrupts his story by weeping when he
recalls his master , s · kindnesses to him.

In a spirited dialogue

between Lord Hardy and Tom Campley , .Steele shows his respect
for the marriage state which he so earnestly hoped to see
improved:

Ay, Tom, but methinks your head runs too much on the
wedding night only, to make your happiness lasting; mine is
fixed on the married state. I expect my felicity from Lady
Sha.rlot in her friendship, her constancy , her piety , her
househo ld cares, her maternal tenderness. You think not of
any excellence of your mistress that is more than skin deep . 2 '1
Lady Sharlot, later in the play , rejoices in the purity of the
affection of her lover, Lord Hardy .

Thus throughout the play

a.re found many suggestions of sentimentalism , some farce and
comedy, and particularly scornful satire of hypocrisy .
closes the play with his usual admonitions for

11

proper incl ina-

tions for the ~tage of life you ' re in" .
You who the path of honour made your guide,
Must let your passion with your love subside;
And no untimed ambition , love or rage
Employ the moments o.f declining age;
Else boys will in your presence lose their fear,
And laugh at the grey-head they should revere.

21 The Funeral, Act V, Scene IV, p . 94.

Stee le

III.

The Lying Lover

Pursuing with almost unswerving steadfastness his resolution to put nothing into his plays "but what is agreeable to
the manners , laws, religion and policy of the place in which
they are exhibited ," Steele says in the Preface of his second
play , The Lying Lover , "I thought it would be an hone st ambition to at tempt a Comedy which might be no improper entertain22
ment in a Christian Commonwealth 11 • Furthermore , he announced
his intention to try to counteract the evil tendency of the
stage , because he felt that it was

11

high time 0 that the

audience "shoul d no longer draw occasions of mirth from those
images which the religion of ou r country ·tells us we ought to
tremble at with horror ."

There was a general complaint of the

more circumspect and virtuous among the English people that
the stage had extremely offended society by present ing plays
that were contrary to good manners and inimical to religion ;
as a result one week before the publication o.f The Lying Lov er ,
Queen Anne issued regulations for the playhouses , concerning
which Steele writes in his Preface:

"But her Most Excellent

Majes ty has taken the stage into her consideration; and we may
hope , by her gracious influence on the Muses , wit will recover
from its apostacy; and that, by being encouraged in the interests of virtue , it will strip vice of the gay habit in which

22 Aitken , op. cit ., p . 101 .
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it has too long appeared , and clothe it in its native dress
23
of shame , contempt and dishonour . "
The Lying Lover or The Ladies Friendship was acted at
Drury Lane Theatre on December 2, 1703 .
1704 .

It was pub lished in

Gibber (La.tine), Wilks ( Bookwi t, Junior), Mills ( Love -

more) , Mrs . Rogers (Penelope), and Mrs . Oldfield (Victoria)
took the principal roles in the play .

VVhile St eele declared

that it was to be short - lived because of its "piety", it ran
for six nights , and , as Jacob says , "met with success"; it was
however regarded as rather revolutionary for its time .
Young Bookwit , the hero , and his friend, La.tine , arriving
in London from Oxford , cast lots to decide who should be the
other ' s footman on the present expedition .
part of the lover and La.t i ne , his valet .

Bookwi t plays the
They meet t wo hand-

some young women , Penelope and Victoria , in the park .

Penelope

is in love with Lov emore , a f r iend of Bookwit , but tells
Victoria she has ter rors when she thinks of marrying him .

He

is learned and discreet , but she wishes he were more witty and
poetical ; she says , "Give me a man that has agreeable faults
rather than offensive v i r tues 0

•

In order to gain the favor of

the la.dies Young Bookwit , who , as La.tine says ,

0

has a li e at

every joint" , chats happily with them concerning "his numerous•
wars" and "his extensive mind" .

He says that his father has

cramped him in college while the world has been in action ; he

23 Op . cit ., p . 102 .

flirts outrageously with Penelope , the fianc~e of his friend ,
Lovemore , ge ts drunk, and fights a duel with his rival .

After

arrest , he realizes his love for Victoria, suffers all the
pangs of remorse and disgrace of Newgate, thereby learning his
gruesome lesson against intemperance and duelling .

Penelope

thinking Lovemore is dead , c onfesses her love for him ; he considers that confession worth dying for .

Victoria promises to

approve of all the truth Young Bookwit tells her.

All these

good events are celebrated with music .
Observations in this play group themselves under three
heads:

the author ' s attitude toward women, his regard for

truth , and his hostility to the practice of duelling .

He is

preoccupied throughout with serious emotion and sober reflec tion , for it was his purpose to attack the evil of the day ,
not by ridicule, but by presenting it in such a way that the
public would tremble at its grevious consequences.

In the

Epilogue we read :
Our too advent 1 rous author soared tonight
Above the little praise , mirth to excite ,
And chos e with pity , to chastis e delight .
For laughter's a dist orted passion , born
Of sudden self- esteem and sudden scorn ,
Which, when •tis o ' er , the men in pleasure wise ,
Both him that moved it and themselves despise ,
While generous p ity of a paint ed woe
Makes us ourselves both more ap prove and know .
His regard for women is exemplifi ed.in the words of his hero :
"I don 't know how to express myself , but a woman , methinks , is
a be ing between us and angels .

She has something in her that

•

ov

at the same time gives awe and invitation ; and I swear to you
I was never out 1n 1 t yet , but I always judged of men as I
observed they judged of women .

There ' s nothing shows a man
24

so much as the object of his affections ."

His :t•espect for

veracity and sincerity is shown when Young Bookwit, behind
prison bars , reflects on the lies he has told :
Oh , this unhappy tongue of mine l
Thou lawless , voluble , destroying foe ,
That still run ' st on , nor wait ' st command of reason ,
Oh , I could tear thee from me and again in these words of advice from Bookwit :
Since such deserved misfortunes they must share
Who with gay falsehoods entertain the fair ,
Let a.11 with this just maxim guide their youth ,
There is no gallantry in love but truth .
Steele ' s arraignment of duelling , the first of a long series
in his wor ks , is expressed in the following words of his hero :
11

I , flushed with the thoughts of duelling , pressed on - Thus

for the emp ty praise of fools, I ' m solidly unhappy" .

When

Latine r eminds him that his honor is conc.erned he replies ,
11 Honour

1

The horrid application of that sacred word to a

revenge against friendship , law , and reason is a damned last
shift of the damned envious foe of human race .

The rant~d

fiend pro jec ted this, but since the expansive g lorious law from
25

Heaven came down - Forgive . "
observed throughout

Steele's moral purpose is to be

the play , and Hazlitt I s words respecting

his dramas are perhaps truer of The Lying Lover than all the

O.L

rest .

11

It is almost a misnomer to call them comedies, they

are rather homilies in dialogues . "

Ward has described the

play more accurately perhaps , as "the first instance of
sentimental comedy proper • • • •

Instead of contenting him -

self with making vice and folly ridiculous, the author
applies himself to provoking a response from the emotion
26
of pity . "

26 Ward , History of English Dramatics , vol . III , p . 493 .

IV .

The Tender Husband

The Tender Husband or The Accomplished Fools, the third
and last of Steele's plays written during this period of his
career, was dedicated to his friend, Mr . Addison, as "no improper memorial of an inviolable friendship" .

In his dedica-

tion he stated that he had been "very careful to avoid everything that might look illnatured , immoral, or prejudicial to
what the better part of mankind hold sacred and honourable" .
Mr . Addison expresses the same idea in the Prologue which he
wrote for the play:
Our author, to divert his friends today,
Stocks with variety of fools his play;
And that there may be something gay and new,
Two ladies errant has exposed to view;
The first a damsel, travelled in romance,
The t•other more refined - she comes from France .
Rescue , l i ke courteous knights, the nymph
from danger,
And kindly treat, like well-bred men, the stranger .27
This play was produced on April 23, 1705, at the Theatre
Royal, when it ran for five nights .

It was acted several

times during almost every year between 1705 and 1736, while
David Garrick appeared as Sir Harry Gubbin in 1760 .
pal players in the original cast were:

The princi-

Mills (Clerimont Senior) ,

Wilks ( Captain Clerimont), Bullock ( Sir Harry Gubbin) , Norris
(Tipkin) , Mrs . Powell (Mrs . Tipkin, the aunt) and Mrs . Oldfield

27 ward, History of English Dramati c Literature, vol. 111 ,
p . 105 .

(Biddy Tipk1n, the niece} .
Mrs . Cler1mont while touring the continent had contracted
many of the frivolities of Italy and France .

Clerimont, Senior,

arranges f or Fainlove, his mistress , disguised as a man, to
make love to his wife and try to reform her from her folly and
neglect of him .

He consults his lawyer , Pounce, about his

brother 1 s , Captain Clerimont ' s,marriage to Biddy Tipkin, the
niece of Hezekiah Tipkin , a banker .

Clerimont is charmed with

the idea because Biddy has ten thousand pounds in money .

Pounce

informs him that she spends all her time reading French romances,
and that he is negotiating a marriage between her and her cousin,
Humphrey Gubbin .

Sir Harry Gubbin barters with Tipkin, a banker,

about a. marriage between Biddy and his son, Humphrey .

They plan

for them not to meet for fear they will not like each other .
Sir Harry brags about raising Humphrey by the rod off a crab- tree,
and dress i ng h i m in the same suit that he wore at his own wedding .
Humphrey , country booby though he is, resents his father ' s ac tions.

Biddy hat es her name , begs to be called Parthenissa like

the character in her romances , and longs for a lover who will be
-

associated with disgu i se , ser e nade ,and adventure .

Captain

Clerimont , the typ i cal adventurer of seventeenth century comedy ,
humors her whims and obtains access to her by disguising as a
painter , wins her and ends the h i story of their love affair
under t he title of

11

the loves of Cl~rimont ·and Pa.rthenissa".

Humphrey explains his feelings to Biddy :

"I'll find a way for

us to get rid of one another , and deceive the old folks that

would couple us".

Clerimont Senior, whose conduct is far from

blame less, finally forgives his repentant wife, and Sir Harry
consents for Humphrey to marry Fainlove.
There is less sermonizing in The Tender Husband than in The
Lying Lover, but its didactic purpose is evident.
t wo distinct plots.

It contains

The minor plot is the more sentimental , and

deals with the question of conjugal love, which was one of
Steele's favorite themes.

He exemplifies this to his audience

in the tenderness and devotion of Clerimont Senior to his vain
and fashionable wife.

After showing her the danger of her

affected indifference toward him and the folly of her improper
flirtations, he forgives her and says good naturedly:
They only who gain minds, true laurels wear,
'Tis less to conquer, than convince the fair. 28
The maxim that happiness between husband and wife is to be
found only when duty i s prompted by the impelling power of
love is pleasingly worked out.

The other plot, dealing with

the relationship of parent and child, teaches that a son
reared in a tyrannical manner will eventually deceive his
father and contract a foolish marriage, while a girl left to
the companionship of French romance's will become " a pe1'fect
29

Qu ixote in petticoa t s ".

Steele ' s attitude toward the dominant

pastime of both men and women during this age, is shown when

~8 Aitkin, op. cit., p. 254.
29 Ibid., p; 226.
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the extravagant wife of Clerimont loses five hundred pounds at
cards, and her husband exclaims:

11

Oh the damned vice ,1

That

women can imagine all hous ehold care, regard to posterity,
and fear of poverty, must be sacrificed to a game at cards."
The bartering by parents of their children, so prevalent in
this period, is in evidence throughout the play.
Gubbin _. says to Mr. Tipkin:

11

Sir Harr y

Lo ok ye, brother Tipki n, as I

told you be:fore, my business in town is to dispose of an hundred head of cattle and my son . "

Tipkin offered him his

niece, Biddy, provided he would discharge him from one thousand
pounds for his care of her.

Sir Harry replied:

0

Ay, but

brother , you rate her too high, the war has fetched down the
price of women; the whole nation is over-run with petticoats ;
our daughters lie upon our hands; girls are drugs, sir, mere
drugs . 11

This par·t of the play, dealing with parents and

children, as well as that dealing with domestic happiness was
well suited to the methods of sentimental comedy, but Steele
did not succeed as well as he might have, because the moral
element overshadows the comic .

This, however, is true to the

underlying purpose of all his writings and is admirably expressed in the closing lines of the play :
You ' ve seen th ' extremes of the domestic life,
A son too much confin'd , too f ree a wife;
By generous bonds you either should restrain
And only on the inclinations gain;
.
Wives to obey, must love; children, revere
While only slaves are governed by their fear.
It is to be noted that Steele in his first three plays had to
make use of the same ideas and convictions as had served him

in writing~ Christian Hero .

He observed how fashion and

conventionality were warping the natural goodness of his fel low-citizens and destroying the ideals of the domestic circle .
Here and there he touched upon the purer and simpler family
life that he was to depict in his later writings .

Slowly but

surely an atmosphere of earnest inquiry and serious refle ction
was being developed among the English people, and the princi ples he so earnestly advocated were leaving their imprint on
Br itish morals .

v.

The Conscious Lovers

In 1722 , when Steele wrote his last, and, in many respects ,
his best play, The Conscious Lovers , the growing power of the
middle classes and the advance of democratic . sentiment had
caused a definite change in drama from the Comedy of Manners
to sentimental comedy .

The English people as a whole, so

grounded in morals and high ideals , were not satisfied with
plays like Etherege ' s

~

of Mode and Congreve's The Way of

the World ; consequently they welcomed a play with a definite
moral purpose .

The Conscious Lovers, which is said to have

produced more tears than laughter, supplied that demand with
its striking moral effects and the fine spirit which is dis seminated throughout .

Steele held that comedy was a great

corrective force, and his method was to present the good
rather than the bad ; in order for men to love virtue, he
thought a striking exhibition should be made of it .

In the

plo t of this play he endeavored to express his innermost
feelings , presenti ng his hero , Bevil Junior, a.s one nwho bore
unpr ovoked wrong, denied a duel , and still appeared a

man of

honour and courage , 11 and his heroine , Indiana, the embodiment
of virtue .

In the Prologue Leonard Welsted further expresse d

this purpose of Steele :
To win your hearts and to secure your praise,
Th e comic writers strive by various ways .
• • • • • • • •

•

•
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But the bold sage - the poet of tonight By new and desperate rules reso.lved to write;
Fain would he give more just applauses rise,
And please by wit that scorns the aids of vice;
The praise he seeks from worthier motives springs,
Such praise as praise to those that give it brings
and urged:
Your aid most humbly sought , then Britons , lend ,
And liberal mirth like liberal men defend,
No more let ribaldry, with license writ,
Usurp the name of eloquence or wit;

. . . . . .

..

. . .

'Tis yours with breeding to refine the age,
To chasten wit , and moralize the stage .
Ye modest , wise and good , ye fair, ye brave
Tonight the champion of your virtues save;
Redeem from long contempt the comic name,
And judge politely for your country '.s fame .
The Conscious Lovers was performed at Drury Lane Theatre
on November 7 , 1722 , with Booth (Young Bevil), Wilks (Myrtle) ,
Gibber (Tom), Mills (Sir John Bevil) , Mrs . Younger {Phillis )
in the princi oal parts; the charming Mrs . Oldfield, who had
acted in all of Steele ' s plays , played the part of Indiana .
After a successful run of eighteen nights and eight further
engagements before the end of the season, it was published on
December 1 , 1723 , and dedicated

to

the king, for which Steele

is said to have received five hundred guineas .

Colley Gibber

aided materially in preparing the play for publication .
Mr . Sealand, a great India mer~hant has offered his only
daughter , Lucinda, and sole heiress to his vast estate to
Bevil Junior.

The wedding is set for today .

Bevil , however ,
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has met and befriended a girl named . Indiana, who was unknown
to him, with whom he falls in love.

Unlike the rakes of his

time, he did not betray her or force her to marr•y him without
the consent of her father, from whom she had been separated
since her infancy .

He knows his father, Sir John Bevil, Senior

would object to his marriage with Indiana, "a girl of mysterious
origin", and he has a high sense of filial duty.

For this rea-

son he has tried not to show his deep love for her, which is
based "not on external merit, but on merit of t h e soul", hoping
thereby not to _ cause her any embarrassment .

Indiana knows, how-

ever, that he loves her, because his "tender confusion II has
revealed it to her .

She honors him the more for his self-

sacrificing conduct and trusts him fully .

Mrs. Se aland, a hard,

cold woman tries to marry Lucinda to Cimberton, a pedantic
coxcomb, because he has a great fortune.

Myrtle , a g ood friend

of Bevil, falls in love with Lucinda and challenges Bevil to a
duel; he remarks :
stoop to . "

"What mean actions does ,j ea.lousy make a man

Sea.land, who is afraid for Lucinda to marry Bevil ,

discusses his genealogy and descent with his father.

In the

meantime, Myrtle, disguised as the lawyer who is expected in t own
to settle Mr . Cimberton's marriage ,with Lucinda, plans with her
and Mrs . Sea.land for the wedding.
to investigate Bevil's conduct.

Mr . Sea.land calls on Indiana
When he discovers she is his

own daughter, he sends for Bevil who, in turn, asks him to bestow Lucinda on Myrtle .
but brothers .

They discover they are no longer rivals

The moral and social aspects of this play may be properly
grouped in three divisions; namely, Steele's attitude toward
the custom of parents trying to marry off their children for
large fortunes, his comments on the ideals and standards of
the Middle Class, and his expressions on duelling.

He dis-

cusses at length the idea that young ladies are not allowed
to know their husbands until their wedding day and Lucinda
makes sharp thrusts at the way she is bartered for money:
"With what insensibility on my part, with what more than
patience have I been exposed and offered to some awkward
booby or other in every county of Great Britain! • • •

"

Every corner of the land has presented me with a wealthy
coxcomb . As fast as one treaty has gone· off, another has come
on, till my name and person have been the tittle-tattle of the
whole town. Vfuat is this world come to? - no shame left - to
be bartered for like the beasts of the field, and that in such
an instance as coming together to an entire familiarity and
union of soul and body. Ohl and this without being so much
as well- wishes to each other , but for increase of fortune .
Prior to this time the standards and tastes of the great middle
class had only been ridiculed on the stage, but the play inculcates their ideals throughout.

When Sir John Bevil proposes

to Sealand that his son, Bevil Junior, marry Lucinda and brags
about his "gentle birth", Sealand proudly replies:

"We mer -

chants are a species of gentry that have grown into the world
this last century, and are as honourable, and almost as useful ,
as you landed folks, that have always thought yourselves so
30
much above us ." Sealand's standard for estimating young men
30 Aitkin, op.~•, p . 339 .
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is by virtue rather than by rank , and he plans to investigate
young Bevil 1 s behavior by calling on Indiana.

She testifies

to his noble conduct and discloses her own virtues as well .
For a time it seems as if the play is to end unhappily, but
when Sealand discovers Indiana to be his own daughter, he exclaims :

"How laudable is love when born of virtue 1"

Likewise ,

the words of Sir John Bevil express the guiding principle of
the action:

"Now , ladies and gentlemen , you have set the world

a fair example :

your happiness is owing to your constancy and

31

merit ."
In the Preface Steele states that he wrote the whole play
"for the sake of the scene of the Fourth Act , wherein Mr . Be vil
evades the quarrel with his friend , and hope it may have some
effect upon the Goths and Vandals that frequent the theatre ,
or a more pol ite audience may supply their abscence. 11

Steele

very courageously expresses his protest against duelling , which
custom was so falsely considered one of the most honourable of
his day.

Mr. Bevil says :

"You know I have often dared to

disap prove of the decisions a tyrant custom has introduced to
the breach of all laws, both divine and human . " . His words
cause Myrtle to per ceive how utterly wrong their actions were ,
and "how ma.ny of their friends had died by the hand of friend s
for want of temper."-

His gratitude for the "superior spirit

of his friend is thus expressed:

Ql Aitkin , op.~-, p . 339 .

"pear Bevil , your friendly
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conduct has convinced me that there is nothing manly but what
is conducted by reason, and agreeable to the practice of
virtue and justice .

And yet how many have been sacrificed to

that idol , the unreasonable opinion of menl

Nay they are so

ridiculous in it , that they often use their swords against
each other with dissembled anger anct real fear .
Betrayed by honour, and compelled by shame,
They hazard being , to preserve a name .
Nor dare inquire into the dread mistake ,
Till plunged in sad eternity they wake . " 32
The fact that The Conscious Lovers ran for eighteen nights, and
the voluminous reviews show that it excited , considerable attention .

The many hostile articles, as well as favorable ones

published,indicate that Steele ' s teachings were making their
way into the thoughts of the English people.

Fielding has

Parson Ada.ms in Joseph Andrews to say that he thought The Conscious Lovers the only play fit for a Christian to see; "indeed" , he added, "it contains some things almost solemn enough
for a sermon . "
Hill, who said :

The popular verdict was expressed by Aaron
."There a.re sentiments so ge nerous in many parts

of The Conscious Lovers that the nobly- sighted, one should
think, could never look for its errors . "

32 Aitkin,

op .

cit., p . 350 .

CHAPTER FOUR
STEELE 1 S REFORMI NG SPIRIT AS REFLECTED IN
THE TATLER , THE SPECTATOR 1 AND THE GUARDIAN

I.

Introduction

By the beginning of the eighteenth century many absurdities in manners and much licentiousness in morals came to mark
the social life and the public amusements of the English people .

These offenses , supplanted by for eign practices and im-

proprieties , were condemned by the better elements among the
p opulation .

Many moralists had dwelt on the more serious

duties of religion· and had used their influenc e toward refor mation, but this important task of refining the tastes of the
fr ivolous and idle classes seemed beneath t he attention of .
the bar and pulpit and had seldom been dealt with except in a
stern and repulsive manner .
As early as 1700 a group of writers , fired wi th enthusiasm,
began to appeal to the better instincts of society , to teach
the minuter decencies of daily life', to regulate manners in
action as well as conversation, in short, to do all in their
power toward the improvement of the people as a whole.

They

identified themselves with the creation of a new and peculiar
form of English literature, which was destined to exert a
powerful and beneficial influence on the manners and intellec -

tual development of society .

The eighteenth century was

peculiarly favorable to this easy and desultory form of composition, "less a literary type - than a means of thinking
out loud" , which was so much like the essays of Montaigne
and Bacon that it has always been classified in the same
category .

Popular instruction made available to all at

stated times and at easy rates was the objective of these
essayists.

By simplifying their subjects and applying their

teaching to the hearts of their readers, they succeeded in
popularizing their opinions and inculcating moral truths in
the lives of their fellowmen .

The mode of publication of

the essay was periodical, and it was in England that it was
first combined with the principle of journalism.

Richard

Steele was the originator of this species of publication and
he proposed to meet the tastes of all classes through a
small sheet which he called The Tatler .

--·

He was the first

"venturer" to recognize that non- political essays prior to
this time had been addressed to the wrong group of people ,
and the first "humanist 11 to discover the latent powers of the
middle classes who assembled themselves from day to day in
the coffee-houses .

He was soon joined in this enterprise by

his friend Joseph Addison .

This was followed two years later

by a similar paper known as The Spectator .

Unlike the party

pamphlets and newspapers which wer~ so prevalent in Queen
Anne's reign , these were purely literary periodicals confined
chiefly to topics of social life and manners .

Accordingly ,

The Tatler rarely discussed political measures and The Spectator entirely ignored them .

There were a few papers prior to

this time, however, that provided matters of social and
literary interest, but the only one that had any real influence
over the formation of Steele•s Tatler was Defoe•s Week ly Review
of the Affairs of France, published 1'704-1713 .

This paper had

a department called Advice from the Scandalous Club, being a
Weekly History of Nonsense, Impertinence , ~

and Debauchery .

Speaking of this department Defoe remarked , in 1'710 , a year
after the appearance of The Tatler .

"When first this paper

appeared in the world , I erected a court of justice for the
censoring and exposing of vice; but tired wi th the mass of
filth, the stench of which was hardly to be endured, I laid
aside the Herculean labors for awhile , and am glad to see the
society honored by the succession in those just endeavors of
.
1
the venerable Isaac Bickerstaff , Esq . 11
Steele's government position as Gazetteer gave him a sort
of monopoly of official news at a time when newspapers were
still in their infancy , and also enabled him to study the ec centricities of the public taste which was gradually freeing
itself f r om restr aint and vaguely feeling after new ideals .
Since this was a period when literary taste was at its lowest
ebb among the middle and fashionable classes, Steele conceived
of the idea of treating current events in a humorous manner

1 Isaac Bickerstaff was the name assumed by Steele in
The Tatler .
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and furnishing instruction of a better and more lasting nature
than that usually supplied by regular news-writers .

Further-

more , his paper was intended "to gratify the curiosity of
persons of all conditions of each sex" , and in the Dedication
of the first volume of the collected edition it is stated that
the general purpose was "to expose the false arts of life, to
pull off the disguises of cunning ~ van ity, . and affectation,
and to recommend a general simplicity in our dres s , our discourse , and our behaviour . 11

The Latin phrase placed at the

beginning of many of the papers may be translated,
Whate•er men do, or say , or think, or dream,
Our motley paper seizes for its theme .
The teaching was to be unobtrusive , and the first step was to
try to reach the hearts of the people .

In Tatler, No. 26,

after making some grave remarks upon duelling, Steele added :
"Pacelot was going on in this strain when he recovered from·
it , and told me, it was too soon to give my discourse on this
subject so serious a turn; you have chiefly to do with that
part of mankind which must be led into reflection by degrees ,
and you must treat that custom with humour and raillery to ge t
'

an audience , before you come to pronounce sentence upon it ."
In Tatler No . 3, we note further his determination to present
his ideas in such a way as not to bring offense :
As I just now hinted, I own myself of the "society for
the Reformation of Manners" . We have lower instruments than
those of the family of Bickerstaff , for punishing great cr i mes

Ff

and exposing the abandoned. Therefore , as I design to have
notices from all public assemblies , I shall take upon me only
indecorums , improprieties, and negligences , in such as should
give us better examples. After this declaration, if a fine
lady thinks fit to giggle at church, or a great beau come in
drunk to a play, either shall be sure to hear of it in my ensuing paper . For~ merely as a well- bred man, I cannot bear
these enormities .
The instant and far - reaching popularity o f ~ Tatler was
due in no small measure to the coffee-houses .

London life of

the early eighteenth century is always associated with its
coffee-houses .

Numbering about two thousand, they were of all

grades and frequented by all classes of citizens .

The new

pleasure men found in chatting together over t he coffee cup
and in interchanging their thoughts and opinions, as well as
in learning the latest news of the day, was enhanced by this
latest periodical .

The Tatler was addressed especially to

these groups who were developing respect for each ot her's
manners and habits of thought,and who were fast learning the_
art of associating together.

No tea-table, no coffee-house ,

was without its Tatler and the authors, writing as men of the
world and men about town, rather t han as literary recluses ,
soon gained the attention of the class whose tastes , manners,
and mor als they hoped to improve .

Everyone was anxious to read

the edit onJ·s opinions of matters pertaining to good manners ,

2 The Briti sh Essayists, 45 volumes. (T . Davi ds on, _Lombard-street. tendon, 1817). vol. I, p . 26 .
All references to Steele 'l periodical writings are to this
edition. Volume numbers refer Athe periodicals themselves .
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courtesy , simplicity, honorable dealing - in fact, every subject that tended toward higher and better living .

When Steele

touched on these and other questions which were but halfformed notions in the minds of his readers, his publications
were eagerly sought and read .

When The Tatler reached the

eightieth number , and the public taste was taken into account ,
the portion given to

11

newsn was reduced, and the articles which

dealt with social matters took precedence .

In order to g ive

variety to the contents of each paper the nature of the topic
discussed was indicated by the place from which the article
was supposed to come ; thus Steele said in Tatler, No . 1:

"All

accounts of Gallantry , Pleasur e , and Entertainment shall be
under the article of White's Chocolate-House; Poetry under that
of Will 1 s Coffee- House ; Learning under the title of Grecian , .
Foreign and Domestic News you will have from Saint James' Coffee - House; and what else I have to offer on any other subject
shall be dated from my own apartment . "

This division indicates

the importance of the coffee- houses as the natural centers of
intelligence and opinion .

Further more, as men of all walks of

life frequented t h em, they served the purpose of the modern
cl ub and modern newspaper .
The authorship of The Tatler was unknown for some time
after the first papers made their a.ppe ar a.nee •

.A ddison dis -

cov ered that Steele was the author while he was reading the
fif t h number .

Thereupon he offered his services, which were

gladly accepted , and Tatler No . 18 was his f i rst contribution

. ( ';j

to the essays .

Steele was always generous in acknowledging

the contrast and powerful aid supplied by Addison, as well as
work received from Swift , Budgell and others.

In the last

number of The Tatler he repeated that "the most approved p ieces
in it were written by others, especially by one who is too
fondly my friend ever to own them; but I should little deserve
to be his, if I usurped the glory of them . "

While to Addison

fell the work of "poli shing and perfecting" many of the essays ,
and of '~adding that touch of humor which made them the most
welcome literary visitors that England ever had 11 , yet Steele's
real contribution to the success of the periodicals has
scarcely been recognized and appreciated .

He was the origina-

tor of The Tatler, and he wrote almost half of The Spectator
papers .

He was the first to sketch broadly the characters of

the famous ci.r cle of typical figures , the Spectator's Club,
although Addison did develop the characters to that minute per fection which one finds in Will Honeycomb and Sir Roger de
Coverly .

In fact ,

11

It is often impossible in The Tatler essays

to separate the work of the two men ; but the majority of critics
hold the more original parts , the characters , the thought , the
.

3

overwhelming kindliness are largely , Steele's creation .

11

Haz -

lett in one of hi s lectures said :
Steele seems to have gone into his closet chiefly to set
down what he observed out of doors .· Addison seems to have $pent

3 Long, English Literature, p . 284 .

,,

most of his time in his study, and to have spun out and wiredrawn the hints which he borrowed from Steele , or took from
nature, to the utmost. I am far from wishing to depreciate
Addison 's talents, but I am anxious to do justice to Steele ,
who was, I think, upon the whole , a less artificial and more
original writer . The humorous descriptions of Steele resemble loose sketches, or fragments of a comedy; those of Addison are rather comments, or ingenious paraphrases , on the
genuine text . 4

4 The Engli sh Comic Writers , Lec·ture V, on the Periodic.al
Essayists; p . 125.

II .

The Tatler, The Spectator, and The Guardian

The name TATLER, according to Steele himself, was

11

1nvented

in the honour of the fair sex" for whose entertainment the news paper was p artly designed.

The first number, consisting of one

folio sheet, appeared on APril 12, 1709 .

This was followed by

tri-weekly issues which sold for a penny apiece .

It was , the

editor announced in his opening artic l e , to be in the main a
newspaper , giving the most r eli abl e forei gn and domestic news;
but it would contain articles on learning and on li terature, on
conduct and on morals .

Accordingly, the dramatis personae in-

cluded Isaac Bickerstaff , "a philosopher , an humorist , an astrologer, and a Censor," his half-sister Jenny Distaff, her
husband , Tranquillus , and t hei r three boys , and Isa ac I s familiar
Pacolet .

Bickerstaff , assuming the role of an aged r e cluse,

lived a lonely and mysterious life, and wa s attended by Pacolet,
a mere invisible spirit who had the power to reveal to his master the secret thoughts of his fellowm en .

Dis guised as Mr .

Bickerstaff, Steele was able to express his ideas freely on
moral subjects without being criticized; while he felt his unworthiness in assuming the role of~ moralist, yet he h onorably
declared:

"With no greater character than this, a man would

make an indifferent progress in attacking prevailing and fashionable vices, which Mr . Bickerstaff has done with a freedom of
spirit that woul d have lost both its beauty and ef.ficacy had it

82
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been presented by Mr . Steele . 11

In Tatler No . 132 , the author

described his literary device , nThe Trumpet Club" .

While per -

haps not so familiar as The Spectator ' s Club , it is a prototype of that famous group .

Originally it was composed of fif -

teen membe rs, but it was reduced to one third that number; namely ,
Sir Jeoffery Notch , the oldest member and the only one who had
the "liberty of stirrine; the fir e 11 , Maj or Matchtock , a veteran
of the Civil War , Dick Reptile , a good- natured man who laughed
at their jokes , his nephew , a Bencher of the Inns of the cour t ,
and Steele himself , who was considered a man of great learning ,
but no knowledge of the world .
and s ev enty- one numbers .

The Tatler reached two hundred

Of these Steele wrote about one

hundred and eighty- eight , and Addison forty-two .

It continued

about a year , when it was remodelled into the far more cele brated and successful Spectator .

'rhe last number was published

January 2 , 1711 , and the first number of The Spectator came
out on the first day of March , in the same year .
The Spectator , published every day except Sunday , consisted
of a single sheet and contained one essay and a few advertise ments .

It numbered five hundred and fi f ty- five copies .

Of

these Steele wrote two hundred and thirty- six , and different
peop le, among them , Budge l l , the rem~ining forty - five .

The aim

and purpose of The Spectator , like that of The Tatler , was to
establish a higher standard in morals , manners , art and literature .

Addison expressed it as follows :

5 The Tatler , No . 271 , v ol . V, p . 78 .
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Since I have raised to myself so great an audience , I
shall spare no pains to make their instruction agreeable , and
their diversion useful . For which reason I shall endeavor t o
enliven morality with wit , and to temper wit with morality ,
that my readers may , if pos sible, both ways find their account
in the speculation of the day . And to the end that their virtue
and discretion may not be short , transient, intermitting starts
of thought , I have resolved to refresh their memories from day
to day till I have recovered them out of that desperate state of
vice and folly into which the age has fallen . 6
This paper, boasting of about threescore thousand readers , was
a powerful influence in moulding public opinion .

Str ife ,

animosity and bitter party feeling prevailed during the period
when The Spectator made 1 ts ap pearanc e , and the editors· discerned the fact that i n every class there were to be found sane ,
and broad- minded citizens sufficiently interested in social
and literary questions , who would welcome any well-directed
effort toward improving the morale of the community; further more , they recognized that many of the readers were women .
They portrayed the different types of characters with whom t~ey
came in contact in the coffee-houses with such reality, that
the r eaders tried to identify the sketches with different per sonages of their acquaintance .

The members of

11

The Spectator• s

Club " represe nted a wide range of interests and the authors
took every precaution to see that there was no resemblance in
their ns.mes to real personages .

Nevertheless , Sir Roger de

Coverley , the chairman, was, to the readers, a real country
gentleman; Will Honeycomb , s. fashionable well- bred gentlemai:i ,

6 The Spectator , No . 10 .

Vol . I, p . 46 .

who enlivened any conversation with the latest news; the Templar , a lawyer , who was a member of the Inner Temple; Captain
Sentry , a man of courage, whose military life furnished him
with many adventures; and Sir Andrew Freeport , a merchant of
ability , who abounded in such maxims , as "A penny saved, is a
penny got" .

The circulation of The Spectator, reaching nearly

four thousand subscribers, exceeded that of The Tatler which
claimed about three thousand .

A large portion of the paper

was given to reflections on the social conduct of women.

In

this age the wi~es and daughters of country gentlemen found
little pleasure in reading , because there were few books ref i ned
women could enjoy .

They must make their choice between novel s

and plays , and ponderous works on moral and religious subjects .
Realizing how destitute they were of serious and profitable
employment , and the important part that they played in the formation of English taste and manners, the authors endeavored to
dir ect the interests of the ladies along proper channels , and
ttto make an innocent, if not an improving entertainment, and
by that means , at least, - divert the minds of female readers
7

f r om gr eater trifles" .

--

Since Steele's part in editing The Spec.

tat er has often been minimized, it is interesting to note the
fol l owing from Courthope•s Life of Addison:
There is scarcely a department .of essay-writing develope d
in The Spectator which does not trace its origin to Steele •.
I t !"s"St eele who first ventures to raise his voice against the
7 The Spectator, No . 10,

Vol . I , p . 47 .
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prevailing dramatic taste of the age on behalf of the superior
morality and art of Shakespeare's plays . Steele, too, it was
who attacked with all the vigor of which he was capable , the
fashionable vice of gambling • • •• The practice of duelling,
also , which had hitherto passed unreprove d , was censured by
Steele , The sketches of character studied from life, and the
letters from fictitious correspondents • • • appear roughly, but
yet distinctly, drafted in The Tatler . Even the papers of
literary criticism, afterwards so fully elaborated by Addison ,
are anticipated by his friend, who may fairly claim the honor
to have been the first to speak with adequate respect of the
genius of Milton . In a word, whatever was perfec ted by Addison
was begun by Steele . 8
The Spectator c ontinued until December 6, 1712,and was followed
by The Guardian, the first number of which was published March
12, 1713 .

The Guardian, a continuation of The Spectator, and charac terized by the same elegance and variety,_was published daily
and extended to one hundred and seventy-five numbers .

Steele

wrote e ighty-two of these, while Addison, Pope, Berkeley , and
Tickell contributed several numbers each .

Mr . Nestor Ironsides

was "The Guardian" in a county family composed of an interesting
widow , four sons and five daughters, known as the Lizard family .
His duty was to watch over the education of the children and to
launch them into the serious business of life .

This family is

used in a way similar to the clubs in The Tatler and The Spectator papers .

While the setting for the latter was the coffee -

house , that of The Guardian was the home .

The main purpose of

the work was "to protect the modest, the industrious; to celebrate the wise , the valiant; to encourage the good , the pious ;
8 Addison, (English Men of Letters) , pp . 10 1- 102.

to confront the impudent, the idle ; to contemn the vain, the
9

cowar dly; and to disappoint the wicked and profane . "

Like -

wise , in the ~irst number its aim i s said to be "the advance ment of conversation of gentlemen , the improvement of ladies ,
the wealth of trades , and the encouragement of artificers" .
The introduction of politics in The Guardian proved to be its
ruin , but , as a periodical , it is i n every way worthy to be
classed with The Tatler and The Spectator .

9 The Gu ardi an , No . I . Vol . I , p . 6.

III .

Reforms Championed by Steele in The Tatler,
The Spectator, and The Guardian

Observations on the moral and social aspects of these
periodicals will of necessity have to be limited .

From the

one hundred and eighty- eight Tatlers, two hundred and thirtysix Spectators and eighty- two Guardians written by Steele it
would be impossible to discuss his arraignment of every existing evil , and his commendation of the good and virtuous .
Therefore this discussion will be limited to those essays pertaining to the most important changes that he wished to effect
in British morals, and the significant vfrtues that he hoped
to instill in the lives of his fellow-townsmen .

Interested as

he was in promoting regularity and propriety in social life ,
as well as securing the happiness of domestic relations, his
method of reform was progressive .
virtue by ridiculing vice .
truct ive criticism .

For a long time he encouraged

This he did through the most des-

Gradually he changed his mode of procedure

and delved deeply into the secret precincts of the fe.mily cir cle and showed how virtue and happiness depended "on the inti10

mate relationships of private life and on the family circle 11 •
Hence for elucidat i op his essays will be grouped under two
broad topics:

his criticism of soc~ety as a whole, and his

more penetrating criticism of domestic life and manners .
10 John Buchan, A History of Engli sh Literature, p . 314 .
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Furthermore , on the one hand , his criticism of society as a
whole will be considered under three divisions:

first, some

evils of his day which should be eradicated; second , some
manners which should be corrected; third, some moral excellencies which should be adopted .

On the other hand , his deeper

criticism of domesticity will be considered under two divisions:

first , defense and happiness of married life; second ,

the education of youth .
Steele had by nature the gift of reading the human heart ,
and by experience a keen insight into the latent vices which
city life developed; thus he observed how vanity and pride
had led to many pernicious evils which s~ould be abolished for
the good of mankind .

Duelling, regarded by him as one of the

most vicious of these practices, was a prearranged combat between two persons , usually an honest country gentleman and a
modern man of honor, and, in the early decades of the eigh- ·
teenth century, was looked as an important part of a gentleman 's business both in England and America.

Any invitation

of that sort could not be refused in honor .

In early life

Steele's thoughts were turned toward this barbaric custom because of a duel fought with a fellow-officer .

The remorse

which he suffered left an indelible impression on his mind ,
and he never failed to express himself against this practice
both through his plays and his essays .

Having received a •

letter , "written in the most passionate terms" from a young
lady whose lover had been injured in a duel, he meditated on

the folly of this cowardly form of courage and determined to
examine into this "chimerical groundless humour in an effort
to strip it of all its false pretenses to credit and reputation amongst men" .

When he considered the vast number of men

of honor who would be offended at anything he might say against
so favored a custom, he felt that he was undertaking "a work
worthy an invulnerable hero in romance, rather than a private
gentleman with a single rapier"; but knowing of a truth that
all men fought against their will, he resolved to "talk very
freely on a custom which all men wish exploded, though no man
has courage enough to resist itn .

The question uppermost in

his mind was why men of sense, virtue and experience could
ever come to the point where they would comply with the ridiculous custom, and he decided it had much to do with what men c_all
satisfaction .

An honest country fellow falls into the company

of two or three men of honor and is ill-treated .

Next morni~g

he receives a note from one of the party stating that he is
ready "to give him satisfactiontt , thereby urging his offense
against him with his sword .

Accordingly, Steele said:

"Most

of the quarrels I have ever known, have proceeded from some
valiant coxcomb's persisting in the ,wrong, to defend some pre vailing folly , and preserve himself from the ingenuousness of
11

owning a mistake . "

While he had a very solid respect for human

nature , he realized that it was often distorted from its natural

11 The Tatler , No . 25, Vol . I, p . 195 .
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inclination by "affectation, humour, custom, misfortune or vice . "
Consequently, when he reflected on the custom which influenced
our wisest ancestors to get their consent to wear huge furbelows
in the shape of periwigs, or to follow other fashions in dress
which imposed encumbrances upon themselves, he could in some
measure understand how they would do something that would touch
the ir reputations .

Likewise , the women were partly responsible

because they always encouraged men to be chivalrous in their
actions as well as fashionable in their dress.

Thus Steele

thought that duell ing might be taken as "an illegitimate species
of ancient knight errantry" .

By the laws of that whim the

heroic person, a man of gallantry, was indispensably obliged t o
starve in armor a certain number of years in the chase of monsters , encounter them at the peril of his life, and suffer great
hardship , in order to gain the affection of the fair lady, and
12

qualify himself as a man of honor, according to fashion .

A .

letter received by Steele one month after he published his first
paper on duelling showed the good effect his writings had had
upon the ill custom even in so short a time.

The correspondent

described how a noble gentleman and his fellow officer met in
a sheriff's house to settle a quarrel .

Having due regard for

what Mr . Bickerstaff had lately published, they resolved not to
shed each other's blood in that barbarous manner which he had
prohibited; yet not willing to put up affronts without satisfac-

12 The Tatler , No . 29, Vol . I, p . 2~4 .
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tion, they stripped, and for a quarter of an hour fought in a
descent manner with their wrathful fists .

Finally , the Major ,

finding his adversary obstinate and being unwilling to give
him further chastisement, with a shrill voice cried out ,
satisfied enough" .

0

I am

Whereupon the combat ceased, and both were

friends immediately .

"Thus the world may see", the letter

further stated, "how necessary it is to encourage those men,
who make it their busines s to instruct the pe ople i n everything
necessary for their preservation , I am informed, a body of
worthy citizens _have agreed on an address of thanks t o you for
what you have writ on the foregoing subject, whereby they
acknowledge one of their highly esteemed officers preserved
13

from death . "

Steele continued to argue in a long series of

papers that duelling was a useless , offensive practice, indulged
in by fops and nobles as an affectation for bravery but secretly
14
condemned by level-headed citizens .
Unlike duelling , another atrocious custom of Steele's age,
libe11;ng , was indulged in by men with criminal tendencies
rather than by men of honor .

Frequent occurrences of this evil

caused him to seek the source of such actions , and he expressed
the opini on that it arose from envy ~nd jealousy prompted by
the success of others .

He hoped to alleviate this evil by re -

minding his readers that a diversity of gifts is a basic principle for t he good of mankind .

He said, "If we rightly examine

13 The Tatler, No. 39 , Vol . I, p . 40.
14 Ibid ., Nos . 25 , 26 , 28 , 29 , 31 , 38, and 39 .

Vol . I .

things we shall find that there is a sort of economy in Providence, that one shall excel where another is defective in order
to make men more useful to each other and mix them in society .
This man having this talent and that man another, is as neces sary in conversation, as one professing one trade and another
another is beneficial in commerce . u

Among the heathen if a

man had one talent he was considered a god .

Hercules had

strength, and it was not asked if he had wit, while Apollo had
wit , and he was not expected to have strength .

Likewise , there

were no excepti·ons against the beauty of Venus or the wisdom of
Minerva .

Thus the heathens were glad to immortalize any one

serviceable gif t, and overlooked all imperfections in the person who had it .

"But with us", said Steele,

11

it is far other-

wise, for we reject many eminent virtues, if they are accompanied with one apparent weakness."

Such reflections made him

account for the strange delight that men of his age took in
reading lampoons and scandal.

He found that its source was

from the low race of men "who take secret pleasure in finding
an eminent character levelled to their condition by a report
of its defects; and who keep themselves in countenance, though
they are excelled in a thousand virtues, if they believe they
have in common with a great person any one fault.

The libeller

falls in with this humour, and gratifies the baseness of temper ,
15
which is naturally an enemy to extraordinary merit ." Stee~e

15 The Tatler, No. 92, Vol . III, p . 44 .

always used his influence against this practice and attacked
it in no uncertain terms:
This hero or patron in a libel is but a scavenger to
carry off the dirt, and by that very employment is the
filthiest creature of the street • • • • Therefore, I shall
for the good of my country, hereafter take upon me to
punish those wretches . What is already passed may die
away according to its nature, and continue in its present
oblivion; but, for the future, I shall take notice of such
enemies to honour and virtue, and preserve them to immortal in:fa.my . 16
A

third evil which Steele sought to remove from English

society is discussed at length in Tatler No . 49 and Spectator
No . 266 .

He thought that the imposition of honest names and

words upon improper subjects had caused much confusion, and
that no laudable motive of human life has suffered in this
way as much as Love .

Under this much revered name a brutal

desire called Lust is frequently concealed; though they differ
as much as a "matron from a prostitute, or_ a companion from a
buffoon" .

Steele recalled the figures the ancient mythologists

used for Love and Lust .

Love is presented as a lovely blind

child, adorned with a bow and quiver shooting his darts at random , thus suggesting that he has no intention of giving us the
anxieties we meet with.

On the othe~ hand, Lust is portrayed

in the form of a satyr, part human and part beast, to signify
that the followers of it prostitute the reason of a man to pur sue the appetites of a beast .

Love is like a little child

16 The Tatler, No . 92, Vol . III , P • 45 .
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bewailing its inability to help itself and weeping for assis tance , while Lust is a watchful thief, seizing its prey , and
laying snares for the innocent .

With these conceptions of

Cupid and Satyr in mind we are able to rank their followers
accordingly .

Those who have the beauteous child for their in-

spiration reveal a "simplicity of behavior and a certain evenness of desire , ,.v hich burns like a lamp in their bosoms; while
those who are motivated by the Satyr are tormented by jealousy
and unrest .

Furthermore, under a dramatis personae of ficti -

tious names ste·ele contrasted different personages of his
acquaintance for the purpose of bringing an impressive lesson
home to the hearts of his readers.

In th.e first group he

presents .Amanda , the wife of Florio , a kind and generous man ,
living in contentment and happiness because of her husband 's
love and friendship.

She knows that it is the end of hi s ambi -

tion to make her life one series of pleasures and satisfaction .
On the other hand, Corinna, mistress of Limberham, her kind
keeper , lives in unceasing torment and distress because of the
suspicion and jealousy of her supposed admirer .

In the second

group, Messilina is the professed mistress of mankind who has
left her husband and children
and fulnes s of desire".

11 to

give a loose to want of shame

ttwretched Nocturnus , her feeble keeper",

skuttles from place to place to despatch hi.s necessary affairs
in painful daylight, that he may return

11

to the constant·twi-

light preserved in that scene of wantonness, Messalina 1 s bedchamber " .

" Thi s alas1 11 , said Steele , "is the gallantry , this

is the freedom of our fine gentlemen; for this they preserve
their liberty, and keep clear of the bugbear, marriage .

But

he does not understand either vice or virtue , who will not
allow , that life without the rules of morality is a wayward ,
uneasy being, with snatches only of pleasure; but under the
regulation of virtue, a reasonable and uniform habit of enjoy17
ment . 11 Ste ele would impress his readers with the fact that
marriage is the happiest, easiest and safest state for mankind .
He would dignify the marriage relationship and have them consider it a sacrBd and blessed privilege .
In addition to the wicked practices already discussed ,
Steele thought that "ma.king vice commendable" was one of the
greatest evils of his day, and partly responsible for many
other ills .

To pride one's self on being considered a

"cunning mantt always resulted in ridding one's life of some
of its most i mportant attributes; as generosity of temper,
openness of heart , and simplicity of manner; therefore, this
attitude should meet with the strongest denunciation of
thoughtful people .

That applause should be given to proper

objects and ambitions had always be en the basis of society,
but in Steele's day evil practices were upheld and sanctioned
for which the people should have had an abhorrence; these
things were not only.received without disdain but even valued
as motives of emulation.

Most of the indirection and artifices

l? The Tatler, No . 49, Vol. II, p . 87 .

used among men did not proceed so much from a degeneracy in
nature , as from an affectation of appearing men of consequence
by such pr actices .
recognized as such .

Thus a cunning man rejoiced in being
Steele said:

"It has been a sort of

maxim , that the greatest art is to conceal art; but I know not
how , among some people we meet with, their greatest cunning is
to appear cunning . " "Some people made it their whole business
in life to be thought cunning and thought it a much greater
thing to be terrible than agreeable .

When they were ambitious

to be thought crafty , all other evils were of equal consequence .
They c ons idered themselves persons of "long-heads, who would
fain make the world believe their thoughts and ideas are very
18

much superior to their neighbor s' " •

.

Steele thought that such

ambitions were contemptible and the very reverse of all that
was truly laudable ; thus , they were the very contradiction to
the only means to a just reputation , simplicity of manners . .
1he monstrous affectation of being thought artful" , said he ,
"immediately kills all thoughts of humanity and goodness ; and
gives men a sense of soft affections and impulses of the mind
which are imprinted in us for our mutual advantage and succour ,
as of mere wealme s ses and follies . • • • After all the endeavor s
of t his family of men whom we call cunning , their whole work
falls to pieces , if others will lay down all esteem for such
artifices , and treat it as an unmanly quality, which they for -

18 The Tatler , No . 191 .

Vol . IV .

p . 234 .
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19
bear to practice only because they abhor it . "
In regard to the theatre, Steele 's attitude differed from
that of his friends and co-workers, the Reformers of Manners .
He did not sympathize with their antipathy to all plays , because he did not condemn the theatre as a whole .

He held , how-

ever , as we have noted , definite theories about comedy that were
at direct variances with the coarseness and brutality of the
plays presented at the turn of the century as well as the g litter
and cynicism of the Restoration Drama .

He advocated plays in

which "the per s ons are all the more laudable, and their misfor tunes arise ra t her from unguarded virtue than propensity of
vice" .

Accordingly, on the one hand , he qommended Mr . Cibber •s

The Careless Husband in Tatler No . J.82 :

"There are , I find , to

be in it all the reverend offices of life (such as regard to
parents , husbands, and honourable lovers) pre served with the
utmost care; and at the same time that agr_e eableness of be- ·
haviour, with the intermixture of p leasing passions which arise
from innocence and virtue , intersp ersed in such a manner , as
that to be charming and agreeable, shall appear the natural consequence of being vir tuous ."

On the other hand , he condemned

severely Mr . Wycherley 's The Country Wife in h is Tatler paper
No . 3:

"The poet insinuates that there is no defense against

vice but the contempt of it.

. .

. but

I must allow , tha t a

good play acted before a well - bred audience, must raise very

19 The Tatler, No . 191 .

Vol . IV.

p . 234 .

,,

proper incitements to good behaviour, and be the most quick and
prevailing method of giving young pe ople a turn of sense and
breeding ."

Likewise, of Ethere ge 's popular Sir Fopling Flut t er

or The Man of Mode, Steele said that it was a perfect contradiction to g ood manner s , g ood sense , and honesty; and of Be aumont and Fletcher ' s Scornfu!. Lady, that no beauty would atone
for t he meann es s of giving tta scandalous representation of what
20
is reputable among men, that is to say, what is sacred" . FUr thermore , in Tatler paper , No . 8 1 Ravencraft 1 s The London Cuc kolds
was denounced, and Steele regretted that a London audience could
be so extremely well diverted with that heap of vice and absur dity .

He said:

The indi gnation which Eugenio , who is a gentleman of just
taste, has upon occasion of seeing human nature f al l so low in
its deli ghts , made him, I thought, expatiate upon the mention
of this p lay very agreeably . Of all men living , said he , I
pity players (who must be men of g ood underst anding , to be
capable of being such), that they are obli.ged to repe a t and ·
assume proper ge stures for representing things of which their
reason must be ashamed , and which they must disdain their
audience for approving. The amendment of those low gratifications is only to be made by people of condition, by encouraging the repr esentation of the noble characters drawn by Shakespeare and others; from which it is impossible to return without strong impressions of honour and humanity • • • • What may
not be brought to pass by seeing generous things performed
before our eyes? Eugenio ended his discourse, by recommending
the apt use of a theatre, as the most agreeable and easy
method of a polite and moral gentry ; which would end in render ing the rest of the people regular in their behaviour, and
ambitious of laudable- undertakings . 21

20 The Tatler, Vol. I, p . 26 .
21 Ibid • , p • 6 6 •

Steele realized that a well-regulated stage would have a great
effect upon men's manners; also that it was with the people
themselves to raise this entertainment to the greatest height .
Before this could be accomplished, however, the taste of the
town , so depraved with reference to plays and public spectacles,
would have to be improved.

When one observed how little notice

was taken of the most exalted parts of the best tragedies in
Shakespeare , and how the most trivial impertinences were attended with levity , it was visible that sensuality had devoured
all greatness of soul and the noble spirit, PitY, had become a
stranger to the average audience.

It was, therefore , a melan-

choly prospect , on the one hand , when a numerous assembly could
receive the serious announcement of the murder of Macbeth with
a loud laugh, or, on the other hand , when a good sentence that
described an inward sentiment of soul could be received with
22
the greatest coldness and indifference . Furthermore , the incivilities of many who attended the theatre were appalling .

rt

was a common ocpurrence for a young lusty fellow, a sort of
beau , to get into one of the "side-boxes" on the stage before
the curtain was drawn and show his activity by l e aping over the
rail .

Then appearing at dif f erent doors and surveying the whole

house, he would retire behind the curtain and during the time
of acting would oblige the audience with several views of his
person from every opening .

This sort of practice became .so .

22 The Spectator, No . 208, Vol . IV , pp . 66-6'7 .

annoying, that during Queen .Anne's reign the play-bills carried
this clause :

"By her majesty's command no person is to be
23
admitted behind the scenes . rt
It was a common entertainment in England , a nation which

pretended to be one of the most civilized of Europe, to tie an
innocent animal to a stake and put him to an ignominious death .
Steele had the interest and reputation of his people at heart,
and wondered why they did not lay aside a custom that made them
appear barbarous to nations much more rude and unpolished than
were the English people .

Some French writers had represented

this diversion of the common people much to the disadvantage
of the Britons and had imputed it to natural fierceness and
cruelty of temper, as they did some other entertainments peculiar to the nation :

that is , the "elegant diversions of bull-

baiting and prize-fighting", together with similar ingenious
recreations of the beer - garden .

Steele hoped to answer this_

reproach which was cast upon his people and to be able to
excus:e ~· the de ath of so many

11

innocent dogs, cocks, bulls and

bears , as had been set together by the ea.rs, or died untimely
deaths, only to make sport for civilized people" .

He was aware

that these entertainments were considered those of ttcommon
people" a.nd added :

"It is true; but they are the entertainments

of no other common peopl e .

Besides., I am afraid , there is a

tincture of the srune savage in the diversions of those of ~igher

23 The Spectator, No . 240 .

Vol . IV .
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rank, and more refined relish .

Rapin observes, that the Eng-

list theatre very much delights in bloodshed, which he likewise
represents as an indication of our tempers.

I must own, there

is something very horrid in the public executions of an English
tragedy .

Stabbing and poisoning, which are performed behind

the scenes in other nations, must be done openly among us, to
gratify the audience • • • • The truth is , we act murders, to
24
show our intrepidity; and adulteries, to show our gallantry ."
Furthermore, while Steele would not have it thought that there
was just ground· for those consequences which their enemies drew
against his countrymen for those practices, yet he would regret
any manner of occasion for such misrepresentations of themselves .
He reminded them again that the "virtues of tenderness, compassion, and humanity , a.re those by which men a.re distinguished.
from brutes , as much as by reason itself'; and it would be the
greatest reproach to a nation, to distinguish itself from all
others by any defect in these particular virtues" .

"For which

reason", said he, "I hope that my dear countrymen will n,o
longer expose themselves by an effusion of blood, whether it
be theatrical heroes, cocks, or any other innocent animals,
which we are not obliged to slaughter for our safety, convenience, or nourishment .

When any of these ends are not served

in the destruction of a living creature, I cannot but pro25

nounce it a great piece of cruelty, lf not a kind of murd.er _.n
24 The Tatler , No. 134 , Vol . III, P • 271 .
25 Ibid., p . 272 .
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While Steele was cognizant of these outward manifestations
of barbarism among the people, yet he was mindful of more sub tle and pernicious forces at work among them .

For this reason ,

he boldly attacked one of the outstanding menaces of his day a "distemper" commonly known as idlenes§,, which had long raged
in the world and destroyed mnny persons in every city .

To

repair the mischief it had done, and stock the world with a
better race of mortals , he had more hopes of bringing to life
those who were young , than of reviving those who were old .

He

reiterated that he entered upon his essays with a declaration
that he should consider mankind in quite another manner than
they had hitherto been represented to the.ordinary world; hence
he asserted , that "none but an useful life should be, with him ,
any life a.tall" .
man is a dead man" .
as Pythagoras .

His proposition was that "every worthless
The English nation, he argued, was as old

It was a point of discipline in that philos o-

pher ' s school, that if any pupil grew weary of studying to be
useful , and returned to an idle life , they were to regard him
as dead ; carry out the funeral service and raise a tombstone
over him with suitable inscriptions; thus others might be
warned and encouraged to refine their souls above that wretched
state .

Thereupon Steele hoped that his doctrine would not be

considered lightly or whimsically by the unlearned because of
the wisdom and antiquity of his proposition .

Accordingly , he

composed a scheme for the benefit of the living and the dead ;
though chiefly for the latter whom he most desired to read it
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with all possible attention .
said he ,

nr

"In the number of the dead,"

comprehend all persons , of what title or dignity

soever , who bestow most of their time in eating or drinking
to support that imaginary existence of theirs , which they call
life; or in dressing or adorning those shadows or app aritions,
which are looked upon by the vulgar as real men and women .

In

short , whoever resides in the world without having any business
in it , and passes away an age without ever thinking on the
errand for which he was sent hither, is to me a dead man to
all intents and purposes; and I desire that he may be so reputed .

The living are only those that are in some way or

other laudably employed in the improvement of the ir own minds,
or for the advantage of others; and even amongst these, I
shall only reckon into their lives that part of their time
27
which has been spent in the manner above mentioned . " Thus
Steele hoped that if a man had not the ability to distinguish
himself in the most shining parts of a great character , he
certainly might have the capacity of being just, faithful ,
modest and industrious.
So much for the salient evils of the nation which caused
great anxiety among the more conservative citizens .

They be-

lieved , however , that the strength and stability of England
could be appreciably fortified by ·the eradication of quest i onable and displeasing manners .

Hence, it remains to see how

26 ~ Tatler , No . 96, Vol . III , p . 65 .
27 Ibid., p . 66 .

Steele , in his courteous and effective way , without a trace
of malice , dealt with these minor practices .

The impertinence

of professed wits was an aggravating menace tha t Steele hope d
to remedy .

On one occasion a couple of

11

pert puppies" thought

fit to intrude themselves upon a select company; throughout
the evening they entertained each other with supposed wit t y

remarks with which the party was unfamiliar.

For coxcombs to

take upon themselves to be familiar with people unknown to them ,
was a trying and irksome experience for any group of friends ,
concerning which Steele remarked, "These people are the more
dreadful , the more they have of what is usually called wit :
for a lively imagination , when it is not _governed by a g ood
understanding , makes such miserable havoc both of conversation
and business , that it lays you defenseless , and fearful to
throw the least word in its way that may g ive it new matt er
28

for its further errors . 11

No r easonab le p_e rson could bear one

of these impertinent fellows half an hour , whose sole busine ss
was to entertain regardless of whom he wounded or offended .
While he meant 111 to no man , he did 111 to everybody .

Hi s

ambition was to be witty , and to carry out that design he
broke through all things that other' people held sacred.

Steele

felt , since that part of life which people spend in company
with others is the most enjoyable of all their moments , their
behavior should be governed by laws that tend to the happiness

28 The Tatler, No . 219 , Vol . V, p . 42 .
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of all concerned .
experience :

Accordingly , he draws this maxim from long

"That however we may pretend to t ake satisfaction

,

in sprightly mirth and high jollity, there is no great pleasure
in any company where the basis of the society is not mutual
29
good will . "
Then, too , the impertinent actions of many who frequented
the coffee-houses were thorns in the flesh to Steele .

He felt

that, "Better one thorn pluck'd out than all remain"; consequently he used his influence against these "enormities" .

First,

he remonstrated against those frivolous disputants who , with
great warmth and enumeration of many circumstances and authori30
ties, undertoo~ to prove matters which nobody living denied ;
second, the wagerers , who, being i n their nature troubled with
a humor of contradiction, would pull out their purses in full
company and offer a wager to anyone that some statement made
31
by some gentleman was not true; third , those incorrigible
creatures who constantly sang voluntaries in spite of the
whole company; and not contented with that , would dance up to
the glass in the middle of the room and practice minuet steps
32

to their own humming; fourth , thos e loud speakers who treated
mankind as if they were all deaf .

Many of these were guil ty

of this outrage of vanity, because they thought all they said

29 The Tatler , no . 219 , Vol . V, p . 43 .
30 The Spectator, No . 145, Vol . III, p . 28 .
31 Ibid ., P • . 43 .
3 2 Ibid. , p • 6 3 •
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was well; or they held their own persons in such veneration ,
that they believed nothing which concerned them could be insignificant to any one else .

Steele declared such young

fellows to be outlaws and pronounced it an offense for any
one to speak to them in the coffee - houses , and directed that
they be obliged to drink their tea and coffee without sugar;
furthermore, he added :
As we in England are a sober people , and generally inclined rather to a certain bashfulness of behaviour in public,
it is amazing whence some fellows come whom one meets with in
this town ; thet do not at all seem to be the growth of our
island; the pert , the talkative , all such as have no sense of
the observation of others , are certainly of foreign extraction .
As for my part , I am as much surprised when I see a talkative
Englishman , as I should be to see the Ind.ian pine growing on
one of our quickset hedges . Where these creatures get sun
enough , to make them such lively animals and dull men , is above
my philosophy . 33

Rudeness or impudence , whether found in coffee-houses ,
on the street , at church , or in the theat re, was another source
of grief to Steele .

He did all in his power to stamp it out .

In his Spectator paper No . 533 , he attacked it as it existed in
coaches .

It was not safe for a sober , refined young lady to be

compelled to ride in one through the streets of London at night .
On one accasion a friend of Steele's had no sooner ent ered into
a coach than to her surpr i se , two persons in the habit of gentlemen attacked her with such indecent discourse as was not fit
for anyone to hear .

One of them was called a captain , and in-

33 The Spectator, No . 145 , Vol . III , P • 76 .
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dulged in filthy stupid questions, or lewd songs, all the way .
Steele quoted the young lady's words:
Ready to burst with shame and indignation, I repined that
nature had not allowed us as easily to shut our ears as our eyes .
But was not this a kind of rape? Why should there be accessories
in ravishment any more than murder? V'lhy should not every contributor to the abuse of chastity suffer death? I am sure these
shameless hell- hounds deserved it highly . Can you exert your self better than on such an occasion? If you do not do it
effectually , I will read no more of your papers. Has every
impertinent fellow a privilege to torment me, who pay my coachhire as well as he? I think it is as gentleman-like to challenge
a woman to fight, as to talk obscenely in her company, especially
when she has not power to stir . 34
In addition ,

11

Whetters" in and about the Royal Exchange

proved to be a public nuisance to those who used the coffeehouses .

A group of young and old gentlemen, very musically in-

clined and

11

mightly taken with the union of dulcimer, violin

and song" were not only "Whetters" during the entire mornings,
but often until twelve at night the same day; at which recreation they rejoiced with perfect harmony, however their clients
disagreed .

These

11

Whetters 11 were a people Steele had con-

sidered with much pains , and found them to differ from a sect
he had hitherto spoken of as Snuff-takers, only in the expedient
they took in destroying their brain~; the Whetter being obliged
to refresh himself every moment with a liquor , as the Snufftaker with a powder .

As for their harmony in the evening , he

had nothing to object to, provided they removed to Wapping or
Bridge- foot , where it was not supposed that

34 The Spectator, Vol . IX , p . 89 .

11

their vociferations
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would annoy the studious, the busy or the contemplative 11 •

He

thought such students as would let none improve but themselves
35
ought indeed to have their proper distances from society .
Steele considered his position as Censor of the utmost
importance for the national welfare .

Among all the irregular -

ities of which he had taken notice , he knew of n one so proper
for censure as that of the "general expense and affectation in
Equipage" .

The liberty which every man took of spending his

money as he pleased irritated him .

Hence, he said:

In spite ·all order , ,justice, and decorum, we, the greatest number of the queen•s loyal subjects, for no r e ason in the
world but because we want money , do not share alike i n the
division of her majesty •s highroad . The horses and slaves of
the rich take up the whole street; while we Peripatetics are
very glad to watch an opportunity to whisk across a pas s age ,
very thankful that we are not run over for interrupting the
machine , that carries in it a person neither more handsome ,
wise , nor valiant , than the meanest of us . For this reason,
were I to propose a tax , it should certainly be upon coaches
and chairs • • • • We hang a poor fellow for taking any trifle
from us on the road, and bear with the rich for robbing us of
the road itself . 36
Affectation in dress and manner, such as the use of a
snuff-box and "the wearing of a cane on the fifth button" , was
mercilessly ridiculed by Steele .

Though his patience had been

taxed to the limit by the practice of snuff-taking and tt1ooking dirty around the mouth by way of ornament", yet because
several of his fr i ends were guilty, he hesitated to denounce
it .

After careful observation he decided·that the p hilosophic

35 The Tatler , No . 141, Vol . III , p . 307 .
36 Ibid . , No . 144, Vol . III, p . 321 .
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reason for talcing snuff was to supply with sensations the want
of reflection . "When a. person reels his thoughts a.re run out , 11
said he , ttand he has no more to say, it is natural to supply
his weak brain with powder at the nearest place of access , viz .,
the nostrils .

This is so evident , that nature suggests the

use according to the indigence of the persons who take this
medicine , without being prepossessed with the force of fashion
37

or custom . "

Steele satirized the pr actice of carrying canes ,

perspect ive- glasses , and the like ornaments of life by setting
a.pa.rt a day when he would a.ct as judge and examine the pretensions of several who had applied to him for these articles .
After arraigning them before the court, he granted each a
license for the use of the ar tic le of his choice , and thus
finished his session with a feeling of satisfaction when he
reflected on the good he had done .

"However sli ghtly , tt he

said , "men may regard these particulars, and 11 ttle follies
in dress and behaviour , they lead to gr eater evils .

The bear -

ing to be laughed at for such singularities , teaches us insensibly an impertient fortitu de, and enables us to bear pub lic censure for things which more substantially deserve it ".
By this means , Steele thought , they opened a gate to folly , and
a man was rendered so ridiculous, that his virtues and capac i-

ties were discredi te·d , and thereby he was unqualified for doing
any good in the world.

Besides , the yielding to such absurdi-

37 The Ta.tler, No . 35 , Vol . I , p . 268.•
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ties was an indication of a lack of the deference due mankind ,
and , worst of all , he thought , it was the certain indication
of some secret flow in the mind of the person that practised
38

these affectations .

In Spectator No . 138 his ridicule takes

the form of an advertisement to teach the exercises of the
snuff- box taught with the best plain and perfumed snuff, at
Charles Lillie's , the perfumer; likewise the ceremony or rules
would be included "for offering snuff to a stranger, a friend ,
or a mistress , according to the degree of familiarity or dis tance, with a.n ·explanation of the careless, the scornful, the
politic , and the surly pinch and the gestures proper to each
39

of them" .

Not only was this custom prevalent among men but

the fine women had fallen into the habit .

With some, it was

attended with a coquettish air and with others a sedate masculine one , both of which were equally disagreeable .

A certain

young lady went so far as to pull out her box in the middle.of
the sermon , and, to show she had the audacity of a well-bred
woman , offered it to the men as well as the women who sat near
her .

When they came for her of fering she gave her charity

with a very good a i r , but at the same time asked the church
40
warden if he would take a pinch. Besides such ludicrous offences against refinement as these , Steele inveighed against
al l habits in life , no matter how seemingly insignificant ,

38 The Tatler , No. 103 , Vol . III , p . 68 .
39 ep:- cit ., Vol . III , p . 31 .
40 Ibid, No . 334 , Vol . VI , P • 183 .
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that did not tend toward elevating the manners and morals of
mankind .
On attacking such offenses as have been reviewed Steele
pointed out that any change for the better must inevitably be
made in the characters of individuals .

The cold, cynical

state into which society had fallen, had driven all tenderness
and feeling out of life .

Steele was the chief exponent in

giving to sentimental influence its initial momentum .

The

great impetus which this movement obtained before Samuel
Richardson wrote his Pamela and Clarissa Harlowe h as not
generally been acknowledged , but it was Steele who used the
weapon of sentimentalism with such powerful and effective
strokes in bringing about a social and moral revolution.
Through touching appeals to virtue and tender descriptions
of conjugal happiness he reproved the social prejudice ,
follies, and affectations of his fellowmen.

On one occ asi on-,

a pastoral lett er that Steele had received from an unknown
hand caused him to draw the conclusion that it mus t be
written by a man "who carries his entertainment wherever he
goes , and is undoubtedly one of those happy men who appear
far otherwise to the vulgar .

Accordingly, he drew a poig-

nant contrast between a person who was happy in his virtuous
life and capable of enjoying the world in _the_ simplicity and
quiet of its natural beauties, and one who sought his pleasures with the "vicious, the vain, the frolicsome and the
loud".

Thus , he said :

"That calm and elegant satisfaction

which the vulgar call melancholy is the true and proper delight
of men of knowledge and virtue .

Mhat we take for diversion ,

which is a kind of forgetting ourselves, is but a mean way of
entertainment, in comparison of that which is considering, knowing, and enjoying ourselves .

The pleasures of ordinary people

are in their passions; but the seat of this del ight is in the
reason and understanding .

Such a. frame of mind raise s that

sweet enthusiasm , which warms the imagination at the sight of
every work of nature , and turns all round you into picture and
41

landscape . "

Steele dwelt with fervency upon the doctrine that

'

all writers and poets in particular should earnestly endeavor
to make virtue attractive , since their writings weilded such a
powerful influence ove1• the minds of intelligent readers .

Hav-

ing this in view , he said :

I have always been of opinion that virtue sinks deepest
into the heart of man , when it comes recommended by the power ful charms of poetry . The most active principle in our minds
is the imagination ; to it a good poet makes his court perpetually , and by this faculty takes care to gain it first .
our passions and inclinations come over next, and our reason
surr enders itself with pleasure in the end . Thus the whole
soul is insensibly betrayed int o morality , by bribing the
fancy with beautiful and agree ab le images of those very things
that i n the books of the philosophers appear austere , and have
at best but a ki nd of forbidding aspect •• • • All men agree ,
that licentious poems do , of all w~itings, soonest corrupt the
heart . And, why should we not be universally persuaded , that
the grave and serious performances of such as write in the most
engaging manner , by fa kind of divine impulse, must be the most
effectual persuasives to goodness142

41 The Tatler , No . 89, Vol . III, p . 26 .
42 Ibid ., No . 98 , Vol . III, p . 78 .
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Throughout Steele's writings he had much to say about the
proper use of one's talents and considered that they should not
be regarded as honorable possessions unless they were directed
in the proper channels for the good of mankind .
Plato that

11

He agre e d with

as knowledge, without justice, ought to be called

cunning rather than wisdom , so a mind prepared to meet danger,
if excited by its own eagerness , and not the public good ,
deserves the name of audacity , rather than that of fortitude 11 •
For good talents among men to be held as honorable to those
who were endowed with them, regardless of how they were applied,
was one of the greatest injuries to human society . "The gi fts
of nature and accomplishments of art are _valuable but as they
are exerted in the interests of virtue, or governed by the
rules of honour .

We ought to abstract our minds from the ob -

servation of an excellence in those we converse with, till we
have taken some notice, or received some good information of
the disposition of their minds; otherwise the beauty of their
persons , or the charm of their wit , may make us fond of those
43
whom our reason or judgment will tell us we ought to abhor . "
Since wit was often perverted , some one was needed to direct
it into servicable channels; consequently, "making wit useful"
was the wholesome project of many of Steele's papers .
respondent praises him for pursuing this design :

Acor -

"Nobody , I

think , before you , thought of a way to bring the stage, as . it

4 3 The Spectator, No . 172 , Vol . III, p . 193 • .

,,

were , into the coffee-house, and there attack those gentlemen
44
who thought themselves out of reach of raillery . " Among those
characters who C'8llle under Steele's satirical rod were coxcombs , sharpers, swindlers , swearers, and fops; he regretted that
men of good families, good learning, entertaining conversation,
and acute wit were often included among these groups .

Yet all

these accomplishments served to make them politely ridiculous
in the eyes of the best people .

Their families made them proud

and scornful; their learning, assuming and absurd, and their
wit , arrogant and satirical .

Everybody was entertained by them,

while nobody esteemed them .

Steele, through Sir Roger de Coverly ,

meditated on this condition in Spectator No . 6 , and regretted
that so many men preferred wit and sense ·to honesty and virtue.
This "abuse of the understanding" is found diffused through both
sexes and all quali ti es of mind .

"This unhappy a.ff'ectation of

being wise rather than honest , witty than good-natured," he
said , n1s the source of most of the ill ha.bits of life .

Such

false impressions are owing to the abandoned writings of men of
45

wit and the awkward i mitation of the rest of mankind ."
reason Sir Roger was of the opinion that
parts deserved to be hanged" .

11

For this

none but men of fine

Their minds were so keen and

their reflections so delicate under all circumstances that they
merited such extreme_punishment "for offending against such
quick admonitions as their own souls give them , and blunting

44 The Tatler , No . 64, Vol . II, p . 192 .
45 ~ cit., Vol . I, p . 28 .

the fine edge of their minds in such a manner that they were no
more shocked at vice and folly than men of slower capacities ."
A man of great parts lived as one in a palsy because he had become insensible to vice and folly .

He might live in luxury

and wealth and enjoy a sense of satisfaction, yet he had lost
the taste of good-will, friendship and innocense .

For him to

polish his understanding and neglect his manners was of all
things the most inexcusable .

Reason should govern passion , but

it was often subservient to it .
with Steele when he said:

11

Sir Richard Blackmore agreed

It is a mighty shame and dishonour

to employ excellent faculties and abundance of wit to humour
and please men in their vices and follies .

The great enemy of

mankind, notwithstanding his wit, end angelic faculties, is the
most odious being in the whole creation ."

Ste e le added:

When modesty ceases to be the chief ornament of one sex,
and integrity of the other , society is upon a wrong basis, ~nd
we shall be ever after without rules to guide our judgment in
what is really becoming and ornamental . Nature and reason
direct one thing, passion and humour another . To follow the
dictates of passion and humour is going into a road that is
both endless and intricate; when we pursue nature and reason ,
our passage is delightful, and what we aim at easily attainable .
I do not doubt but England is at present as polite a nation as
any in the world; but any man who thinks can easily see, that
the affect ation of being gay and in fashion, has very near eaten
up our good sense , and our religion . Is there anything so just
as that mode and gallantry should be built upon exerting ourselves in what is proper and agreeable to the institution of
justice and piety am.ong us? And yet is there anything more common , than we run in perfect contradiction to them? All which
is supported by no other pretension, than that it is done with
what we call a good grace . 46

46 The Spectator, Vol . I, p . 30.

That wit was a useful faculty when properly directed Steele
reiterated in The Guardian No . 141:
This talent is useful in all professions and should be
considered not as a wife , but as an attendant . Let them (the
rising authors) take an old man ' s word; the desire of fame
grows languid in a few years , and thoughts of ease and convenience erase the fairy images of glory and honour . Even
those who have succeeded both in fame and fortune, look back
on the petty trifles of their youth with some regret , when
t heir minds are turned to more exalted and useful s peculations .
This is admirably exprest i n the following lines by one Mr .
Ambrose Phillips whom I have formerly done justice to on the
account of his pastoral poems :
"In search of Wisdom , far from Wit I fly;
Wit is a harlot beauteous to the eye ,
In whose bewitching arms our early time
We waste , and vigour of our youthful prime ;
But when Reflection comes with riper years,
And Manhood with a thoughtful brow appears;
We cast the mistress off to take a wife ,
And , wed to wisdom , lead a happy life . "47
Steele ' s sincere and unswerving respect for womanhood and
his interest in their welfare have long been recognized .

It

48

was Steele , who , through a long series of · papers , r e vealed for
the first time , the "white- slave traffic " of his age , with a l l
its fiendish pr actices , and showed how innocent girls , so far
from being natur ally bad , were often forced by the nature of
their employment as barmaids or shopgirls to submit to the
grossest of indecencies .
women was deplorable .

During his age the actual status of

They had no protection in the courts of

law and they were of ten uneducated .

With all the pleasures of

47 Op . cit ., Vol . III , p . 94 .
48 The Spec tator , Nos . 155 , 182 , 190 , 266 , 274 , 437 .

which the age boasted, there grew up among the upper classes
an elaborate code of fashionable gallantry .

Men affected to

worship the beauties of the day, and to treat all fashionable
women with an exaggerated politeness .

The city of London was

filled with many young women 1•who spent their hours in an indolent state of mind and body, without either recreations or
reflections ."

Steele observed that pa.rents imagined their

daughters were accomplished enough , if "nothing interrupted
their growth , and their shape ," and were contented if all their
girls heard each day was "to rise and come to dinner, as if
they were so insignificant as to be wholly provided for when
they were fed and clothed" .

He added that

11

it filled him wi th

great indignation to see such crowds of the female world lost
to human society, and condemned to a laziness which makes life
49
pass away with le ss relish than in the hardest labor" . As one
remedy for this situation he suggested that "some suitable
method of passing away their time would furnish them with reflections and sentiments proper for the companions of reasonable
men , and prevent the unnatural marriages which happen every day
between the most accomplished women and the veriest oafs , the
worthiest men and the most ins i gni ficant females" .
thereforen, he said ,

0

"I shall

take this matter into serious considera-

tion , and will propose for the better improvement of the fair
sex , a Female Library .

This collection of books shall consist

49 The Tatler, No . 248 , Vol . V, p . 175 .
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of such authors as do not corrupt while they divert, but shall
tend more immediately to improve them as they ar e women • • • •
They shall all tend to advance the v alue of their innocense as
vir gins , improve their understanding as wives, and regulate
50

their tenderness as parents . "

Steele's attitude toward women

was given prominent recognition in the writings of Thackeray ,
as is shown by the following extract from Henry Esmond :
My lord spake his mind very freely , bidding Harry, in his
co arse way and with his blunt languages , beware of all women ,
as cheates , jades , jilts and using other unmistakable monosyllables in speaking of them . Indeed, •twas the fashion of the
day as I must own, and there's not a writer of my time of any
note, with the exception of Poor Dick Steele , that does not
speak of woman as of a slave , and scorn and use her as such .
Mr . Pope , Mr . Congreve , Mr . Addison , Mr . Gay , every one of 'em ,
sing in this Key ; each according to his nature and politeness;
and louder and fouler than all in abuse is Dr . Swift , who spoke
of them as he t r eated them , worst of all . 51
Elsewhere Thackeray pays Ste e le the same tribute:
All women especially are bound to be grateful to Steele ,
as he was the first of our writers who really seemed to admire
and respect them • • • • It was Steele who first began to pay
a manly homage to their goodness and understanding as well as
to their tenderness and beauty • • • • Steele admires women ' s
virtue , acknowledges their sense and adores their purity and
beauty , with an ardor and strength which should win the g oodwill of all women to their hearty and respectful champion .
It is this ardor , this r espect , this manliness, which makes
his comedies so pleasant and their heroes such fine gentlemen . 52
When Thackeray said that "Steele paid the finest compliment t o
50 The Tatler , No . 248 , Vol . V. p . 176 .
51 :§_p:C 1 ~._,p • 113 .

52 English Humorists of the Eighteenth Century, pp . 106- 107 .
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a woman that perhaps ever was offered," he had reference to
The Tatler No . 49, when Steele observed of Lady Elizabeth
Hastings what has passed into a proverb :

"Though her mien

carries much more invitation than command, to behold her is
an immediate check to loose behaviour , and to love her is a
53

liberal education . 11

Thus, as he was wont to do , Steele held

u p virtue to admiration in this well known portrait of Lady
Hastings , whose nature was so hi gh- s ouled and noble that some
few at least could appreciate Steele 1 s courtly tribute to her .
The cosmopolitan atmosphere of the coffee - houses, the
awakened interest of a reading public , and a civilization fast
becoming more complex and peaceful were factors in producing
a si-tuation in which every-day affairs assumed great propor tions and men concerned thems e lves more and more with little
things .

The domain of the family circle had seldom been entered

by any writers prior to Steele 's time .

He said that he must .

confess that "it had been a most exquisite pleasure for him to
frame characters of domestic life and put those parts of it
whi_ch are least observed into an agreeable view.

11

Accordingly ,

he found himself able to play on the deeper springs of thought
and emotions by describing stor ie s of every-day life and teaching his readers to recognize their own problems in some poignant situations .

He humanized and presented stories of family

life which suggested fundamental ideas and convictions .
53 Op . cit ., Vol . I , p . 89 .
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heighten and illustrate such reflections, he invented an
associate editor , Jenny Distaff , Mr . Bickerstaff 's halfsister , a typical middle-class girl , who presented women 1 s
54
affairs from her viewpoint . When he wished to present
married life in an attractive light or counsel his readers
about matrimonial problems, he made Jenny's marriage with
Tranquil l us the basis of his admonitions .

A series of four

scenes dealing with this young couple will be presented in
order to show Steele ' s ke e n inter e st in an i~proved marriage
state throughout the nation and his ideas on how to promote
and secure happiness .

They deal with small yet vital prob-

lems .
Scene One :
When Jenny came to visit her brother , Mr . Bickerstaff ,
on the eve of her wedding-day, he offered her his best advice :
"sister , you are now going from me; and be contented , that
you leave the company of a talkative old man , for that of a
sober young one : but take this along with you , that there is
no mean in the state you are entering into , but you are to
be exquisitely happy or miserable,and your fortune in this
way of life will be wholly of your own making .

In all the

marriages I have ever seen, most of which have been unhappy
ones , the great cause of evil has proceeded from slight occasions , and I take it to be the first maxim in a married concii -

54 The Tatler , Vol . I , Nos . 10 , 33 , 36 .

tion, that you are to be above trifles .

When two persons

have so good an opinion of each other as to come together for
life , they will not differ in matters of importance, because
they think of each other with respect; and in regard to all
things of consideration that may affect them, they are prepared for mutual assistance and relief in such occurrences .
For less occasions, they form no resolution, but leave their
minds unprepared .

Thus, dear Jenny, my great advice to you is,

be guarded against giving or receiving little provocations .
Great matters of offence I have no reason to fear either from
you or your husband . "

Before parting, he made her resign her

snuff-box forever , and half drown herself with washing away
55
the "stench of the musty".
Scene Two :
Two wee.ks after their wedding, when Jenny entered his
study , Isaac perceived that she had lately been in a passion ,
and that " she was one of those ladies who begin to be managers
within the time of their being brides" .
say :

11

She permitted him to

Let nothing provoke you to fall upon an imperfection he

cannot help; for , if he has a resenting spirit he will think
your aversi on as immovable as the imperfection with which you
upbraid him .

But , above all, dear Jenny, be careful of one

thing, and you will be something more than woman; that is , a
levity you are almost all guilty or', which is to take a. pl.e asure

55 The Tatler, No . 79 , Vol. II, pp . 288- 289 .

in your power to give pain .

It is even in a mistress an argu-

ment of meanness of spirit, but in a wife it is inJustice and
ingratitude .

A woman ought, ther efore , to consider very often,

how few men there are who will regard a meditated offense a
56
weakness of temper . 11
Scene Three :
Two months elapsed .

On entering her brother's presence

Jenny revealed by her eyes and the air of her countenance the
abundance of satisfaction in her heart , which she longed to
communicate .

He soon perceived she expected to be treated here-

after not as Jenny Distaff, but Mrs . Tranquillus .

He was well

pleased with this change in her humor , an_d, upon talking with
her he saw a great deal of her husband's way and manne r in her
remarks , the tones of her voice, and the very air of her countenance .
loved him .

To him, this was an infallible sign that she entirely
"I have everything, 11 said she,

11

in Tranquillus ,

that I can wish for; and enjoy in him, what indeed you have
told me were to be met with in a good husband, the fondness of
a lover, the tenderness of a parent , and the intimacy of a
friend . "

It pleased him to see her eyes swimming in tears of

affect ion when she spoke .

11 And

is there not, dear sister ,"

said he , "more pleasure in the possession of such a man than
in all the little impertinencies of balls, assemblies, and
equipage , which it cost me so much pains to make you contemn?"

56 The Tatler, No . 85 , Vol. III, p . 2 .

When she expressed the fear of not always being able to make
the amiabl e appearance in the eye of her husband , Tranquillus,
as she did during the first days of their married state , she
appealed to Steele as one having the reputation of a conjuror ,
and he replied:

"Without recourse to magic, I shall give you

one plain rule , that will not fail of making you always amiable
to a man who has so great a passion for you.

Endeavor to

ple ase, and you must please; be always in the same disposition
as you are when you ask for this secret, and you may take my
word you will never want it .

~\11

inviolable fidelity , good

humour , and complacency of temper , outlive all the charms of
57
a fine face , and make the decays of it invisible . "
Scene Four :
Subsequently , Jenny , whose affairs rendered her just able
to bear the expense of her own equipage , falls a victim to the
love of displaj, and Mr . Bickerstaff is heartily concerned at.
her folly .

He wrote her husband and warned him of the folly of

aiming above their station in life :

"Dear Brother , I b eg of

you not to indulge my sister in this vanity; and desire you to
consider , the world is so whimsical, that though it will value
you for being happy , it will hate you for appearing so .

The

possession of wisdom and virtue , the only solid distinctions of
life , is allowed much more easily than that of wealth and
quality . • • • Ther e is a certain mo'desty in the enjoyment _o f

57 The Tatler , No . 104 , Vol . III , p . 112 .

moderate wealth , which to transgress expose men to the utmost
derision; and as there is nothing but meanness of spirit can
move a man to value himself upon what can be purchased with
money, so he that shows an ambition that way, and cannot arrive
58
at it, is more emphatically guilty of that meanness . "
Conjugal love was one of S teele's favorite themes, and
his idea was not so much to create sentiments, as to awaken
them by vivid description and teach his readers to act on their
own initiative in some similar situation.

Wherefore , one of

his methods in ·correcting the unhappy state, so prevalent between husband and wife, was to present scenes of domestic happiness for his readers to meditate upon and thereby emulate .
Realizing that people had many pleasures and joys in their
possession which they did not realize or enjoy, he decided that
it would be

11

a kind and good office to acquaint them with their

own happiness , and turn their attention to such instances of
their own good fortune as they are apt to overlook .

Persons in

the married state often want such a monitor and pine away their
days, by looking upon the same condition in anguish and murmur
which carries within, in the opinion of othe~s, a compl ication
of all the pleasures of life a.nd a retreat from its inquietudes . 11
A visit to the home of a former school-mate is described in
detail; the children with their various interests, the exceptional ability of his friend's little son, and recollections of

58 The Tatler, No. 143 , Vol. III, p. 316 .
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bygone days, are reviewed during a cheerful and elegant meal .
When they are alone his friend tells of his anxiety over the
fear of ever losing his wife, and the expression of his deep
love for her gives Steele the opp ortunity to show how beautiful is true conjugal love .

A tear fell down his friend's

cheek when he recalled that his was not as young as she once
was:
Ahl you little understand, you that have lived a bachelor ,
how great , how exquisite a pleasure there is, in being really
beloved & It is impossible, that the most beauteous face in
nature should raise in me such pleasing ideas, as when I look
upon that excellent woman . That fading in her countenance is
chiefly caused by her watching with me , in my fever • • • • Her
face is to me much more beautiful than when I first saw it;
there is no decay in any feature, which I cannot trace, from
the very instant it was occasioned by som~ anxious concern for
my welfare and interest . The love of a wife is as much above
the idle passion commonly called by that name, as the loud
laughter of buffoons is inferior to the ele gant mirth of ge n~
tlemen .

Steele added :

"I sat with them until is was v ery late, some~

times in merry , sometimes in serious discourse , with this particular pleasure, which gives the only true relish to all con59
versation , a sense that every one of us liked each other . "
Reflecting on the difference between married life and that of
a bachelor, he returned to his family; that is to say, to his
maid , his dog and his cat , who only could be the better or the
worse for what happened to him .
In contrast , Steele presented a scene in which a young

59 The Tatler, No . 95, Vol. III, p . 60 .
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married woman told him of her unhappiness .

Apparently suited

as she and her husband were to each other the moment the ceremony was over, the attentiveness of a lover was turned into
the haughtiness of a master.

All the kind endeavors whi ch she

used to please him were at best but so many instances of her
duty .

Such insolences, in her opinion, abated all the fires

of a free and generous love, and embittered all the pleasures
of a social life .
Steele replied:

•.A/hen she ceased speaking of her troubles,
"Madam, the affliction you mention is the

greatest that can happen in human life; and I know but one consolation in it , if that be a consolation, that the calamity is
a pretty general one .

There is nothing so common as for men to

enter into marriage, without so much as expecting to be happy
in it .

They seem to propose to themselves a few holidays in

the beginning of it; after which they are to return at best to
the usual course of their life; and for aught they know, to
constant misery and une asiness .

From this false s ense of the

state they are going into, proceed the immediate coldness and
indifference, or hatred and aversion, which attend ordinary
60

marriages, or rather barga ins to cohabit . u
typical , he continued:

Taking this case as

"rt has often been a solid grief to me ,

when I reflected on this glorious nation, which is the scene
of public happiness and liberty, that there are still crowds of
private tyrants, against whom there neither is any law now in

60 The Tatler, No . 149, Vol . IV, pp. 22-23 .
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being, nor can there be invented any by the wit of men .
crue l animals are ill-natured husbands .

These

The commerce in the

conjugal state is so delicate, tha t it is impossible to pres cribe rules for the conduct of it, so as to fit ten thousand
namele s s pleasures and disquietudes which arise to people in
that condition .

But it is in this as in some other nice cases,

where touching upon the malady tenderly is half way to the cure;
and there are some faults which need only to be observed to be
61
amende d . " In spite of all this, Steele realized that 11 illnatured husbands" were not always to be blamed , and the le v ity
of thought which many young women of quality entertained toward marriage troubled him .

To be shut up in a manor-house in

the country , to be forced to converse with the shades of their
anc e stors , and to be confined to the conversation of a sober
husband and an awkward chambermaid were to them a dismal pros pect .

They belonged to a group who indulged in common-place

raillery against everything that was sober, descent and proper ;
they considered matrimony and the clergy as suitable topics for
discussion among people of little wit, and. no understanding .
That attitude Steele felt was "the hazard of their characters
and the certain misfortune of their, lives 11 •

To him "Virtuous
62
love is honourable , but lust increaseth sorrow" .
Steele ' s ideas and suggestions for the proper education of

the youth of his country show his psychological insight into
61 The Tatler , No . 149 , Vol . IV , p . 21 .
62 The Spectator , No . 254 , Vol . V, p . 1 .

this problem .

He thought the natural disposition to any par -

ticular art , sciences, profession , or trade , was very much to be
consulted in the care of youth , and studied by men for their own
conduct when they adopted any scheme of life .

While it is often

difficult for a man to estimate his own capacity , it is easier
to judge the abilities of young people and aid them in their
life's decisions .

Steele expressed himself freely in regard to

the teachers in the preparatory schools :
I must confess , I have very often with much sorrow bewailed the misf-ortune of the children of Great Britain, when
I consider the ignorance and undiscerning of the generality
of school masters . The boasted liberty we talk of is but a
mean reward for the long servitude , the many heart - aches and
terrors, to which our childhood is exposed in going through
a grammar- school . Many of these stupid tyrants exercise their
cruelty without any manner of distinction of the capacities of
children , or the intention of parents in their behalf •• ••
For want of this common and obvious discerning in those who
have the care of youth , we have so many hundred unaccountable
creatures every age whipped up into great scholars, that are
forever near a right understanding and will never arrive at it~3
Steele condemned corporal punishment and was confident that no
boy who could not be interested in his lessons without blows,
could ever be brought to anything with them.

Since a great

and good mind would of necessity be the worse after such indignities, Steele thought that the loss of its virtue was greater than the increase of its knowl edge ; and that a delicate conscious spi~it could not be led into acts of virtue without
tenderness and care .

63 The Spectator, No . 157 , Vol . III, p . 118 .
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The university as well as the gram.mar school crone under
Steele 's observation .

He thought that the men of the b est

estates and frunilies were often more solicitous about the
tutelage of a favorite dog or horse than of their children .
Furthermore , the pedantical veneration maintained at the
Univer sity for the Greek and Latin , the placing of the tender
youths in classes with hardy ruffians of full age, and the
lack of attention to the particular abilities and designs of
the pupil were matters that should receive the most thoughtful
64

consideration of the parents .

" But the most established error

of our university education , " he added,

11

is the general neg-

lect of all the little qualifications and accomplishments which
make up the character of a well - bred man, a.nd the general attention to what is called deep-learning .

But as there are very

few blessed with a genius , that shall force success by the
strength of itself alone, and few occasions of life that re~
quire the aid of such genius; the vast majority of the unblessed souls ought,to store thems elves with such acquisitions
in which every man has capacity to make a considerable progress ,

and from which ever y common occasion of life may reap great
65
advantages . 11 Steele was untiring in his efforts toward arousing

the interest of the wealthy classes in the education of youth .
He puolished many articles giving his own opinions in regard to

64 The Guardian , No . 94, Vol . II, p . 207 .
65 -Ib id • , p • 2 0 9 •
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it , as well as numerous letters from young people , who considered him as the loyal friend and supporter .

The following

letters are very good arguments for the necessity of taking
into consideration the many obstacles which may hinder the
process of education .

A young man , being at one time a help -

less orphan , related to Steele the good he had received from
a gentleman's favor and urged Steele to publish his letters in
his Spectator papers in order to induce the gentlemen of the
city to take an interest in the young men who needed their coun~
sel as well as favor and patronage .

Having received help from

a kinsman when ·he was much in need of it , he hoped to incite
others to an imitation of his relative 1 s virtue .

He thought

that it would be a worthy work to shew what great charities
could be done for others without expense, and how many noble
actions were lost, because people capable of performing them ,
were negligent of their opportunities and privileges ..

Like -

wise , their influence would count for much toward the ameliora tion of British morals .

Thus the young man said:

If a gentleman of figure in a country would make his family
a pattern of sobriety , good sense , and breeding, and would kindly endeavor to influence the education and growing prospects of
the younger gentry about him, I run apt to believe it would save
him a great deal of stale beer on a public occasion , and render
him the leader of his country from 'their gratitude to him , instead of being a slave in their riots and tumults in order to
be made their representative . The same thing might be recommended to all who have made any progress in any parts of knowledge , or arrived at any degree in a profession : others may
gain preferments and fortunes from their patrons ; but I have , I
hope , received from mine good habits and virtues . 66

66 The Spectator, No . 330 , Vol . VI , pp . 111- 112 .
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Another letter from a lad of fourteen revealed the hindrance
penurious fathers could be to their children .
studious , of good habits , and apt to learn .

This boy was
While his father

was affectionate toward him , he thought more of his wealth
than he did of his son's education ; he refused to buy the books
required in the pursui t of the boy ' s studies , and often told
him he believed his schooling would bankrupt him .

This atti-

tude discouraged the boy and made him grow dull and melancho ly.
Be ing afraid to tell his teacher for fear he would chide his
father , he appealed to Steele for advice and begged him to per suade parents to encourage their children when they found them
67
diligent and desirous of learning . The result of such appeals
was that Steele was untiring in his efforts in the cause of
68
educat ion and wrote numerous papers supporting it .

67 The Spectator , No . 330 , Vol . VI , p . 113 .
The Tatler , Nos . 173, 234 .
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Ibid.,
Nos . 284 , 334 .

IV .

'

The Influence of the Periodicals Upon British Life
and Manners
It remains to point out the effect that these periodicals

had on English society, and the influence of Steele's writings
in particular .

On the one hand , The Tatler, The Spectator , and

The Guardian were the first media throu gh which an effort was
made to crystalize the opinions of the court circles and those
of the commercial and professional classes which met at the
clubs and coffee - houses; thus the organizing of public opinion
may be regarded as the most remarkable service rendered society
by the early eighteenth century essayists.

While there was

much in the manners and ideals of the Middle Classes which ac cording to modern standards would seem coarse and unpleasing ,
yet a movement was unquestionably set in motion toward soberness and decorum which continued to be cultivated by the best
type of London citizenry .

On the other hand, the powerful

influence of Steele ' s contributions is best expressed by noting
some excerpts from different periodicals as well as the comments
of a well-known contemporary .

In the first place , a great ad-

mirer of Ste e le ' s wrote him his opinion of the great influence
that his papers had wrought on the town:
You affect the secret springs of the mind, you charm the
fancy, soothe the passions , and ins~nsibly·lead the reader to
that sweetness of temper that you so well describe; you rouse
generosity with that spirit, and inculcate humanity with that
ease , that he must be miserably stupid that is not affected by
you . I cannot say, indeed, that you have put impertinence to
silence , or vanity out of countenance; but, methinks, you have

.l00

bid as fair for it, as any man that ever appeared upon a public stage; and offer an infallible cure of vice and folly , for
the price of one penny . That others may reap the same advantage, I think myself obliged to declare to all the world , that
having for a long time been splenetic , ill-natured , forward,
suspicious and unsociable, by the application of your medicines,
taken only with half an ounce of ri ght Virginia tobacco, for
six successive mornings, I am become open, obliging, officious ,
frank and hospitable . 69
Another correspondent wrote to Steele :
I am apt to think your discourses , in which you have drawn
so many agreeable pictures of marriag~ have had a very good
effect this way in England . We are obliged to you, at least ,
for having taken off that senseless ridicule, which for many
years the witlings of the town have turned upon their fathers
and mothers . For my own part I was born in wedlock, and I do
not care who knows it for which reason, among many others I
should look upon myself as a most insufferable coxcomb , did I
endeavor to maintain that cuckoldom was inseparable from mar riage or to make use of husband and wife·as terms of reproach .
As the father of a large , happy family of boys and girls the.
writer considered himself a most fortunate man , and approved
Steele ' s ideas on the defense and happiness of a married life.
Since one of the more gr a tifying experiences to the mind of
man is "power or dominion" , he found himself amply possessed
of it , because of his perpetual giving of orders, prescribing
duties , hearing parties , administering justice and distribut ing rewards and punishments .

He said :

In short , I look upon my fam ily as a patriarchal sov ereignty , in which I am myself both king and priest . All great gov ernments are nothing else but clusters.of these little priv ate
royalties , and therefor e I consider the masters of families as

69 The Spectator , No . 134, Vol . II I, p . 96 .
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small deputy- governors presiding over the several little parcels and divisions of their fellow-subjects . As I take great
pleasure in the administration of my government in particular ,
so I look upon myself not only as a more useful, but as a much
greater and happier man than any bachelor in England , of my
own rank and condition .
There is another accidental advantage in marriage, which
has likewise fallen to my share; I mean the having a mult itude
of children . These I cannot but regard as very great blessings .
When I see my little troop before me , I rejoice in the additions
I have made to my species , to my country, to my religion, in
having produced such a number of reasonable creatures, citizens ,
and Christians . 70
Gay's statement , found in The Present State of Wit, will
suffice to show the wide-spread influence of Steele 's contr ibutions to his periodicals .

Speaking of the sudden cessat ion

of The Tatler, Gay said :
His disappearing seemed to be bewailed as some general
calamity : every one wanted so agreeable an amusement ; and
the coffee-houses began to be sensible that the Esquire's
lucubrations alone had brought them more customers than all
their other newspapers put together . It must, indeed, be
confessed that never man threw up his pen under stronger tem~tations to have employed it longer ; his reputation was at a _
greater height than, I believe , ever any ·1iving author ' s was
before him • • • • There is this noble difference between him
and all the rest of our polite and gallant authors : the
latter have endeavored to please the age by fal ling in with
them , and encouraging them in their fashionable vices and
false notions of things . It would have been a jest some time
since , for a man to have asserted that anything witty could
be said in praise of a married state; or that devotion and
virtue were any way necessary to ·the character of a fine gentleman. Bickerstaff ventured to tell the town that they were
a parcel of fops , fools , and vain coquettes; but in such a
manner as even pleased them , and made them more than halfinclined to believe that he spoke truth . Instead of complying
with the false sentiments or vicious tastes of the age, either
in morality , criticism , or good breeding , he has boldly assured
them that they were altogether in the wrong , and commanded. them,

'70 The Spe ctator , No . 500 , Vol . VIII , p . 217 .

with an authority which perfectly well became him , to surrender
themselves to his arguments for virtue and good sense .
It is incredible to conceive the effect his writings have
had on the town; how many thousand follies they have either
quite banished , or given a very great check to ; how much countenance they have added to virtue and religion ; how many people
they have rendered happy , by showing them it was their own
fault if they were not so; and , lastly , how entirely they have
convinced our fops and young fellows of the value and advantages
of learning .
He has indeed rescued it out of the hands of pedants and
fools , and discovered the true method of making it amiable and
lovely to all mankind . In the dress he gives it, it is a most
welcome guest at tea-tables and assemblies, and is relished
and caressed by the merchants on The Change; accordingly , there
is not a lady at c ourt, nor a banker in Lombard Street , who is
not verily persuaded that Captain Steele is the greatest scholar
and best casuist of any man in England .
Lastly , his writings have set all our wits and men of
letters upon a new way of thinking , of which they had little
or no notion before; and though we cannot yet say that any of
them have come up to the beauties of the original , I think
we may venture to affirm that every one of them writes and
thinks much more justly than they did some time since .

CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMA.RY AND CONCLUSION

This study has pointed out that Richard Steele was an
effective reformer , and that he courageously assailed the evils
of his time and succeeded in helping to eradicate them .

In

order to gain an adequate conception of the powerful revolutionary forces set in motion by him and the extent of his influence in the history of British morals it has been necessary
to examine his entire works , as well as to give a brief summary of his life and personal characteristics .

Likewise, a

short survey of the conditions which prevailed in England for
a half century prior to his day, and which wrought such havoc
upon the moral life of the nation , has been made .

A few out-

standing political events which yielded a ·powerful influence
on British morals have been reviewed :

namely, (1) the unrest

of the nation after the death of Charles I , which resulted in
the establishment of the Commonwealth; (2) the rise and fall
of Puritanism , traces of which can be found in society today ;
(3) the profligacy and license of the court of Charles II after
his restoration in 1660; (4) the changes which came in court
life after the "Glorious Revolution" of 1698, and (5) the sympathetic cooperation of Queen Anne toward the improvement of
English society .

Furthermore , Jeremy Collier ' s attack on the

foulness of the theatre in his Short View of the Immorality

"

J.,:n

and Profaneness of the English Stage has been noted ; and the
marked change which became visible in the attitude of Court ,
Government and people toward the stage, as well as the out standing results of the organization of the Society for the
Reformation of Manners has been reviewed .

Richard Steele , as

we have seen , was an enthusiastic member of this society , and
an ardent admirer of Jeremy Collier and his work .

Steele was ,

as we have shown , the mouthpiece of the powerful Middle Class
which was fast coming into its own and seeking to find expression for its ideals in every day life .

Attention has been

called to his ideas and methods of reform :

first , through his

moral dissertation , The Christian Hero; second , through his
most important plays , ~

Funeral , The Lying Lover , The Tender

Husband , and The Conscious Lovers; and third , through the most
significant avenue of ap proach to the hearts of the people , his
periodicals , The Tatler , The Spectator , and The Guardian .
The main design of his moral and psychological treatise ,
The Christian Hero was , as has been pointed out , .f irst , to i nquire i nto the principles of morality ; second , to establish
the relation of Christianity to right conduct; and third , to
show the superiority of the Christran r el i gion over pagan
philosophy .

It was found that the supporters of the Christian

faith were great er he r oes than the heathen , and were much mor e
wor thy of emulation .

A careful anaiysis of each play has .

reve a led the comments and obser vations ·whi ch Steele made on
English morals and manners .

Though he mi stook the pr oper task

... ..,u

of comedy in all its phases , yet by combining humor with sentiment he was able to appeal to the better instincts of his
fellowmen , and to awaken an interest in a more descent type of
drama .

In his plays, it was noted , Steele expressed his atti -

tude toward womanhood , his regard for truth , his respect for
the marriage state , and his hostility toward the practice of
duelling .

Steele's greatest contribution to the revolution

of British morals , it has been indicated , was· made through The
Tatler , The Spectator, and The Guardian .

A rather detailed

analysis of each of these periodicals has b een made, with a
careful examination of those offenses and evils of society
which Steele attacked , together with his suggestions for their
eradication .

The reforms championed by him in these publica-

tions were considered under the following heads:

first , duel -

ling ; second , libelling ; third , love and lust; fourth , making
vice commendable; fifth, evil of the theatres; sixth , cruelty
to animals ; sev enth , affectation in dress and manners .
methods were admirably adap ted to his purpose .

His

He did not

resort to censorious upbraidings and harsh denunciations , as
the Puritan moralists had done; he wrote good- naturedly, met
his readers on their own level , and made ample allowance for
the ordinary short- c~nings and weaknesses of human nature ; but
at the same time he consistently advocated the claims of
decency and morality .

The writers ·or the post- Restoration.

per i od h ad commonly used wi t, humor and satire in the service
of vice for the purpose of making decency and morality appear

ridiculous , but Steele and Addison turned the tables upon the
scoffers , and the effect was stupendous .

They urged "men of

parts" to use their talents for the good of their fellowmen
and to make their wit useful rather than detrimental .
Finally, by quotations an effort has been made to show
the extent to which Richard Steele's endeavors to benefit
English society actually reached .

There was found abundant

evidence of the great favor with which the periodicals
started by him were received .
statement :

Ward makes this striking

"Steele and Addison were in truth the literary

champions who confronted and drove back from its vantage ground the immorality which had so long flaunted its insolent attraction on the surface of English society and
which might in the end have destroyed so~e of the noblest
l

elements of the national life . "

A contemporary writer

speaking of The Tatl er and The Spectator said :
This was laying the axe to the root of vice and immorality . All the pulpit discourses of a year scarce produced half
the good as flowed from The Spectator of a day . They who were
tired and lulled to sleepoy a l ong and laboured harangue , or
terrified at the appearance of large and weighty volumes, could
cheerfully attend to a single half - sheet , where they found the
images of virtue so lively and ami able , where vice was so
agreeably ridiculed , that it gr ew painful to no man to part
with his beloved follies; nor was he easy till he had practised
those qualities which charmed so much in speculation . 2
In conclusion , it should be po.inted out that Richard

l A History of English Dramatic Li te r ature , Vol . II , p . 496 .
2 Aitken , Life~ Richard Steele , Vol . II , P • 314 .

Steele - properly Sir Richard Steele - has been more beloved
and yet more often misrepresented than almost any other English writer .

While he had his faults, - and many writers wi ll

not let them be forgotten, - yet facts gleaned from trustworthy sources show that they have often been exaggerated .
The temptation to portray him as the exact opposite of Addison ,
has in many instances proved too strong for his biographers
and has resulted in an unfair presentation of his character .
It has been admitted even by his enemies that he was a lovable
man and that his shortcomings were more than balanced by his
lofty aims , his unselfish patriotism , his constant endeavors
to reform manners , and to arouse his fellowm en to saner and
nobler living .

Mr . Aitken says :

Sometimes this was done by direct exhortation, sometime·s
by kindly satire upon the weaknesses of different classes
with whom he ca.me in contact , sometimes by attempts to improve
the tone of the stage , sometimes by protests against the
political immorality which was so prevalent; but whatever the
method , the aim was always the same , and in no field were his
efforts without success .
To those who have read his life it is not necessary to
say more of Steele's love for his wife and children and friends ;
he was as far removed from some of his best-known contemporaries
in his domestic relation as he was in his public life . Many of
those who expressed contempt or pity for Steele would have been
truer and better men if they had possessed more of the noble
and charming traits which stand out so clearly in his character~

3 Life of Richard Steele , Vol . II , p . 345 .
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