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ABSTRACT

In the seventeenth century experimental philosophy was introduced through the works of Bacon, Hooke,
Boyle, Power, and others. The advocates of the new science promised to divulge the inner workings of nature
and to help man overcome his painful state by means of controlling nature. The new sciences of mechanism
and corpuscularism were to be based on objective experiments that would reveal the inner workings of
creatures and the nature of the sun, moon, and stars. These experiments were done with new and improved
telescopes and microscopes. One early critic of the new experimental philosophy was Margaret Cavendish.
Cavendish was skeptical of the ambitious claims of the new science as well as of the instruments they used. I
will argue that while Cavendish certainly is opposed to parts of the methodological and technological program
of the experimentalists, she was deeply influenced by and in agreement with many aspects of Bacon’s view of
the new science. In addition, she provides a way of thinking about aims of science and technology that bear
some marks of feminist critiques. The paper is divided into the following sections. First, I will lay out some of
the claims of Bacon, Boyle, and Hooke regarding the aims and instruments of experimentalism. Second, I will
show the ways in which Cavendish approved of the Baconian agenda and also provide her criticism of the
reliability of telescopes and microscopes in terms of her views about perception. Then I will detail her worries
about understanding and controlling nature. Finally, I will discuss her views concerning the utility of science. I
will end by suggesting that Cavendish’s claims can be seen as feminist in nature.

Thursday, October 25th • 3:45 PM • YMCA 401

