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Cultures of Libertinism 

 
Course Description: 
Libertinism is much more than the elite masculinist subculture of smut and decadence for which it is 
often mistaken. It is also a philosophical and ideological stance, informed by eighteenth-century ideas 
of power, economy, religion, identity, and sexuality. The influence of the cultures of libertinism on the 
Restoration is vast and acknowledged. Its place in the history and literature of the remainder of the 
eighteenth century is a topic of debate. The aim of this course is first to come to terms with the 
mercurial qualities of libertinism over the eighteenth century, and then to consider its symbiotic 
relationship with the culture that both informed and was informed by it. We will first work toward an 
understanding of the historical and philosophical contexts of libertinism, including the works of Thomas 
Hobbes and Bernard Mandeville. We will then consider a series of literary texts in this context, including 
work by John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, Aphra Behn, George Etherege, Samuel Richardson and Henry 
Fielding. In addition to these canonical figures, we will consider some relatively less-represented female 
writers such as Mary Davys, Eliza Haywood, and Elizabeth Cooper in an effort to begin to come to 
terms with the possibility of a female libertine, and with the implications of the discourse for women 
and other non-hegemonic social groups. Libertinism encompasses issues of genre, gender, sexuality, 
systems of social organization and belief, and thus offers a substantial array of approaches and 
considerations to literature and culture under its ideological umbrella. 
 
Required Texts: 
Preliminary list of readings: 

 Cooper, Elizabeth. The Rival Widows, or Fair Libertine 
 Davys, Mary.  The Accomplish'd Rake; or, The Modern Fine Gentleman. 
 Etherege, George. The Man of Mode. 
 Fielding, Henry.  Tom Jones. Ed. Roger Mutter.  Penguin, 1989. 
 Richardson, Samuel. Clarissa (abridged).  Ed. John Richetti.  Broadview. 
 Rochester, John Wilmot, Earl of.  Rochester. Penguin. 

With additional poetry, and philosophical, critical and theoretical materials in custom course package. 


