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As the back cover indicates, this book offers a full and systematic account of Margaret Cavendish's philosophy. Not only does it deal with all the topics broached by the Duchess of Newcastle in her works, but Cunning's analysis also relies on all the books that Cavendish published during her lifetime (except the biography of her husband, William Cavendish).

Each of her philosophical views is illustrated by quotations from several of her texts, which strengthens her arguments and brings out the general coherence of her thought. One may wish, however, that Cunning had also referred to Cavendish's letters to Constantijn Huygens about her experiments on "Rupert's drops" at the end of the 1650s, as well as to her correspondence with Joseph Glanvill ten years later, in which the propagandist of the Royal Society tried to convince the Duchess of the existence of spiritsto no avail. Cunning also quotes from more "literary" texts by Cavendish, such as Poems, and Fancies (1653), The World's Olio (1655), Orations of Divers Sorts (1662), Sociable Letters (1664), and her plays (1668), to illustrate some of her philosophical ideas, while these texts either use a narrative voice that is not necessarily Cavendish's or present a number of perspectives on several topics without giving clues as to which one is actually Cavendish's. Cunning makes clear that he is aware of the danger of using these texts as if they faithfully reflected Cavendish's views (see for instance p. 51, note 33, and p. 226), but he does use them nonetheless (for instance, p. 13 and p. 86-87). One could argue on his behalf that, even though these texts do not necessarily reveal Cavendish's ideas on a specific topic, they do contribute to a better understanding of her philosophical thought and interests.

In his introduction, Cunning gives a biography of Cavendish, as well as an overview of her philosophical ideas, on which he elaborates in the following eight chapters of the book.

He underlines in particular Cavendish's materialism, her doctrine of thinking matter, her idea that matter is eternal and her conception of the universe as a plenum. Cunning uses the word "plenum" many times in the book but it is not clear what meaning he gives to this word: if it first refers to the conception of a universe without a vacuum, it is also sometimes used as a synonym of "nature" (for instance, p. [185][186][187][188][189][190][191][192][193][194][195][196], and it seems that, in some cases, "plenum" also means "society" or "environment", especially Cunning deals with early modern women's status in chapter 6 (for instance, p. 235: "The individuals of seventeenth-century England were not more powerful than the plenum by which they were surrounded….", or "Cavendish has plenty to say about the limitations that the plenum imposes upon women…"); it appears that "the plenum" in these passages actually refers to the patriarchal society and the constraints it imposed on women, and not so muchor not primarilyto a universe with no empty space.

Chapter 1 deals with Cavendish's conception of ideas and the forming of an idea as "a process through which the mind copies or patterns an external object" (p. 26). This aspect of Cavendish's philosophy, which has rarely been studied so far, underlines her "fallibilism" and the limits of human cognition, Cunning argues, because ideas are "imagistic and imprecise" (p. 21). With this conception of ideas as copies of sensory perceptions, Cunning further shows that Cavendish does trust the senses, which is actually why she rejects the use of optical instruments. In chapter 2, Cavendish's doctrine of thinking matter is developed. She argues that matter is "animated, sophisticated, and intelligent" (p. 55). Only material things are capable of motion and they can interact with material things only. The order and organization of bodies are evidence of the intelligence of matter, according to Cavendish, who adds that, most of the time, thinking is unconscious. On this subject, Cunning refers to Spinoza and Leibniz to show the similarities between their conceptions and Cavendish's, but one would more likely expect a reference to Locke's hypothesis of thinking matter as it is presented in book IV of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding.

Cunning then deals with "ideas of God and other immaterials" in Cavendish's philosophy and shows that, even though we cannot have ideas of immaterials (since ideas are imagistic pictures, as shown in chapter 1), we can have "notions" of immaterials and of God. Contrary to ideas, "notions" do not depict their objects but arise from the awareness that the universe has a cause (p. 110). In this chapter, Cunning also focuses on the striking similarities between God and nature in Cavendish's thought, and suggests that, our cognition being limited, we are unable to draw a clear line between the two, even though they are distinct entities. In any case, the Duchess insists that only the Church is allowed to decide theological matters, and therefore natural philosophers should refrain from dealing with theology, for the sake of social order, not primarily for religious purposes.

Cunning then goes on to describe what he terms "the eternal plenum", a material universe with no empty space (God cannot create nothing), in which "bodies enter into composites" (p. 150) for a certain amount of time and "work together to maintain a more or less fixed proportion of motion" (p. 151), thus ensuring order. But there are other kinds of interaction, such as transmigration and "patterning", when a body presents an image of itself to the sense organs of another body, from which a copy of the image is formed (p. 160). In this case, no motion or substance is transferred from body to body, even though there are interaction and motion. Chapter 5, entitled "Ubiquitous knowledge", argues that this plenum is "entirely wise and knowing" (p. 181), according to Cavendish, for whom nature is active, perceptive and self-knowing. Cunning's argument in this chapter raises the question of the link between nature and the plenum, as they appear interchangeable here. Again, Cavendish insists on the order of nature, which is ensured by the harmonious interactions between the three kinds of matter: rational, sensitive and inanimate.

In chapter 6, Cunning moves on to the notions of free will and agency, and argues that bodies are free in Cavendish's philosophy, but theirs is not libertarian freedom since they have no choice but to behave as they do. Therefore, their freedom may be defined as absence of interference. In this chapter, Cunning also deals with women's condition in seventeenthcentury England and their being prevented from getting an education as a manifestation of what he calls "the interference of the plenum" (see "Freedom, agency, and the interference of the plenum", p. 216-226). In the following chapter, entitled "Stoical fancies", Cunning examines the possible reactions to interference from the plenum: one can adopt a stoical attitude and moderate one's desires, or one can decide to find comfort in worlds of fancy, as Cavendish did in The Blazing World (1666), and in her poems and plays. Finally, in the last chapter, "A note to the monarch", Cunning examines Cavendish's political thought. Although it is mostly presented in her fictional writings, there is little doubt that Cavendish considers monarchy as the best form of government because it is the only one that can secure stability and order, she argues. In The World's Olio, she even gives advice to the monarch, encouraging them to be kind and fair, but also to hold ceremonies that display the grandeur of the monarchy.

What makes Cunning's book an original account of Margaret Cavendish's philosophy is mainly the methodology that he adopted. Indeed, Cunning often stages a dialogue between Cavendish and himself, or between Cavendish and other seventeenth-and eighteenth-century philosophers: he raises objections to her views and suggests responses that she could have made (for instance, p. 45-47, about her theory of ideas: "Cavendish presumably would respond… ", p. 109, p. 270, etc.). Therefore, Cunning's text is not a mere account of Cavendish's philosophy: it is more aptly defined as a dialogue with Cavendish, in which her views are presented, criticized, defended and finally placed in a larger philosophical context.

Cunning successfully demonstrates that Margaret Cavendish fully deserves to be included in the Routledge series "Arguments of the philosophers".
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