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If Dorothea DuBois cannot claim to be the most grammatical grammarian we will be discussing this weekend, she will undoubtedly turn out to be the most well-known or even notorious. She came from a family of high social status, plagued by its notorious patriarch, Dorothea’s father, Richard Annesley, the Earl of Anglesey, Baron Altham, and Baron of Newport-Pagnell. DuBois’s grammar, prefixed to a letter-writer, and indeed all of her works were undertaken to generate financial support for herself, her musician husband, and her six children.  DuBois’s stated educational philosophy in the Preface to this work is to form young women’s morals and manners in the course of developing a proper, grammatical style of writing; however, a closer look at the grammar itself as well as the grammar in the context of her other works demonstrates that her real educational intention is to give women the power, through writing, to become independent of, and when necessary defend themselves against, men specifically and the entire patriarchal system of the eighteenth century in general.

Dorothea DuBois did not directly espouse an educational philosophy or agenda, as other women grammarians of the period such as Ann Fisher and Ellenor Fenn did.  Rather, the educational component of DuBois’s philosophy slowly emerges throughout her works, until it becomes most apparent in the Grammar and Letter-Writer.  We see the beginnings of what is to become her real project as early as her poems, where she comments on the difficulties of women’s place in society. Throughout her autobiographical works, she develops this understanding, connecting her own familial problems with those of other women, investigating the sources of those problems, but not really finding a satisfactory solution. In the Grammar and Letter-Writer, DuBois finally shows that through writing, women can take control of their own lifestories and public personas. Women who can express themselves well, and publicly, have some means (however small) of escaping the will of men, in the way they decide to treat and portray women.

In my presentation I will be discussing examples from four of DuBois’s works: Poems on Several Occasions (1764), The Case of Ann, Countess of Anglesey (1766), Theodora, A Novel (1770), and The Lady’s Polite Secretary, or New Female Letter Writer (1771-2). The last work contains DuBois’s grammar so I will examine it in greater detail. 

DuBois seems to have used an anonymous work, The Complete Letter-Writer of 1756, as the primary source for her grammar as well as for some of the letters she chooses to include in the Polite Secretary.  The source grammar was called “A Plain and Compendious Grammar of the English Language;” DuBois calls her own “A Short, but Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language” (my underlining). She does in fact strive to eliminate much of the compendiousness of the source, ignoring parts such as abstract discussions of why certain rules are certain ways and lengthy tables of examples (for example, in one place the source gives seven long paragraphs just on word formation).  DuBois does, however, keep what we would consider all the grammatical necessities such as use of determiners, pronouns, subject-verb agreement, and the like.  

Most interestingly, DuBois edits and changes the examples used in her grammar so that they feel more appropriate to her female audience. The “Compendious Grammar” assumes a reader with a classical education, which means of course boys.  For example, to illustrate the Genitive case it gives us “Virgil’s Aeneid, or the Aeneid of Virgil; Milton’s Poems, or the Poems of Milton; Buchanan’s Psalms or the Psalms of Buchanon.” DuBois, by contrast, shortens and changes the example to “Miss Hudson’s book, or the book of Miss Hudson; Thomson’s Seasons, the Seasons of Thomson” making it at once more personal—Miss Hudson stands in for the reader—and more relevant—perhaps more women preferred to read Thomson’s Seasons over Paradise Lost.  

The Grammar is of course physically only a small part of the Polite Secretary as a whole, even though it is implicitly revealing and demonstrating DuBois’s educational philosophy for women.  This philosophy is also reflected in the more substantial number of pages which follow, containing the Letters.  The Table of Contents includes just one letter and one response regarding a character reference for a servant (letters 51 and 52) and none at all dealing with cookery, clothing patterns, or any of the other running-the-household issues which typify “women’s letters” in other letter manuals.  Instead, the letters deal with many different types of social issues, from the innocuous, such as Letter 16 “From Miss Melville to Miss Beverly, inviting her into the Country for the Summer” or 75 “From Mrs. Rutland to Miss Nevil, her Niece, a young Lady about to Marry.  A humorous Letter of Advice” to the more serious, such as to Letter 26 “From the Hon. Miss Fairfax to Major Johnson, a Gentleman who had been some Time engaged to her, on a Suspicion of his Infidelity” or 108 “From Mrs. Hammond to the Earl of----, on his having conferred some Favours on her, under the Pretence of an honourable, disinterested Friendship, but in reality to attain the Gratification of a brutal, selfish, Passion.”
The Polite Secretary is also fascinating for the way in which it demonstrates DuBois’s savvy understanding of the market for such a work.  The book appeals to different groups of potential buyers on at least three levels:  first, as a useful grammar of English and collection of model letters addressing a variety of women’s interests or situations; second, as a book of moral instruction, with many letters serving as warnings from “real” fallen women; and third, as a sort of scandalous memoir anthology, appealing to prurient imaginations through detailed illustrations of temptation and seduction.  In short, DuBois cleverly fashioned a work to appeal to the widest possible audience, capitalizing on what some would have argued were the basest interests of the novel-reading public, as well as on the great demand for books devoted to self-improvement.  Although not her declared intention, in this way she is able to inculcate many women, knowingly or not, into her educational philosophy of empowerment through both grammatical and stylistic mastery of language and writing. 

