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Because the popular image of the 17th and 18th centuries still prevalent evokes an era of stuffy 

aristocrats wearing uncomfortably voluminous and elaborate clothing, the extent to which 

sexuality formed a vital preoccupation of life in the period sometimes comes as a surprise. In 

fact, the men and women of England in the Restoration period thought of sex as enormously 

important as an expression of identity and an articulation of the human relationship to the world 

around. And they seem, on the basis of the literature and art of the time, to have engaged in a 

great deal of it. 

“Sex, Death, and Philosophy: Libertinism and Eighteenth-Century British Literature” 

(ENG3341G) is an honours course devoted to literary and cultural articulations of the 

phenomenon of “libertinism” as it was expressed from about 1660 to 1748. Libertinism 

represented a particular and surprisingly broad-ranging perspective on the world, and the place of 

humans within it: it addressed the shape of the cosmos, the mechanisms of human nature and 

understanding, and complexity of ethical and political structures and behaviour. And for many if 

not most libertines, sexuality stood as the ultimate human expression of the “freedom” that was 

promised (or threatened) by their radical philosophy. 

We will be reading libertinism through the lense of a variety of genres, including lyric and 

satirical poetry, drama, prose romance, the novel, and philosophical discourse. We will 

additionally be discussing the political, cultural, ideological, and social contexts that informed 

libertinism. 

The focus of the course is upon two authors who made important (and very different) 

contributions to the idea, expression, and indeed lifestyle of the libertine, John Wilmot, 2nd Earl 

of Rochester, and Aphra Behn, but other authors whose work we will be addressing include 

Thomas Hobbes, the Earl of Dorset, George Etherege, and Eliza Haywood, and John Cleland. 

 

Most of the texts in this course are relatively short and manageable. While many of them are 

representative of the mainstream of literature in the age, it is important to note that some of these 

texts deal in very explicit and often crude terms with sexuality, sexual 



 

Handouts are available on the “Resources” page of the course OWL site. “Walker” refers to the 

ebook version of John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester: The Poems and Lucina’s Rape, ed. Keith 

Walker and Nicholas Fisher (Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), while “Melville” refers to the ebook 

version of Titus Lucretius Carus, On the Nature of the Universe. A New Verse Translation by Sir 

Ronald Melville, intro. Don and Peta Fowler (Oxford University Press, 1998), both available 

through Western Libraries. 

 

Week 1 – 8-10 January, 2018 

Course Introduction: Backgrounds 

The philosophical and cultural libertinism of the Restoration is rooted in political, social, 

and literary developments of the reign of Charles I (1625-1649), and represents moreover 

a reaction, in part at least, to the traumatic events of the English Civil Wars and 

Commonwealth periods (1649
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The licentiousness of the court of Charles II, centred around Whitehall Palace and St. 

James’s Park, is notorious — and perhaps somewhat exaggerated. What is certainly true, 

however, is that this tight-knit little world of aristocrats, courtiers, socialites, and 

government functionaries spawned a wealth of libertine satire, pressed into the service of 

social and political strategems that were as much about power and social prestige as they 

were about sex. 

Texts: 

 

Rochester, “Satyr” (“In the Isle of Brittain long since famous growne”) (Walker 86-87) 

Dorset, “The Duel of the Crabs” (Handout:
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As will no doubt already be clear at this point in the course, many of the poetic and 

cultural expressions of libertinism in the Restoration are in practice firmly underwritten by 

an unquestioned phallocentric understanding of “freedom” and “desire,” and a subtle (or 

not-so-subtle) misogyny. What, then, does it mean to be a woman in such a culture? And 

can there be such a thing as a female libertine? 

Texts: 

 

Rochester, “A Song” (“Faire Cloris in a Pigsty lay . . .”) (Walker 39-40) 

Behn, The Fair Jilt (Oxford) 
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one hand, by the rise of a more “sentimental” and moralistic form of literature (particularly 

on the stage), but also by a subtle transformation of the dynamics of libertine writing itself. 

Texts:  

 

Congreve, The Way of the World (Handout: OWL) 

 

Week 10 – 19-21 March, 2018 

“Limbs in Amorous Folds”: Sexual Diversities 
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Texts: 
Eliza Haywood, Fantomina (Online) 

https://eng3341gsexdeathandphilosophy.wordpress.com/assignments/




 

Research Skills 

 

 proficiency with the essential tools of literary scholarship (library catalogues, citation and 

content databases) and the more specialized tools associated with this field (microfilm, 



 

  a developing ability to structure a complex and engaging argument 

 

  a developing ability to present one’s own analysis within the context of a specific 

theoretical approach 

 

  a developing ability to present one’s own analysis while confidently engaging with 

existing scholarship 

 

  a developing capacity to engage in class discussions and respond meaningfully to lecture 

material and peer discussion while using textual evidence as support 

 

 the basic ability to present one’s work in a variety of more or less formal genres (seminar 

presentations, blog posts, performance, etc.) 

 

  a mastery of the format and citation method of academic writing 

 

Penalties for Late Work 

 

Work should be handed in on the date specified above. Late work will be penalized at the rate of 

one percentage point for each working day that they are late, to a maximum of ten points. 

Work submitted more than two weeks late will not be accepted unless accompanied by an 

acceptable reason for the delay (e.g., a medical certificate; see Academic Accommodation 

below). 

Plagiarism 

 

Students must write their essays and assignments in their own words. Whenever students take an 

idea or a passage from another author, they must acknowledge their debt both by using quotation 

marks where appropriate and by proper referencing such as footnotes or citations. Plagiarism is a 

major academic offence (see Scholastic Offence Policy in the Western Academic Calendar). 

Plagiarism Checking: The University of Western Ontario uses software for plagiarism checking. 

Students may be required to submit their written work in electronic form for plagiarism 

checking. 

Academic Accommodation 

 

Students seeking academic accommodation on medical grounds for any missed tests, exams, 

participation components and/or assignments worth (either alone or in combination) 10% or 

more of their final grade must apply to the Academic Counselling office of their home Faculty 

and provide documentation. Academic accommodation cannot be granted by the instructor or 

department. 



Documentation shall be submitted, as soon as possible, to the Office of the Dean of the student’s 

Faculty of registration, together with a request for relief specifying the nature of the 

accommodation being requested. The Student Medical Certificate (SMC) can be found 

at https://studentservices.uwo.ca/secure/medical_document.pdf 

 

The full policy is set out here: 

 

http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/accommodation_medical.pdf 
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