
the coquette by hannah webster foster

the coquette by hannah webster foster is a seminal work in early American literature, recognized as

one of the first American novels written by a woman. Published in 1797, this epistolary novel explores

complex themes such as female independence, societal expectations, and the consequences of

flirtation in a patriarchal society. The story centers on Eliza Wharton, a young woman caught between

her desire for personal freedom and the pressures to conform to social norms. Through its narrative

style and character development, the coquette by hannah webster foster offers insight into the cultural

and gender dynamics of the late 18th century. This article delves into the novel’s background, plot,

major themes, literary significance, and its place in American literary history. Readers will gain a

comprehensive understanding of why the coquette remains an important text in the study of early

American fiction and feminist literature. Below is an overview of the main sections covered in this

article.

Background and Historical Context

Plot Summary

Main Characters

Themes and Motifs

Literary Style and Structure

Reception and Legacy



Background and Historical Context

The coquette by hannah webster foster was published in 1797, a period marked by the early years of

the American Republic. This era witnessed significant social and political changes, including evolving

attitudes toward women's roles in society. Foster, an American author, crafted the novel as a response

to the limited options available to women and the consequences they faced when defying social

expectations. The epistolary form used in the novel reflects the popularity of letter-writing as a means

of personal expression during the 18th century. It also allows for an intimate exploration of the

protagonist’s thoughts and emotions, emphasizing the novel’s focus on individual agency versus

societal constraint.

Author Background

Hannah Webster Foster was an American writer whose work is notable for addressing issues of

gender and morality within the context of a newly independent nation. Though little is known about her

personal life, Foster’s novel demonstrates an acute awareness of contemporary social dynamics and

the pressures women faced. The coquette by hannah webster foster represents one of the earliest

American novels written by a woman, making it a pioneering work in the country’s literary canon.

Societal Norms in 18th Century America

The late 18th century imposed strict expectations on women, particularly concerning marriage and

virtue. Women were often seen primarily as wives and mothers, with limited opportunities for education

or independence. The coquette by hannah webster foster challenges these norms by depicting a

protagonist who navigates the tension between societal demands and personal desires. This context is

essential to understanding the novel’s critical engagement with themes of female autonomy and

reputation.



Plot Summary

The coquette by hannah webster foster tells the story of Eliza Wharton, a young woman known for her

beauty and charm. The narrative unfolds through her letters and those of her acquaintances, providing

multiple perspectives on her actions and decisions. Eliza enjoys the attention of suitors but struggles

with the constraints placed upon her by society and her own conflicting emotions. The novel traces her

romantic entanglements, particularly with two men: the reliable and socially approved Reverend Boyer

and the more charismatic but ultimately unreliable Major Sanford.

Eliza Wharton’s Romantic Dilemma

Eliza’s indecision between the two suitors serves as a central conflict in the novel. Reverend Boyer

represents stability and social approval, whereas Major Sanford embodies passion and risk. Eliza’s

flirtations and hesitation lead to misunderstandings and social scandal, highlighting the dangers women

faced when asserting their independence or deviating from expected conduct.

Consequences and Tragic End

The novel culminates in Eliza’s downfall, underscoring the harsh penalties imposed on women who

violated social norms. Her story serves as a cautionary tale about the perils of coquetry and the limited

options available to women in her position. This tragic conclusion reflects the moralistic tone common

in literature of the period, while also critiquing the rigid social structures that contribute to Eliza’s fate.

Main Characters

The coquette by hannah webster foster features a cast of characters that embody various social

attitudes and values of the time. Each character plays a role in shaping the narrative and illustrating

the novel’s themes.



Eliza Wharton

The protagonist, Eliza is a young, intelligent, and attractive woman whose flirtatious behavior and

desire for autonomy put her at odds with societal expectations. Her letters reveal her internal conflicts

and vulnerabilities, making her a complex and sympathetic figure.

Major Peter Sanford

Major Sanford is a charming and persuasive suitor whose flirtations with Eliza lead to serious

consequences. He represents the allure of passion and the risks associated with defying social

conventions.

Reverend J. Boyer

Reverend Boyer is the embodiment of stability, respectability, and moral propriety. His sincere affection

for Eliza contrasts with Major Sanford’s more capricious nature, highlighting the tension between duty

and desire.

Supporting Characters

Several other characters, including Eliza’s friends and family, provide additional perspectives on her

behavior and the societal pressures she faces. Their letters contribute to the multi-faceted narrative

and illustrate broader social commentary.

Themes and Motifs

The coquette by hannah webster foster explores numerous themes that resonate with both its

contemporary audience and modern readers. These themes reflect the social, moral, and gender-

related concerns of the late 18th century.



Female Independence and Social Constraints

The novel examines the limited freedoms afforded to women and the consequences of attempting to

assert independence. Eliza’s struggles highlight the conflict between personal desires and societal

expectations, a central theme in early feminist literature.

Coquetry and Reputation

Coquetry, or playful flirtation, serves as both a social behavior and a source of danger in the novel.

Eliza’s reputation is fragile, and her flirtatious behavior ultimately leads to social ostracism. The theme

underscores the importance of reputation for women and the double standards they faced.

Marriage and Economic Security

The novel reflects the reality that marriage was often a woman’s primary means of economic security

and social standing. Eliza’s romantic decisions are influenced by these practical considerations,

revealing the intersection of love, economics, and social survival.

Moral Instruction and Cautionary Tale

The coquette by hannah webster foster functions as a moralistic narrative warning women against the

dangers of imprudence and disobedience. This didactic element was typical of the period’s literature

but also serves to critique the restrictive social order.

Literary Style and Structure

The coquette by hannah webster foster is written in an epistolary format, consisting entirely of letters

exchanged between characters. This style allows readers direct access to the characters’ thoughts and

feelings, creating an intimate and multi-perspective narrative.



Epistolary Form

The use of letters as the sole narrative device enhances the realism and immediacy of the story. It

also permits the exploration of different viewpoints, revealing contradictions and complexities in

characters’ perceptions and social interactions.

Language and Tone

The novel’s language reflects the formal and refined style of late 18th-century American prose. The

tone shifts between sympathy, moral admonition, and social critique, providing a nuanced exploration

of its themes.

Symbolism and Motifs

Throughout the novel, symbols such as letters, social gatherings, and references to virtue and

reputation underscore the central themes. The motif of the letter not only structures the narrative but

also represents communication and the negotiation of social identity.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, the coquette by hannah webster foster achieved considerable popularity and was

widely read in the United States. It became a significant influence on subsequent American literature,

especially in its portrayal of women’s experiences and social challenges.

Contemporary Reception

The novel was praised for its engaging narrative and moral lessons, fitting well within the didactic

literary tradition of the time. However, some critics debated its portrayal of female agency and the

implications of Eliza’s fate.



Impact on American Literature

The coquette helped establish the epistolary novel as a viable form in American letters and opened the

door for more female authors to explore themes of gender and society. It remains a foundational text

in early American fiction studies.

Modern Scholarly Interest

Today, the coquette by hannah webster foster is studied for its historical context, feminist themes, and

narrative technique. Scholars analyze its contributions to understanding the cultural and gender

dynamics of early America and its role in the development of American literary identity.

Early American feminism and proto-feminist literature

Epistolary narrative and multi-voiced storytelling

Gender roles and social expectations in post-revolutionary America

The coquette as a reflection of moral and social anxieties

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Coquette' by Hannah Webster

Foster?

The central theme of 'The Coquette' is the dangers of excessive flirtation and the societal expectations

placed on women in the 18th century, highlighting issues of virtue, reputation, and the consequences



of personal choices.

How does 'The Coquette' reflect the social norms of its time?

The novel reflects 18th-century social norms by emphasizing the importance of female chastity,

reputation, and the limited roles available to women, illustrating how deviation from these norms could

lead to social ostracism and personal tragedy.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Coquette' and what challenges does

she face?

The protagonist is Eliza Wharton, a young woman who struggles between her desire for independence

and flirtation and the societal pressures to conform to expectations of marriage and virtue, ultimately

facing the consequences of her choices.

In what literary form is 'The Coquette' written and why is this

significant?

The novel is written as an epistolary narrative, composed of letters between characters, which allows

readers to gain intimate insights into the characters' thoughts and emotions, and reflects the moral and

social commentary of the time.

What impact did 'The Coquette' have on American literature?

'The Coquette' is considered one of the earliest American novels and is significant for its moralistic

tone and exploration of women's roles, influencing the development of the sentimental novel genre in

the United States.

How does 'The Coquette' address the theme of female agency?

The novel explores female agency by depicting Eliza's attempts to navigate her desires and social

expectations, ultimately portraying the limitations placed on women’s autonomy and the consequences

they faced when asserting independence.



Additional Resources

1. Charlotte Temple by Susanna Rowson

This early American novel tells the tragic story of Charlotte Temple, a young English girl seduced and

abandoned by a British officer. Like *The Coquette*, it explores themes of female virtue, societal

expectations, and the consequences of transgression. The book was immensely popular in the late

18th and early 19th centuries and offers insight into the period's moral attitudes toward women.

2. Belinda by Maria Edgeworth

A novel that addresses issues of marriage, social class, and female education, *Belinda* offers a more

pragmatic and moralistic perspective compared to *The Coquette*. Edgeworth’s heroine navigates

complex romantic and social dilemmas, highlighting the constraints placed on women in the late 18th

century. The book contrasts notions of virtue and vice with a keen social critique.

3. Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (Fanny Hill) by John Cleland

Although more explicit and controversial, this 18th-century novel shares with *The Coquette* a focus

on a young woman’s sexual awakening and societal judgments. Fanny Hill’s story challenges

contemporary norms and explores themes of desire, exploitation, and survival. It provides a

provocative counterpoint to the more restrained narrative style of Foster’s work.

4. The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe

While primarily a Gothic novel, *The Mysteries of Udolpho* explores female vulnerability and virtue

under threat, themes that resonate with *The Coquette*. Radcliffe’s heroine faces emotional and

physical dangers that test her moral character. The novel’s emphasis on sensibility and emotion

complements the sentimental style of Foster’s narrative.

5. Camilla by Fanny Burney

This novel delves into the social pressures and romantic entanglements faced by young women in

Georgian England. Burney’s nuanced portrayal of female characters and their struggles with societal

expectations parallels *The Coquette*’s focus on the consequences of flirtation and independence. The

book also highlights the importance of reputation and self-restraint.



6. The Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennox

This early 18th-century novel satirizes romantic idealism and the effects of literature on women’s

perceptions of love and virtue. Like *The Coquette*, it critiques the limited roles available to women

and the dangers of unrealistic expectations in romance. Lennox’s witty narrative underscores the

tension between fantasy and social reality.

7. Clarissa by Samuel Richardson

A monumental epistolary novel focusing on the tragic fate of a virtuous young woman who resists

societal and familial pressures. *Clarissa* shares with *The Coquette* an exploration of female agency,

virtue, and the consequences of resistance in a patriarchal society. Richardson’s detailed

psychological insight deepens the understanding of the heroine’s plight.

8. Pamela by Samuel Richardson

This novel narrates the story of a servant girl whose virtue is tested by her master’s advances. Like

*The Coquette*, it explores themes of female virtue and social mobility, though *Pamela* takes a more

optimistic view of women’s ability to assert moral authority. The book was influential in shaping early

American and British literature about women’s roles.

9. The Power of Sympathy by William Hill Brown

Often considered the first American novel, it deals with seduction, moral downfall, and the

consequences of failed virtue. The themes closely align with those in *The Coquette*, highlighting the

dangers faced by women who defy social conventions. Its epistolary form and moral didacticism

complement Foster’s style and thematic concerns.
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