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In this paper I discuss the question of autonomy in the philosophy of Anne Conway as expressed in The
Principles of the most Ancient and Modern Philosophy. Though the concept of autonomy is often placed in op-
position to concepts of interdependence and mutual co-operation, and as such has been critiqued by a
number of feminist philosophers, it is a striking feature of Conway’s ontology that she presents a sys-
tem in which autonomy, in the sense of freedom to self-determination and self-perfection, co-exists
with interdependence, and in which each of the three substances in her ontology enjoys an autonomy
which is both limited and infinite. It is also striking that although the autonomy or independence of the
soul within the seventeenth-century philosophical context is usually associated with defenses of mat-
ter-spirit dualism, in Conway it goes hand-in-hand with a version of monism.   

I then discuss the relationship between gender and ontology in Philips and the related question of
the engagement of feminist scholars and thinkers with her work, for example Jacqueline Broad and
Carol Wayne White’s examination of her work from the perspectives of feminist critiques of dualism
and ecofeminism. I discuss the connections which Broad and White make between gender hierarchies
and dualism and argue for a more nuanced reading of Conway in this respect. I also argue for a more
central role for autonomy and individual ethical responsibility within Conway’s system than has been
previously recognized.

Finally, I suggest that even for those who do not accept Conway’s theological framework, that her
conception of autonomy as something which can exist for an entity which is singular-plural and in rela-
tionships of interdependence has abiding relevance for philosophical debate.


