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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 Since the 1980s, literary scholars in the U.K., Ireland, and the U.S. have recovered the 

contributions of the nineteenth-century American writer Catharine Maria Sedgwick and her older 

Anglo-Irish contemporary Maria Edgeworth, establishing both as groundbreaking contributors to 

their respective national literatures. This dissertation casts new light on both authors by 

examining their private writings to reconstruct their actual historical relationship to one another 

and by interpreting their published works in a transatlantic and post-colonial context. Reading 

their works side by side reveals that both authors were preoccupied with modeling Union—the 

harmonious union of qualities within the individual, of husbands and wives, of disparate groups 

within larger societies, and, most importantly, of member states within larger political nations, 

such as Edgeworth’s United Kingdom of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and Sedgwick’s young 

United States of America. 

 Though Sedgwick and Edgeworth lived an ocean apart and never met in person, their 

literary celebrity and shared literary project connected them. Throughout her career, Sedgwick’s 

readers and critics compared her style, her subject matter, her literary and social mission, and 

indeed the totality of her literary persona to that of Edgeworth. The dedication of Sedgwick’s 

first novel, A New-England Tale (1822), is an encomium to Edgeworth that establishes how 

much the novice American admired this mature writer who had already achieved enormous 

transatlantic literary stature. Edgeworth’s response to that dedication initiated an occasional 



 viii

correspondence between the two women, and Sedgwick continued to inscribe her fiction with 

intertextual references to Edgeworth. Important points of intersection between Sedgwick’s and 

Edgeworth’s oeuvres include their literary treatments of women and their writings about women 

writers, their pioneering literary regionalism, their fictional representations of socioeconomic and 

ethnic others, and their use of allegory to infuse domestic fictions with national political 

significance. Both writers employ various narrative strategies in presenting the many aspects of 

their social and political philosophies to the public in a fictional and often coded form that this 

dissertation theorizes as the sub-genre of domestic-political fiction. This sub-genre was the 

means through which both authors modeled their ideals of perfect Union. 

   

  



 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

SEDGWICK AND EDGEWORTH: 

A CASE OF TRANSATLANTIC INTERTEXTUALITY 

 

Common Ground 

 

Catharine Maria Sedgwick appears as the earliest writer in some influential but now 

dated studies of American women’s writing—Nina Baym’s Woman’s Fiction (1970) and Mary 

Kelley’s Private Woman, Public Stage (1984), to name two. These studies essentially sever 

Sedgwick from the literary past as if she had sprung from the new republic’s intellectual womb 

fully formed, having few literary models at all and none of them women. This image is 

misleading, of course, for Sedgwick understood herself in a literary historical context from the 

beginning of her career. In 1822, Sedgwick rather conspicuously dedicated her first published 

work, the novel A New-England Tale, as follows: 

TO 

MARIA EDGEWORTH, 

AS A 

SLIGHT EXPRESSION 

OF THE 

WRITER’S SENSE OF HER EMINENT SERVICES 
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IN THE 

GREAT CAUSE 

OF 

HUMAN VIRTUE AND IMPROVEMENT, 

THIS HUMBLE TALE 

IS RESPECTFULLY DEDICATED. 

 

Sedgwick here manages to express the familiar kind of obligatory modesty about her own 

writing—so common in prefaces by female authors of the long eighteenth century—while at the 

same time attributing enormous importance to the career of an experienced woman writer whom 

she apparently considers as both a personal role model and also an important player on the world 

literary stage. Edgeworth, born more than thirty years before Sedgwick, had published all but 

one of her twenty-plus volumes before Sedgwick’s literary debut. By dedicating her first novel to 

this successful senior author, Sedgwick places her own fledgling career in a context that is at 

once gendered, historical, and international. More telling, however, is the way in which 

Sedgwick’s ostensibly self-effacing dedication ironically places her own writing in an 

ungendered, transhistorical, and universal super-context by using grandiose terms such as 

“eminent services,” “great cause,” and “human virtue and improvement” with absolute sincerity. 

Therefore, if Sedgwick really considered her first novel as merely a “humble tale”—and I am not 

fully convinced that she did
1
—it could not have been because she believed women were only 

capable of producing mediocre writing. On the contrary, Sedgwick represents herself humbly 

because such professions of humility had been pro forma for female writers for decades, and, 

more significantly, because established British writers such as Edgeworth had already achieved 

 2



an international stature to which she as a novice American hardly dared to aspire. Modest 

disclaimers notwithstanding, Sedgwick saw herself as joining an ongoing conversation of women 

writers and thinkers who had already begun to change the world. 

I aim to contextualize both Sedgwick and Edgeworth more broadly than previous 

scholars have done. I will examine them not only in terms of their careers as women writers and 

their literary treatments of women—frameworks which are extremely important but which have 

become so ubiquitous in studies of women writers that they effectively crowd out other critical 

approaches—but also in terms of their actual, personal relationship with one another, their 

political experiences and philosophies, their pioneering use of dialect, their groundbreaking 

fictional representations of socioeconomic and ethnic others, and their employment of various 

narrative strategies in presenting the many aspects of their social and political philosophies to the 

public in a fictional and often coded form—a sub-genre I refer to as “domestic-political.” This 

dissertation, then, seeks to cast new light on both authors by interpreting their literary projects in 

a transatlantic and post-colonial context, examining them both as important pioneers of 

nineteenth-century fiction. 

Why study Sedgwick and Edgeworth together? The fact that Sedgwick’s contemporary 

readers, including some of her earliest reviewers, paired her with Edgeworth from the start 

provides ample justification. Reviewing James Fenimore Cooper’s The Spy for the North 

American Review in July, 1822, William Howard Gardiner added a footnote comparing the then-

unknown author of A New-England Tale with Edgeworth: 

When [this review was] prepared for the press, we had not read the 

New England Tale, a beautifully little picture of native scenery and 

manners, composed with exquisite delicacy of taste, and great 

strength of talent. Had we seen this, we should not have needed a 

stronger confirmation of our opinion respecting the abundance of 

original character we can supply to the domestic tale.—If rumor 
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has rightly attributed this excellent production to a female pen, we 

may with far greater confidence boast of a religious Edgeworth in 

our land, than of a wonder-working Scott. (279 footnote) 

 

Cooper himself, in an unsigned review of A New-England Tale for The Monthly Review, wrote 

that Sedgwick’s writing resembled that of Oliver Goldsmith and Edgeworth because it “rendered 

a service to virtue, and created an augmentation of human happiness, which many a venerable 

folio, and many a splendid epic, adorned by great names, and honoured by great critics, can 

never effect” (340). An anonymous reviewer of Redwood for The Atlantic Magazine noted in 

1824 that “the authoress, while she obviously, indeed avowedly, makes Miss Edgeworth her 

model, is neither a servile nor an unequal imitator” (236). A review of Sedgwick’s The 

Travellers: a Tale designed for Young People (1825), compared it favorably to Edgeworth’s 

children’s stories while remarking that Sedgwick has “the advantage” over Edgeworth in the 

“inculcation of religious motives” (34-35). Assessing Sedgwick’s literary accomplishments as of 

1829, Lydia Maria Child echoed the already-familiar comparison: 

Her claims have, however, sunk deeply into the hearts of her 

countrymen;  and her fame is destined to be far more durable than 

that of any other female writer among us. In America, she deserves 

the rank accorded to Miss Edgeworth in England; and an hundred 

years hence, when other and gifted competitors have crowded into 

the field, our country will still be as proud of her name. (234-35) 

 

In the text accompanying Sedgwick’s portrait in vol. 1 of The National Portrait Gallery of 

Distinguished Americans, which was reprinted as “Caroline [sic] Maria Sedgwick” in American 

Ladies Magazine in 1835, an unnamed writer specifically compares Sedgwick’s linguistic style 

to Edgeworth’s: 

The purity of her English may afford a model to some of our 

learned scholars; and with that of Miss Edgeworth, it furnishes for 

their consideration the very interesting problem how far a 

knowledge of the learned languages is essential to an English 
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writer in the use of his vernacular tongue. (8) 

 

Not all American commentators rushed to compare Sedgwick to Edgeworth, however. Writing 

for The Ladies Companion in 1835, Mrs. E. C. Embury took patriotic offense at such borrowed 

laurels: 

 How it irks the ear of a patriot when the names, however 

honored, of the gifted in another land are applied to our own 

writers. Who has not felt indignant at hearing Miss Sedgwick 

styled the Edgeworth of our country? Whether her hand portrays 

the sweet Hope Leslie, the stately Grace Campbell, the noble 

Magawisca, or the excellent Aunt Deborah, she is alike feminine, 

natural and American. Why then should we bestow on her the 

mantle which has fallen from the shoulders of another?  She is no 

copyist of another's skill: she has now a name for herself—she is 

one of our national glories—our Sedgwick. (84) 

 

However outraged Mrs. Embury may have felt, her comments here nonetheless give us a good 

idea of just how common the Edgeworth-Sedgwick comparison really was. In any case, other 

American critics continued to pair the two writers honorifically. An anonymous reviewer of The 

Linwoods for the North American Review in 1836 favorably compares Sedgwick to “her 

illustrious prototype, Miss Edgeworth,” concluding that while the latter has the greater “literary 

power,” the “moral strain” of Sedgwick’s “writings is of a yet higher cast” (194). 

But there are more substantial reasons for a comparative study now than the plethora of 

nineteenth-century comparisons. Biographically, Sedgwick and Edgeworth shared obvious 

features, such as being fairly well educated and financially comfortable, remaining single, 

writing prolifically, experiencing stepmother troubles, and living long lives. Less immediately 

apparent is that they shared a particular kind of quasi-postcolonial status manifested in each 

woman’s preoccupation with issues of national and ethnic identity.
2
 In one sense, the two 

authors’ political situations were reversed—one’s country had cast off its colonial status by 

fighting for independence from Great Britain, while the other’s had officially lost its colonial 
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status only by uniting with Great Britain—but nevertheless they have many political and social 

issues in common. Cathy N. Davidson’s insight into earlier American novelists also applies to 

Edgeworth and Sedgwick, both of whom “faced the special task of creating literature against the 

overwhelming impact of their nation’s residual colonial mentality” (11).  

Sedgwick and her entire family were deeply concerned with issues of U.S. national 

identity and the proper relationship between their new, post-revolutionary nation and Great 

Britain. The Sedgwicks were expressly interested in educational issues as well as class and 

ethnic relations in the new republic. Catharine’s sister-in-law, Susan Ridley Livingston 

Sedgwick, was a leading children’s author and educator, while Catharine herself was 

increasingly devoted to furthering women’s educational and employment opportunities 

throughout her life. Similarly, Edgeworth and her father were pioneering educational theorists. 

Their privileged Anglo-Irish family was concerned with the proper relationship between Ireland 

and England, especially during the period of rebellion and unrest preceding Ireland’s union with 

England in 1800—the very year that Edgeworth’s first Irish tale, Castle Rackrent, appeared. 

Socio-economically, both Sedgwick and Edgeworth hailed from families who were educated, 

gentile, and politically connected. Both were schooled to an extent, but perhaps more importantly 

both were also to a great degree educated by themselves and by important male relatives—in 

Edgeworth’s case mainly by her father Richard Lovell Edgeworth who served in the Dublin 

Parliament, and in Sedgwick’s case by her four beloved brothers as well as her father, U.S. 

Congressman and Judge Theodore Sedgwick.
3
 Both women shared a lively interest in regional 

and ethnic sub-cultures. Both possessed a keen ear for dialect, and each was among the first 

writers in her country to incorporate regional dialects into novels.  
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My ultimate reason for studying Edgeworth and Sedgwick together, however, 

incorporates all of the previous reasons: they share similar claims to a kind of “firstness” in their 

respective national literatures, and in English-language literature more generally, because they 

perfected a sub-genre of nineteenth-century fiction that I have come to think of as the domestic-

political. While not widely identified as a distinct sub-genre, much less recognized by a 

particular term, this body of literature has increasingly come to the attention of American literary 

scholars, starting perhaps with Jane Tompkins’s Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of 

American Fiction, 1790-1860 (1985) and more recently in Julia Stern’s The Plight of Feeling: 

Sympathy and Dissent in the Early American Novel (1997), Elizabeth Barnes’s States of 

Sympathy: Seduction and Democracy in the American Novel (1997), and Amy Kaplan’s 

influential essay on “Manifest Domesticity” (American Literature Fall 1998). In British studies, 

Mary Jean Corbett’s Allegories of Union in Irish and British Writing, 1790-1870 (2000) makes a 

strong case for political readings of Edgeworth’s Irish tales, and Anne K. Mellor’s Mothers of 

the Nation: Women’s Political Writing in England, 1780-1830 (2000) argues that women 

intellectuals of the Romantic era fully participated in the public sphere. While Sedgwick and 

Edgeworth were both skilled at representing the world of women in society that Frances Burney 

and Jane Austen also excelled in portraying, Edgeworth and Sedgwick were also able to 

incorporate social, domestic, historical, psychological, and allegorical elements into novels that 

entertain and instruct while commenting more directly on the politics—national politics, gender 

politics, and the broader politics of human rights—of their own times than their contemporary 

novelists or their immediate literary predecessors.
4
  

 

 

 7



 

 

Contact and Comment 

 

Sedgwick’s dedication to A New-England Tale was my first indication of how important 

a model Edgeworth was to the young American (see p. 1). Intrigued by the visual prominence—

it boldly fills the top half of an otherwise empty page—as well as the figurative strength of this 

language, I have searched Sedgwick’s correspondence at the Massachusetts Historical Society 

for references to Edgeworth or her writings. These include letters between the two women as 

well as third-person references in Sedgwick’s correspondence with her family and friends and 

her other personal writings. These epistolary references have helped convinced me that 

Edgeworth was indeed Sedgwick’s most important model as a fiction writer, and her most 

important role model as a woman writer. Nevertheless, I shall demonstrate in this chapter that 

Sedgwick was not uncritical of Edgeworth’s work; she used at least one of her own novels to 

morally correct one of Edgeworth’s. Likewise, Edgeworth did not hesitate to critique and even 

advise the less experienced Sedgwick, though she did so through third parties. Their relationship 

was complicated, featuring obvious respect and gracious admiration yet charged with elements 

of professional rivalry and personal and nationalistic pride—pride that was easily threatened and 

easily wounded. 

Edgeworth was twenty-two years older than Sedgwick, and the bulk of her writings had 

seen multiple editions before Sedgwick even got started.
5
 Edgeworth’s most popular fictional 

works came out between 1800 and 1817, when Sedgwick was between the ages of 10 and 27 and 

an eager reader. Exactly when Sedgwick first read any of Edgeworth’s books is unclear, 
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however. Writing in her early sixties, she derides her childhood reading as negligible compared 

to the relative richness of children’s literature available to her great-niece Alice Minot.
6
  

“My dear Alice, would you like to know what were the books of 

my childhood? You, of the present time, for whom the press daily 

turns out its novelties, for whom Miss Edgeworth has written her 

charming stories, and Scott has simplified history, will look upon 

my condition as absolute inanition” (AB 82).  

 

Though Edgeworth’s first collection of children’s stories, The Parent’s Assistant, appeared in 

London in 1796 when Sedgwick was just six, the first American edition did not appear until 

1809 when Sedgwick was nineteen. Edgeworth’s Early Lessons, published in London in 1801, 

was not published in Philadelphia until 1805 when Sedgwick was fifteen.
7
 Sedgwick recalls her 

early library as consisting of “a dozen little story-books,” Berquin’s Children’s Friend in four 

volumes (1783) and his The Looking Glass for the Mind; or Intellectual Mirror (1787); a volume 

of small pieces by Anna Letitia Barbauld, possibly Hymns in Prose for Children (1781) or 

Lessons for Children (1787); Elizabeth Singer Rowe’s Friendship in Death: In Twenty Letters 

from the Dead to the Living (1731); and Vicesimus Knox’s 1790 collection of Elegant Extracts; 

or, Useful and Entertaining Passages in Prose, Selected for the Improvement of Young Persons 

(AB 82-83). With the exception of the last, all of the titles Sedgwick recalls in this passage were 

originally published before her birth, so it is likely that they were purchased with the older 

Sedgwick siblings in mind. It seems that the two youngest Sedgwicks, Catharine and Charles, 

had to make do with a hand-me-down library.
8
 Elsewhere in her autobiography Sedgwick 

recounts listening to her father read aloud to the family from the works of Shakespeare, 

Cervantes, Hume, Samuel Butler, and Gibbon from the time she was eight years old. She also 

recounts reading Charles Rollin’s multi-volume Ancient History during one winter when she was 

no older than twelve (AB 74). 
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Edgeworth’s third and sixth books, Practical Education (1798) and the Essay on  Irish 

Bulls (1802) were her earliest non-fictional works to appear in American editions (1801 and 

1803, respectively). Belinda may have been her only work of adult fiction that was available to 

Sedgwick before the U.S. edition of Tales of Fashionable Life in 1809.
9
  Edgeworth’s fame and 

popularity in America apparently grew rapidly over the first decade of the nineteenth century, 

however. As the following chart demonstrates, from 1809 forward U.S. editions of her new 

books appeared in American cities almost immediately after their London and Dublin debuts. 

 

Title by Maria Edgeworth  First edition
10

      First U.S. edition
11

 

 

Letters for Literary Ladies  1795       D.C.: Milligan, 1810 

 

The Parent’s Assistant  1796       D.C.: Milligan, 1809  

 

Practical Education (with RLE) 1798       N.Y.: Hopkins, 1801 

 

Castle Rackrent, an Hibernian tale 1800                  Boston: T.B. Wait & Sons, 1814
12

 

 

Early Lessons (10 v.)   1801       Philadelphia: Johnson, 1805 

(Harry and Lucy, Rosamond, Frank, and other stories) 

 

Moral Tales For Young People (5 v.) 1801                     Philadelphia: Johnson & Warner, 1810 

  

Belinda    1801        NY: Routledge, 1801
13

 

  

Essay on Irish Bulls (with RLE) 1802         Philadelphia: Duane, 1803  

 

Idleness and Industry Exemplified 1801         Philadelphia:  Johnson, 1803 

[from The Parent’s Assistant but published separately in this instance] 

 

Popular Tales    1804                     Philadelphia: Humphreys, 1804 

 

The Modern Griselda: A Tale  1805          D.C.: Milligan, 1810 

 

Leonora    1806          NY: Riley, 1806 
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(chart continued from previous page) 
 

Title by Maria Edgeworth  First edition   First U.S. edition 
 

Lazy Lawrence, Rosamund, Frank, 1801           Philadelphia: Johnson, 1808 

and The Little Merchants  

[from The Parent’s Assistant and Early Lessons]  

  

Tales of Fashionable Life, I-III 1809           D.C.: Milligan, 1809 

(Ennui, Almeria, Madame de Fleury, The Dun, Maneuvring) 

 

Cottage Dialogues Among the  1811                      Philadelphia: Johnson & Warner, 1811 

Irish Peasantry                               Philadelphia: Samuel Fisher, 1811 

(by Mary Leadbetter, with preface and notes by ME) 

 

Tales of Fashionable Life, IV-VI 1812                       NY: Inskeep & Bradford, 1812 

(Vivian, Emile de Coulanges, The Absentee)  

 

Patronage    1814             Philadelphia, 1814 

 

Harrington, a Tale   1817             NY and Philadelphia, 1817 

 

Ormond, a Tale  (with RLE)  1817             NY and Philadelphia, 1817 

 

Memoirs of RLE (begun by RLE) 1820             Boston, 1820 

 

The Cherry Orchard:  Also a description of the tiger            Philadelphia, New Haven,  

[from Moral Tales but published separately here]            and Charleston, S.C., 1820 

 

Rosamond: a Sequel to Early Lessons   1821                       Boston and Philadelphia, 1821 

 

Frank: a Sequel to Frank in Early Lessons  1822            Boston, 1822 

 

Works of Maria Edgeworth,                     [only in U.S.]                Boston: Parker, 1822-25 

Complete in 13 Volumes              New York, 1835-36  

 

Harry and Lucy Concluded:    1825           Boston, 1825 

being the last part of Early Lessons 

 

Little Plays for Children,   1827           Philadelphia, 1827 

Being an additional volume 

of The Parent’s Assistant 

 

Helen      1834                      Boston and Philadelphia, 1834 
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As the chart indicates, a steady stream of Edgeworth’s works was readily available to 

Sedgwick from about age twelve and throughout her twenties, thirties, and into her forties. So, 

while it is clear that Sedgwick was not exactly raised on Edgeworth’s fiction, it is important to 

note that she came of age and matured during a period when Edgeworth was enormously popular 

in this country and abroad. By 1821, the year before Sedgwick’s first novel came out, twenty 

books by Edgeworth had already appeared in the U.S., several in more than one edition. These 

were followed by the 13-volume collected edition issued beginning in 1822. It is hardly 

surprising, then, that by the time Sedgwick became a published author at thirty-two, she regarded 

her older contemporary with an awe that approached hero-worship. Her enormous early respect 

for Edgeworth is evident not only from the dedication to A New-England Tale, but also from the 

textual references to Edgeworth in Sedgwick’s second novel, Redwood, A Tale (1824) and her 

fourth novel, Clarence: or, A Tale of Our Own Times (1830).
14

 Sedgwick efficiently uses the 

references to broaden the scope of her own novel, thereby announcing her membership in a 

transatlantic literary community and an international discourse of personal and political morality.  

Redwood contains two scenes in which main characters praise Edgeworth’s fiction. 

Indeed, in these scenes Edgeworth—through her textual surrogates—functions almost as a 

character in the novel. While these references to Edgeworth’s texts are clear and direct, their 

contribution to our interpretation of Redwood is much more complex. When we understand the 

works to which Sedgwick alludes, the allusions emerge as much more than simple name-

dropping opportunities.
15

 Both contain multiple layers of meaning for understanding Redwood 

and, more importantly, for understanding the complexity of Sedgwick’s ideological self-

positioning vis-à-vis Edgeworth.  
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The first instance appears in a letter from the shallow and arrogant Caroline Redwood to 

her maternal grandmother in South Carolina. Caroline uses Edgeworth’s books as an example of 

the kind of boring, moralistic reading material that prudish northern girls enjoy:  “There is a 

village library, and as much eagerness for the dull histories and travels it contains, as you and I 

ever felt to get a new novel into our possession. As to novels, there is no such thing as obtaining 

one, unless it be some of Miss Edgeworth’s, which scarcely deserve the name of novels” (I, 124-

25). By pitting the frivolous and worldly Caroline against Edgeworth’s moral fiction in this way, 

Sedgwick locates her own fiction firmly in the Edgeworth camp.   

The second reference occurs in chapter 12. Convalescing in the rural New York home in 

which he is a guest, Henry Redwood, a middle-aged Virginia planter, has noticed that his hosts’ 

ward, Ellen Bruce, strikingly resembles the woman he secretly married in his youth. When his 

friend Mrs. Westall (who also knew his first wife but does not know that they were secretly 

married) innocently remarks on the uncanny resemblance, Henry desperately tries to divert the 

conversation and thereby hide the emotion it has evoked in him: 

. . . he turned suddenly to Ellen, and asked her what book she was 

reading. 

“The Absentee” [she answered]. 

“The Absentee—a tale of Miss Edgeworth’s, I believe—will you do 

me the favour to read aloud?” 

“Certainly—but I am near the conclusion of the book.” 

“That is of no consequence; the story is in my view always a 

subordinate part—and the sense and spirit of Miss Edgeworth’s 

dialogue—open her books where you will—is sure to instruct and 

entertain you.” (256) 

 

This dialogue operates, at least on the surface, as an encomium to Edgeworth. Sedgwick 

had already dedicated her first novel to Edgeworth; she probably hoped that this subsequent 

glowing review would find its way to Edgeworth’s attention, flatter her, and perhaps even 
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influence her to advance Sedgwick’s own reputation in the U.K. However, Sedgwick had much 

more than tribute or flattery in mind. For Sedgwick’s readers who were familiar with The 

Absentee, this brief reference works metonymically. Far from a passing nod to a randomly 

chosen Edgeworth novel, the allusion points the reader to The Absentee in particular and to 

everything that it means. The allusion functions like a hypertext link from Sedgwick’s text to 

Edgeworth’s, which, once the reader makes the connection, opens up an alternative fictional 

world that brings much to bear on Redwood. In fact, I am convinced that Sedgwick wrote 

Redwood in part as an American anti-text to The Absentee.  

Sedgwick ensures that her readers will not miss her point by introducing Edgeworth’s 

novel directly into her own and perhaps hitting them over the head with it as the scene quoted 

above proceeds: 

Ellen resumed the book, and read with feeling and expression the ever-

memorable scene of Colambre’s declaration to Grace Nugent, till she came 

to the passage where Colambre says, there is an ‘invincible obstacle’ to 

their union. Her voice faltered, but she would have had enough self-

command to proceed, had not Mr. Redwood enquired, “what obstacle could 

be invincible where a creature so artless, so frank, so charming, was in 

question?” 

“A sufficient obstacle, papa,” interposed Caroline; “Lord Colambre 

believed that Miss Nugent’s mother was not ‘sans reproche.’” 

“That may be a sufficient obstacle in a work of fiction,” replied Mr. 

Redwood, “but in real life, with a man of sense and feeling, a man deeply in 

love too, I fancy it would not be a very serious objection. What say you, 

Charles, you are a young man of the class I have named?” 

Mr. Redwood looked to Westall for a reply; he perceived his question 

had disconcerted him—he looked at Ellen, her face was crimson—the 

application that had been made of the fictitious incident instantly flashed 

across his mind. “I perceive,” he added, with his usual adroitness, “that I 

have proposed a nice question in ethics. I am no casuist, and was not aware 

that it admitted a doubt.” 

“Nor does it,” said Westall, recovering himself completely. “I know not 

how it may be in the artificial ethics of the world, but it seems to me to be 

the decision of natural justice that the fault of one person cannot be 

transferred to another—that it cannot be right to make an innocent child 

suffer for the guilt of its parent.” (257-58) 
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 In The Absentee, Lord Colambre’s family believe that their ward, Grace Nugent, was born out of 

wedlock, though they adopted at a young age and raised and educated her as a gentlewoman. 

Grace herself is unaware of her presumed illegitimacy, and twenty-year-old Lord Colambre 

himself does not learn of it until after he has been in love with her for some years. The news 

devastates him, yet he immediately concludes that such a woman cannot become his wife. 

Despite the pain it causes him, he never considers marrying Grace while he believes her 

illegitimate. His concerns are not only for maintaining legitimate bloodlines and protecting his 

family’s honor from the stain of a connection to an immoral family, but also for an alleged 

constitutional tendency to vice that he fears Grace may have inherited from her maternal 

ancestors, the St. Omars, of whom he has heard that none of the women are chaste: “ ‘But St. 

Omar! – Why! Why is she a St. Omar! – illegitimate! – “No St. Omar sans reproche.” My wife 

she cannot be – I will not engage her affections’” (206). 

Grace Nugent’s illegitimacy, and the obstacle it poses to a marriage with Colambre, 

forms the central conflict of The Absentee’s love plot.
16

 The whole business may trouble modern 

readers who have come to expect nineteenth-century novels by women to work against residual 

social codes, such as hereditary virtue and the importance of maintaining pure family bloodlines, 

by emphasizing the merit and virtue of individual women independently of their family 

backgrounds. “Marrying up” is the just reward for so many heroines—Jane Austen’s Lizzie 

Bennet perhaps most famously—and their right to do so seems just and natural to modern 

readers. In fact, on my first reading of The Absentee, when I reached the point of Colambre’s 

discovery about Grace, I wrongly assumed that the rest of the novel would be about his reform. I 

expected him to learn that judging a potential wife on the basis of her long-gone parents’ actions 
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is absurd and, in his case, a form of needless self-torture. But such is not the case in The 

Absentee. Nothing whatsoever in the novel—not Colambre, not Grace, not the narrator nor the 

narrative tone—ever questions the wisdom or even the virtue of Colambre’s judgment. 

Everyone, including the narrator, endorses it wholeheartedly as if there were no respectable 

alternative. Apparently, in the world of The Absentee, Colambre’s reform in this regard is neither 

desirable nor necessary. The text consistently holds him up as virtuous and wise beyond his 

years—a stance that clearly troubled Sedgwick. 

Yet on another level Edgeworth’s novel is very much about individual moral reform as 

well as social and political reform. Colambre’s parents, Lord and Lady Clonbrony, are absentee 

Irish landlords who have left their estates, and the fate of their tenants, in the hands of various 

agents in order to pursue a fashionable and financially irresponsible London social life. Over the 

course of the novel, Colambre’s strongly Burkean principles of justice and responsibility, and his 

willingness to sacrifice his own convenience for their sake, bring about his parents’ reform. Lord 

Clonbrony resumes direct and benevolent management of his estates, and Lady Clonbrony 

abandons her social-climbing tendencies as well as her attitude of superiority toward Ireland. 

Likewise, in Redwood, members of the younger generation effect the reform of Henry Redwood, 

who not only owns slaves against his own conscience (he handles the conflict by simply 

avoiding his estate as much as possible and leaving his slaves in the hands of overseers) but has 

also abandoned his Christian faith. Redwood is also very much about the reformation of an 

absentee landlord, only Henry Redwood’s abandoned laborers are not tenants but actual slaves. 

The political message of both novels is the topic of chapter 5 of this dissertation, but for now it is 

sufficient to note that the parallels, and the highly loaded anti-parallels, between the two novels 

extend far beyond their marriage plots.  
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Lord Colambre and Grace Nugent eventually marry not because of any personal growth 

or moral enlightenment (as in Pride and Prejudice), but through a deus ex machina:  the 

accidental discovery that Grace’s parents actually were legally (though secretly) married. Grace 

had seemed to be virtuous in spite of her illegitimacy; that she turns out legitimate after all only 

tends to support the novel’s underlying assumption that female virtue is hereditary. By contrast, 

Sedgwick’s hero Charles Westall makes it clear that even if Ellen Bruce were illegitimate (the 

true circumstances of her birth are not revealed to him or her until much later in the novel), that 

would not affect his estimation of her. Even when his gold-digging and more old-fashioned 

mother insists that “no considerate man certainly would think of marrying a woman whose 

history is so involved in mystery—as Caroline [Redwood] says, no man in his sense should 

forget the old proverb, ‘like mother, like daughter,’” Charles responds with, “I decare to you, if 

Miss Redwood is right in her worst conjectures, I think the parent’s fault is redeemed by the 

daughter’s virtue” (246). Sedgwick obviously thought that The Absentee was morally flawed on 

this score, and she set out to correct it in Redwood. I have speculated that a desire to be noticed 

and favorably regarded by the influential Edgeworth may have at least partly inspired 

Sedgwick’s allusions, but Redwood’s critique of The Absentee is far too strong and direct to have 

been the work of a mere flatterer. Despite Henry Redwood’s initial tribute to “the sense and 

spirit of Miss Edgeworth’s dialogue” and its power to “instruct and entertain” (256), the 

remainder of the scene and the whole tone of Redwood unmistakably condemn Colambre’s old-

world prejudice, and with it a great deal of The Absentee.  

Sedgwick’s third direct reference to Edgeworth in Redwood is less complex than the first 

two. In chapter 23 of vol. 2, while relating her personal history to Ellen Bruce, Grace Campbell 

remarks that she has been “single so long”: 
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 “So long!” exclaimed Ellen, smiling. 

“Yes, my dear, ‘so long;’ for you must know I am on the verge  of three 

and twenty, an age un peu passé in the world of fashion,  and quite 

unknown in the lives of heroines, for excepting lady Geraldine, the most 

spirited of Miss Edgeworth’s characters, and whom (heaven bless her for 

it!) she has made, I think, to arrive at the mature age of two and twenty, I do 

not remember in all romance, a single heroine that had attained her 

majority.” (199-200) 

 

Lady Geraldine is the heroine of Edgeworth’s Ennui (1809), which is the second of Edgeworth’s 

four Irish tales: Castle Rackrent (1800), Ennui (1809), The Absentee (1812), and Ormond 

(1817). Grace Campbell’s allusion to Lady Geraldine does not advance the plot of Redwood or 

reveal anything new about the characters of Grace and Ellen beyond the fact that they both read 

Edgeworth’s novels. At face value, the passage itself is little more than a passing remark on the 

disparity between the typical marrying ages of fictional heroines and real women; perhaps it is 

also serves as a playful wink and grateful nod from the unmarried thirty-five year old Sedgwick 

to the unmarried fifty-seven year old Edgeworth. But the reference is important for 

understanding Sedgwick’s political message. The allusion to Lady Geraldine connects Redwood 

to Ennui just as the earlier allusion to Edgeworth connects Redwood to The Absentee. It extends 

the comparison already established between Sedgwick’s Ellen Bruce and Edgeworth’s Grace 

Nugent by introducing a third heroine into the mix. Again, the most important connections 

between Redwood and both of the Edgeworth novels it mentions are political and allegorical, and 

I shall discuss these at length in chapter 5.  

 Clarence, which strongly resembles The Absentee as well as Edgeworth’s earlier novel 

Belinda (1801), also contains a direct reference to Edgeworth. Like Belinda Portman, Gertrude 

Clarence loves to read novels. Not surprisingly, Gertrude’s favorite is Edgeworth, “the beneficial 

genius who had made the actual social world better and happier . . . who by a motion of her wand 

could create an imaginative world, and disclose a possible, but unattainable beauty” (II, 147). 
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Here Sedgwick uses her character to reaffirm what she had said about Edgeworth in the 

dedication to A New-England Tale—that she had actually made her readers better people, and the 

world a better place, through her fiction.  

Though I have been unable to locate any direct response from Edgeworth to Sedgwick’s 

dedication of A New-England Tale, there is evidence that she did write to her American admirer. 

Sedgwick’s letter to her sister Frances Watson dated Oct. 14, 1823, reads  

     “I had like to have forgotten to tell you that I have received a 

very gratifying letter from Miss Edgeworth. This is quite an epoch 

in my humble, quiet life. The letter is entirely satisfactory to me, 

though some of my kind friends would fain believe that she ought 

to have buttered me up more.” (Dewey 161).  

 

Similarly, Sedgwick’s letter to Eliza Cabot (later Follen) dated Nov. 12, 1823, states that “I 

meant to have told you long ago . . . that I have received a letter from Miss Edgeworth—I had 

rather have one of your letters dear but still it is a very gratifying circumstance to such a humble 

personage as I am” (CMS Papers I.8.2). Yet another reference to this letter appears in Life and 

Letters of Susan Warner (1909), Anna Warner’s biography of her sister the famous novelist. 

Anna Warner quotes from a letter that her father wrote to her mother in 1824 (the exact date is 

not listed, but the text indicates the spring of 1824). Serving in the New York State legislature in 

Albany, Henry Warner first expresses in this letter how much he misses his family, then abruptly 

changes the subject:  “Catherine [sic] Sedgwick has received a letter from Miss Edgeworth. 

Think of that” (65). Henry Warner offers no further details or explanations; he merely returns to 

news of his acquaintances in Albany. It is clear from several other passages in the biography that 

both Susan and Henry Warner greatly admired Edgeworth (89-90, 146, 194). However, since the 

letter from Edgeworth to which all of these passages apparently refer is not among Sedgwick’s 

papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society, I know neither its precise contents nor its tone. 
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Considering the dates, however, it was most likely Edgeworth’s response to the dedication of A 

New-England Tale.
 17

  

While I have found no existing direct correspondence between Sedgwick and Edgeworth 

before 1845, there is ample evidence of indirect communication. One such instance occurs in a 

letter to Sedgwick from Mrs. Mary Griffith, dated Oct. 10, 1825: 

. . . Miss Edgeworth has sent me her recent work – the conclusion of Harry 

and Lucy in 4 volumes – She speaks so handsomely of you that I was 

tempted to boast of my friendship with you. I told her in one of the 20 pages 

that I have just written to her, that you intend to send her your works. She 

asks the meanings of several words and phrases that you use. For several of 

them I have applied to your brother, who is all kindness, and I have been 

able to learn their meanings through him. But I flatter myself that neither of 

you know the meaning, or should I say the origin of the word Caucus – one 

of the words that Miss Edgeworth did not understand – Caucus comes from 

the Indian word or Delaware words, Gor-kos, which signifies an owl – It is 

used by the Indians of that tribe, to denote a preliminary meeting and a 

people of such oriental feelings would [illegible word] naturally call a grave 

meeting by such a name. Does not this smell of learning  [illegible word] 

that I have exceeded you in this particular. 

 Are you not writing again? Your pen should not be idle. 

   Yours, most respectfully and truly, 

M. Griffith 

 

Besides indicating that Edgeworth spoke favorably of Sedgwick in 1825, this letter reflects the 

interest in dialects that the two authors obviously shared. Indeed, it is likely that Edgeworth 

inspired and indirectly encouraged Sedgwick’s interest I topic I explore in detail in chapter 3.  

Mary Griffith was not the only intermediary between Sedgwick and Edgeworth. After 

Sedgwick’s second novel appeared in 1824, one Rachel Mordecai Lazarus, a young Jewish 

schoolteacher in a small town in North Carolina, sent a copy of the novel to her foreign friend, 

Maria Edgeworth. The relationship between Edgeworth and Rachel, which will figure more 

significantly in ch. 4 of this dissertation, warrants a brief digression here. In 1812, Edgeworth 

published her short novel The Absentee, which includes a greedy and villainous Jewish 
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stereotype of a character named Mordecai. Three years later, Edgeworth received a letter from 

Rachel Mordecai (later Lazarus). Rachel criticized Edgeworth’s negative portrayal of Mordecai 

as unfair to Jews in general and untrue to her personal experience as a Jew in the United States. 

Edgeworth replied to Rachel with an apology and an announcement that she had already begun 

to write another book for the purpose of making amends. This conciliatory work turned out to be 

the novel Harrington (1817), in which the central characters are a virtuous Jewish father and his 

Gentile-marrying daughter (I consider both writers’ treatments of ethnic minorities and 

oppressed populations in chapter 4). Rachel’s letter of protest resulted not only in this new novel 

but also in a lifelong correspondence between the Anglo-Irish protestant author and her southern 

American Jewish reader.  

Edgeworth responded to Redwood in some detail in a letter to Rachel dated May 2, 1825. 

The following year Rachel copied Edgeworth’s response verbatim and sent it to Sedgwick, 

whom she had never met. The first paragraph of Rachel’s first letter to Sedgwick follows: 

July 16, 1826 

Madam, 

It is not without some degree of diffidence that I prepare to 

address the intelligent and deservedly celebrated author of “Redwood,” a 

work which, secondary to no novel of even the present day, is 

acknowledged with pride on this side of the Atlantick and read with 

delight on the other. But it is not to add my mite to the general 

expression of applause that I have taken this liberty. The praise of an 

unknown individual, however warm and sincere, could be of little value, 

and would not excuse the vanity implied in deeming it of sufficient 

importance to be thus expressed, or authorise the presumption of a self-

introduction to the notice of Miss Sedgwick. For several years past, it has 

been my happiness to be honoured by a correspondence with Miss 

Edgeworth, it is her sentiments that I am desirous to convey, and to Miss 

Edgeworth whose talents and whose worth, beyond encomium, are as 

highly prized by Miss Sedgwick as by me, I may safely trust to plead my 

apology.
18
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Apologetic disclaimers notwithstanding, Rachel seems to have used Edgeworth’s remarks as an 

honorable excuse to strike up a correspondence with Sedgwick, much in the same way that 

Sedgwick’s dedication of A New-England Tale may have been on some level a strategy for 

getting a high-profile British literary figure to read and recommend her work out of sheer vanity, 

if not actual admiration. I do not mean to imply that Edgeworth did not sincerely admire A New-

England Tale, for she may well have. However, Sedgwick’s gushing dedication might have 

constricted Edgeworth’s frank appraisal of the novel and certainly problematizes any 

straightforward interpretation of her remarks. 

I have demonstrated that Sedgwick’s tribute to Edgeworth in Redwood was far more 

ambivalent than in her dedication to A New-England Tale. In Edgeworth’s response to Redwood, 

there is some indication that Edgeworth had picked up on Sedgwick’s fictional critique of The 

Absentee. Despite the early praise, there is a tone of superiority—and threatened ego—in the 

latter part of Edgeworth’s response, which I have excerpted here from her letter to Rachel: 

Redwood has entertained us very much, I am so much flattered by the 

manner in which my writings are alluded to in this book, that I can hardly suppose 

I am an unprejudiced judge, but it appears to me a work of superior talent, far 

greater than even the New-England Tale gave me reason to expect. The character 

of Aunt Deborah is first rate; in Scott’s best manner, yet not an imitation of Scott. 

It is to America what Scott’s characters are to Scotland – valuable as original 

pictures, with enough of individual peculiarity to be interesting, and to give the 

feeling of reality and life as portraits, with sufficient also of general 

characteristicks, to give them the philosophical merit of portraying a class. 

It is of great consequence to sketch and record such characters now in 

America, because in another half-century, they will have passed away, and it 

would require more than the power of the master genius to raise them from the 

dead – Because too your America is not like Scotland, a land of tradition, it has 

little influence on our minds by early associations – great by actual curiosity – the 

present, not the past, must therefore be the American writer’s domain. If you have 

any means of communication with this author [Sedgwick], I wish you could 

convey to her this idea – There is another bit of advice I should wish to give, it is, 

to attempt European character only sparingly: there are a vast host of English 

criticks with eyes and stings sharpened by competition, and rivalry, and party 

spirit, who will detect the slightest deviation from truth in the drawing, or even 
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from fashion, in the appearance of such characters—unfavorable and unjust 

deductions would thence be drawn, even against the truth and merit of the 

American portraits. The shades of fashion in minute particulars which it is almost 

impossible for a transatlantic writer to catch, evanescent as they are—influence 

irremediably London opinions—many an inferior judgment will pass sentence in 

the higher London circles, sentence of vulgarity, equivalent to sentence of death 

on a work, because one single character which aims at being fashionable, may be 

open to the criticism of “every prating she.”  

 

Note that Edgeworth makes a point of asking Rachel to convey to Sedgwick the instructions, 

corrections, and warnings of the later part of her response. It seems as if by this point Sedgwick 

and Edgeworth were engaged in a subtle volley of criticism that required indirect communication 

(through fiction and through third-party correspondence) in order not to violate principles of 

civility. The tone of superiority in Edgeworth’s response and her superbly tactful manner of 

insulting her American counterpart were not lost on Sedgwick. The following excerpt from her 

letter of Dec. 19, 1827, to Henry and Jane Sedgwick makes it clear that she had changed her tune 

considerably since dedicating her first novel to Edgeworth. Having just received a letter from the 

renowned Swiss historian and economist Jean Charles Leonard de Sismondi,
19

 Sedgwick could 

not resist contrasting his generosity with what she considered Edgeworth’s elitist attitude toward 

Americans: 

I have been so much accustomed to sharing my pleasures with you 

my dear brother and sister . . . . I therefore hasten to dispatch to you a 

copy of the most gratifying letter that ever was addressed to my 

authorship—There is a spirit of benevolence—a moral sensibility in the 

writings of Sismondi that excites a feeling of personal regard—Such a 

letter to an obscure unknown individual from a man so distinguished and 

so occupied in the career of letters is a proof of a most kind and generous 

disposition—How different from Miss Edgeworth’s. She certainly 

belongs to the class of egotists—I wish you could see her letter of 

introduction for Capt. Hall to Mrs. Griffith and a subsequent one—

“Capt. H. does me the honor and pleasure to permit me to introduce him 

to you”—and “Have you seen Capt. H?” “Have you heard him talk? 

Have your friends heard him?” and then quite a rant about his fine 

powers—Miss E. must think the Americans just up to the level of Dr. 
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Johnson’s requisitions for a female travelling companion—one would 

think Hall equal to Madame de Stael and Napoleon. 

 

Sedgwick’s rapid and abrupt transition from expressing gratitude and humility towards Sismondi 

(which is, after all, the stated occasion of her letter to Harry and Jane) to venting defensiveness 

and sarcasm towards Edgeworth may indicate the extent to which she had been disappointed by 

Edgeworth’s duplicitous praise for her fiction and Edgeworth’s apparent lack of interest in 

maintaining a substantial correspondence with her. Though I have found no correspondence of 

Sedgwick’s that directly refers to Edgeworth’s comments about Redwood, it is interesting to note 

that by the time Sedgwick read Edgeworth’s insistence that “the present, not the past, must 

therefore be the American writer’s domain,” Sedgwick had in all likelihood already begun 

writing her first historical novel, Hope Leslie; or, Early Times in the Massachusetts (1827), 

which was and remains her most celebrated work. While it unlikely that Edgeworth’s attempt to 

limit the scope of American fiction actually instigated Sedgwick’s turn to historical fiction, the 

success of Hope Leslie was nevertheless Sedgwick’s best possible response to Edgeworth’s 

condescension.  

Still, despite Edgeworth’s scorn and sarcasm, there is evidence that Sedgwick never 

completely lost respect for her as a writer and for her “eminent services in the great cause of 

human virtue and improvement.” In 1830, just three years after the above letter to Harry and 

Jane, Sedgwick published yet another novel containing a favorable allusion to Edgeworth. The 

female bildung plot of Clarence strongly resembles that of Edgeworth’s Belinda. In fact, both 

novels might be termed “reverse bildungsroman,” because their wise young heroines actually 

reform the shallow older women who should be their role models. Sedgwick contrasts her 

sensible and virtuous heroine Gertrude Clarence with the melodramatic and self-centered Mrs. 
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Layton by comparing their reading habits and tastes. Mrs. Layton idolizes Byron; Gertrude 

prefers Burns and Bryant. As for Mme. de Stael’s novels,  

Gertrude’s soul was thrilled by them, but she preferred Miss 

Edgeworth—preferred the beneficent genius who has made the actual 

social world better and happier, to her who by a motion of her wand 

could create an imaginative world, and disclose a possible, but 

unattainable beauty. Among heroines, Corinne was Mrs. Layton’s 

favorite. Gertrude preferred Rebecca—she who conquered, to her who 

was the victim of love. Even Jeanie Deans (pardon her humble taste, 

gentle reader) that personification of truth—that unvarnished picture of 

moral beauty, moved her heart more than the gifted Corinne. (I, 147). 

 

By 1834 Sedgwick had befriended the British political and social activist Harriet 

Martineau, who seems to have had similar concerns about the morals of some of Edgeworth’s 

works. Sedgwick records in her journal for Oct. 8, 1834: “Miss E is no favorite with Miss 

Martineau. She thinks her morality ‘very bad’—the foundation of all moral of her childrens’ 

stories bad—the great motive upheld is opinion . . .” (JL 146). This upholding of mere opinion as 

the basis for virtuous behavior, as opposed to cultivating a more genuine, inner moral character 

for its own sake, is essentially the same fault that Sedgwick had found in The Absentee and 

subsequently exposed in Redwood. Nevertheless, twenty years later, as I pointed out near the 

beginning of this chapter, the sixty-three year old Sedgwick praised and recommended 

Edgeworth’s “charming stories” in the autobiography she addressed to her great-niece, thereby 

strongly indicating that she disagreed with Martineau’s critique of Edgeworth’s fictional morals 

in most cases.  

We can make sense of Sedgwick’s mixed messages about Edgeworth by separating 

Edgeworth herself from her fiction. It is reasonable to conclude that while Sedgwick felt that 

Edgeworth was privately an “egoist,” and while at least one of her novels had a major moral 

shortcoming, her overall contribution to literature and to society was overwhelmingly positive. 
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Perhaps the most reliable indication of Sedgwick’s mature estimation of Edgeworth occurs in her 

private journal. In her entry for Aug. 9, 1835, less than a decade after she had referred to 

Edgeworth so derisively, Sedgwick compared Martineau’s intellectual achievements to those of 

other celebrated women of the age:  “Other women have shown as powerful a genius as hers. 

Mrs. Barbauld, I think superior—Miss Edgeworth more various talents and a fuller 

demonstration—Mrs. Somerville higher attainments in science—Mrs. Hemans a more exquisite 

gift in the loftiest department of the imagination . . .” (JL 148-49). While Sedgwick may have 

backed away from the unadulterated praise expressed in the dedication to her first novel, and 

while she may have been disappointed that she and Edgeworth never developed a warm personal 

relationship, Sedgwick nevertheless acknowledged, appreciated, and learned from Edgeworth’s 

impressive range of literary talents and achievements.  

 Critics and historians of the late nineteenth century seem to have paired Sedgwick and 

Edgeworth together just as readily as the earlier readers and reviewers cited earlier in this 

chapter. However, these later commentators tends to be more guarded and less reverential than 

Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s contemporaries. An 1864 review of Dr. I. Ray’s book Mental 

Hygiene in the Atlantic Monthly “cordially indorse[s] what is said of those happy defilers of 

knowledge known as juvenile books,” adding that “a limited use of the works of Abbott, 

Edgeworth, Sedgwick, and a very few others may certainly be permitted” (391). The editor of 

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine wrote in an 1883 tribute to Lydia Maria Child that hers “is not 

a familiar name to the readers of to-day. But thirty years ago it was that of one of the two most 

noted and promising women in American literature. Miss Sedgwick was the other” (“Editor’s 

Easy Chair” 471). In his 1890 North American Review essay, “Audacity in Women Novelists,” 
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George Parsons Lathrop declared that the heyday of women writers who dominated the 

antebellum literary arena was over and that a new kind of literary woman had replaced them: 

We have already drawn far away from the plaintive harp, the 

twilight, and the patient embroidery days of “The Female Poets  

of America.” We have left behind us the tranquil repose of Jane 

Austen, Maria Edgeworth, Miss Sedgwick, and the Misses Warner 

(in their several kinds and degrees). We have reached a stage when 

the diary of Marie Bashkirtseff stirs up a popular interest that 

shows how eager the world is to have a fuller and freer literary 

expression of the life and the thinking of women. (616) 

 

There is ample evidence, however, that literary scholars of the century’s end, both in the U.S. 

and abroad, had not forgotten Sedgwick’s contribution to American literature. The Living Age, a 

Boston weekly that republished articles from other periodicals much like our Reader’s Digest, 

featured an essay on “American Fiction” from the Edinburgh Review in 1891. The essayist 

argues that 

[t]hough Miss Sedgwick was not the first, she was by far the best, 

of the women novelists of the early period. She has been called an 

American Miss Edgeworth, and she deserves the name for the aim, 

if not the power of her writing. Moral sentiment is rarely absent 

from her books. All her work is permeated by good sense and good 

feeling. Her novels, in spite of their diffuseness, are still readable. 

(519-20). 

 

A reviewer of the 13-volume Riverside edition of The Writings of Oliver Wendell Holmes (1891) 

for London’s Quarterly Review wrote that Holmes’s “manner and general attitude towards men 

and things carry us back to the days when Pope was regarded as  greater than Homer, when 

Bryant sate in Arctic isolation as the dean of American poets, when Halleck was considered a 

rival to Byron, when Miss Sedgwick was the Miss Edgeworth of the New World, when Lydia 

Sigourney was a Transatlantic Felicia Hemans . . .” (1895 reprint in The Living Age, 544).”  

Such frequent and almost automatic pairing of names could even lead to their actual 

conflation. When Sedgwick’s great-nephew Charles Rackemann proposed a new collected 
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edition of her works in 1890, John Wilson of University Press in Cambridge, Mass., responded 

with the following misnomer: 

Dear Sir, 

 Supposing that Miss Edgeworth’s Works would make 8 

vols. of 500 pages each, after the style  herewith enclosed, the 

price . . . . 

 

John Wilson’s slip of the pen indicates, however sadly, that in all likelihood he considered 

Charles Rackemann’s proposed complete edition of Sedgwick’s works neither prestigious nor 

potentially highly profitable. Yet surely his particular error was not purely random. It takes more 

than just a rhyming syllable to explain why the proprietor of University Press in Cambridge, 

Mass., would so easily substitute Edgeworth’s name for Sedgwick’s in a business letter. After 

all, his letter was addressed to a relative of an author who, while she had been dead over twenty 

years, had been celebrated as a New England treasure for decades, while Edgeworth was a 

foreign writer who had been dead for over forty years. I strongly suspect that by 1890, the 

similar-sounding and often paired names of “Miss Sedgwick” and “Miss Edgeworth” recalled to 

Americans an earlier era of literary production—antebellum, largely pre-industrial, and so often 

unabashedly didactic—that probably seemed longer ago and farther away than it actually was. 

These women had pioneered a productive genre that had multiplied, mutated, and evolved 

considerably even before their respective deaths, and which had contributed greatly to the 

flowering of regional fiction in the late nineteenth century. Yet, when they recognized their 

names at all, late nineteenth-century Americans had begun to group Sedgwick and Edgeworth 

together as grand dames of letters. Eminently respectable, yet equally passé, they had become 

practically interchangeable. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE WOMAN “AUTHOR’S EXISTENCE”: 

 

UNIFYING THE SELF, REFORMING THE SOCIETY 

 

 

The evidence I presented in chapter 1 amply indicates that both Edgeworth and Sedgwick 

were proud enough and perhaps competitive enough to have bristled at the very thought of their 

posthumous conflation. Despite her early adulation of Edgeworth, the mature Sedgwick would 

not have wanted to be counted among the “class of egoists,” and Edgeworth would likely have 

been outraged at being confused with an American, period. Nevertheless, despite their obvious 

pride, they both at least claimed to despise fame throughout their lives. Near the end of hers, 

Edgeworth wrote to her stepsister Fanny Wilson that “what did then and has always made me 

happy” is the “love of those I love and domestic life.”
20

 Butler believes that Edgeworth’s fame 

“made little difference either to her taste or her manner, since it was in keeping both with her 

sincerity, and her sense of decorum, that she never enjoyed being lionized; she liked to be a 

woman and a lady, not ‘Mrs. authoress [sic]’ ”(ME 429). Similarly, Mary Kelley’s thesis in 

Private Woman, Public Stage (1985) is that Sedgwick and other successful nineteenth-century 

American women writers were uncomfortable with their fame and felt deeply conflicted about 

their private and public identities. Passages such as this one from Sedgwick’s private journal 

certainly support Kelley’s argument: 

Dec. 17, 1835: I have met with congratulations about my book 

[Home], which has, I think, proved more generally acceptable than 
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anything I have before written. My author’s existence [Sedgwick’s 

emphasis] has always seemed something accidental, extraneous, 

and independent of my inner self. My books have been a pleasant 

occupation and excitement in my life. The notice of friends or 

acquaintances they have procured me have relieved me from the 

danger of ennui and blue devils that are most apt to infect a single 

person. But they constitute no portion of my happiness—that is of 

such as I derive from the dearest relations of life. (PHS 150-51) 

 

Nevertheless, affinity for domestic life and unease with celebrity, to whatever extent 

these women felt it, does not indicate lack of commitment to their creative and intellectual 

projects, lack of literary ambition, or even low self-esteem. Mixed feelings about fame—in any 

era or arena—are certainly not exclusive to women, but the plethora of celebrated women writers 

in the early nineteenth century occupied a cultural space that was still relatively new and highly 

contested. Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s personal writings and published works clearly indicate 

that both were acutely aware that their gender roles complicated their roles as authors. This 

chapter will examine those instances where Sedgwick and Edgeworth privately reflected and 

publicly engaged in the nineteenth-century discourse on the role of the woman writer and the 

broader issue of women’s active and intentional participation in shaping their own futures as well 

as those of their families, communities, and nations. 

The most detailed and sustained statement on female education and authorship that either 

writer ever undertook was also the earliest. In 1795, when Sedgwick was just five years old, 

Edgeworth’s first book appeared anonymously. Letters for Literary Ladies, to which is added An 

Essay on the Noble Science of Self-justification illustrates its novice author’s familiarity with the 

range of contemporary and historical arguments for and against women’s education and 

participation in the literary sphere. Posing as two different male and three different female 

speakers while alternating between calm, carefully reasoned philosophical argument and the kind 

of witty, satirical raillery that any social critic might be proud to claim, Edgeworth displays 

 30



formidable rhetorical skills in this first and relatively slim volume. Scholars may always disagree 

over whether Edgeworth’s greatest contribution was her Irish tales, her English society novels, or 

her children’s stories, but it is important not to overlook the fact that she began her career not as 

a fiction writer at all but as an essayist—a social critic pointing up the deficiency of women’s 

education, the inequality of marriage, and the need for women to embrace progressive rationality 

over sentiment and tradition. While Edgeworth refined and restated many of her positions as her 

long career evolved, she was already a woman of 28 when she published Letters for Literary 

Ladies. Any interpretation of the social and political dimensions of her fiction, then, must situate 

itself on the intellectual terrain that she herself mapped out in her first public offering.  

Edgeworth lays out Letters in three parts. The first consists of a point-counterpoint pair of 

essays only minimally disguised as letters between two male friends with very different ideas 

about the rights, abilities, and proper education of women. Entitled “Letter from a Gentleman to 

His Friend, Upon the Birth of a Daughter” and “Answer to the Preceding Letter,” this first 

section of Letters establishes the basic conservative and progressive positions regarding educated 

or “literary” women. Letters clearly participates in the eighteenth-century British tradition of 

progressive advocates for women’s education, including Mary Astell’s Reflections Upon 

Marriage (1730), Catherine Macaulay’s Letters on Education (1790), and Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)—a tradition which would continue a few years later 

with Hannah More’s Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (1799). Edgeworth 

drew from this discourse as well as her own educational experience and a curious chapter from 

her own family life. As a teenager in school in London in 1781, Edgeworth spent some holidays 

in the household of Thomas Day, a lifelong friend of her father. Unlike Richard Lovell 

Edgeworth and most of his empirically-minded friends from the Lunar Society, Day was a 
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disciple of Rousseau. He had encouraged Edgeworth’s father to test Rousseau’s educational 

theories on her elder brother Richard, but the project was a failure that may have exacerbated 

young Richard’s tendency to resist discipline and direction (ME 37-52, 71, 99-107).
21

 Day, who 

had no children, also “raised” himself a young wife according to Rousseau’s principles of female 

education. Day was shocked to discover that Richard Lovell Edgeworth was educating his 

daughter Maria not to become a passive helpmeet like Sophie in Rousseau’s Emile, but rather to 

develop her intellectual powers in philosophy, literature, and science, and even to encourage her 

to write herself. The friends’ dispute over the proper education for girls led to an exchange of 

letters which provided Edgeworth with ample material for her first published work (significantly, 

however, Edgeworth published nothing until well after Day’s death).
22

 No fan of Rousseau’s 

impractical and masculinist educational theories, Edgeworth entirely disapproved of Day’s 

human experiments. Besides exposing their folly in Letters, she also turned Day’s attempt to 

raise a Sophie for himself into a cautionary, near-tragic subplot in her novel Belinda (1801).  

The second part of Letters for Literary Ladies consists of another fictional epistolary 

exchange, this time between two young women who are close friends despite their divergent 

priorities and values; they might easily be the grown-up daughters of the two male 

correspondents from the first part of the book. As with that first section, Edgeworth based the 

“Letters of Julia and Caroline” partly on her own experience. Her best friend at Mrs. Devis’s 

Academy for Young Lades in London was one Fanny Robinson, but the two young women 

followed divergent paths upon leaving school. Butler and Claire Connolly both report that the 

former schoolmates’ correspondence reveals that Fanny (Mrs. Charles Hoare) was consumed 

with the details of fashionable society, while Maria pondered intellectual issues such as “the 

morals of the Irish peasantry or the ethics of novel-reading” (ME 173, Connolly xviii). In “The 
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Letters of Julia and Caroline” Caroline represents sense, self-control, and moderation, while Julia 

embodies sensibility, impulsiveness, and excess:  “ ‘Reflect upon my feelings!’ — Dear 

Caroline, is it not enough that I do feel?  — All that I dread is that apathy which philosophers 

call tranquillity’ ” (38). In the course of these “letters” the two friends debate Julia’s two 

marriage proposals: one from an aristocrat who promises money, social position, and glamour, 

and one from Caroline’s brother, who offers conjugal devotion in the context of a comfortable 

and stable domestic circle. Predictably, Julia chooses the high life, which results in heartbreak, 

humiliation, separation from her husband, dissipation, and premature death. Julia’s ruin repeats 

the familiar pattern of the eighteenth-century novel of seduction, except for the extremely 

significant fact that she plays out the seduction overplot within the context of a legitimate 

marriage. Edgeworth’s implication, then, is that the choice to marry can be just as disastrous to a 

woman as falling prey to a seducer. Furthermore, the choice of what kind of man to marry, and 

therefore what kind of marriage to make, becomes more important (because more potentially 

disastrous) than the choice of whether to marry at all. While Julia suffers the consequences of her 

poor marriage choice, Caroline, who has failed in every effort to guide her friend in a better 

direction, makes the kind of marriage based on mutual respect and shared values that Julia had 

scorned.
23

 Caroline derives joy and self-satisfaction from her roles as the rational companion of 

her husband and the active educator of their several children. Julia ends up dying with her old 

friend at her side, but not before bequeathing her only daughter to Caroline. With her last words, 

she instructs her daughter simply to “be good and happy” (62).
24

 

While Edgeworth does not couch the final section of Letters for Literary Lades in 

epistolary form, it is far from straightforward. Stylistically, this satirical “An Essay on the Noble 

Science of Self-justification” is hardly the kind of moderate and reasoned discourse that the 
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speaker of “Answer to the Preceding Letter” insisted his countrywomen were capable of 

producing. Of course, that’s precisely the point. In her unapologetic pursuit of her own desires, 

the spirited and temperamental speaker in this “essay” resembles Julia from the early part of 

“Letters of Julia and Caroline.” She addresses her fellow women as her “pupils” in the school for 

self-centered wives. While she never mentions the kind of suffering that Julia’s choices 

eventually produce, the reader is supposed to understand—if the speaker herself does not—that 

the speaker in “Self-justification” is in truth not much happier than the disgraced Julia. Far from 

recommending a peaceful and fulfilling domestic life, she advocates a model of marriage as a 

constant power struggle. She practices (and schools her audience in) all sorts of annoying and 

deceptive habits, specious argument, and emotional blackmail in order to gain ascendancy over 

her husband and her household. Ruled only by her passions (of which greed and vanity 

predominate), she manages through disingenuous verbal gymnastics and choreographed hysterics 

to have her own way in every detail of life.  

On one level, the wife in “Self-justification” suggests that relentless railing may have 

been the only leverage available to married women in the late eighteenth century, and that a 

shrewish household dictatorship was the only position of power to which any married woman 

could expect to rise. It is unclear to what extent Edgeworth herself was aware of this potential 

logical conclusion, but the example of Lady Delacour in Belinda certainly indicates that she may 

well have been fully conscious of it. Nevertheless, in the context of Letters for Literary Ladies, 

Edgeworth’s primary intention in creating this anti-moralist is to illustrate the dangers of denying 

girls the kind of liberal, rational, and utilitarian education described in the “Answer to the 

Preceding Letter” and which she and her father would soon lay out in their joint work, Practical 

Education  (1798). Insufficiently educated women, Edgeworth implies, do not necessarily make 
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adoring and contented Rousseauvian wives. On the contrary, they are just as likely to become 

jaded and manipulative shrews like the speaker of “Self-justification” or tragic figures like Julia. 

Either way, both the woman and her family suffer. On the other hand, Edgeworth, the liberally 

educated real author of this “essay,” has produced not only Letters but would go on to produce 

three multi-volume collections of moral tales for children, the multi-volume Essays on Practical 

Education, and two novels within the next six years.
25

  

While Edgeworth and her father advocated educating girls and boys equally in the fields 

of philosophy, science, languages, history, and literature, they based their educational system 

less on an ideology of equal rights between the sexes than on the more utilitarian grounds that it 

produced greater happiness for men and women. That is not to say that Edgeworth did not 

believe that women had the same rights to education and intellectual freedom as men. She 

explained in the Advertisement to the second edition of Letters (1798) that she had rewritten the 

“Answer to the Preceding Letter”  in order “to improve it, and to assert more strongly the female 

right to literature.”
26

 Significantly, as if to underscore her point about women’s right to study and 

produce literature, Edgeworth signed this second edition, whereas the first edition had been 

published anonymously and to some extent pretended to male authorship. However, Edgeworth 

did not situate her arguments within a discourse of rights so much as within a discourse of social 

virtue and individual happiness in the tradition of the Scottish Enlightenment and particularly 

Adam Smith.
27

 Her concern was for individual happiness as well as the overall social good, and 

her belief was that individuals of both sexes achieved maximum happiness when educated to 

analyze, understand, and act for the good of the larger group. Parents should educate their 

daughters not merely because their daughters have a right to education, but because education 

will make them, and their families and communities in turn, happy.  
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Edgeworth’s practical appeal to self-interest and the communal good, rather than to the 

continentally-inflected, more abstract human rights which Thomas Paine, William Godwin, and 

Mary Wollstonecraft had asserted, has been partly responsible for her inaccurate yet frequent 

categorization as a social conservative who was fully complicit with the dominant partriarchal 

program.
28

 While she was no feminist by twentieth or twenty-first (perhaps even nineteenth) 

century standards, we must understand that she concerned herself with pragmatism as well as 

righteousness, efficacy as well as truth. She advocated most of the same social goals as 

Wollstonecraft and Mary Hays, but she preferred interest-based persuasion and humor rather 

than either sentimental appeal or righteous indignation. Audrey Bilger categorizes Edgeworth 

with Frances Burney and Jane Austen in terms of their use of comedy “to contribute to the 

ongoing debate about women’s proper place in society by criticizing, among other things, 

eighteenth-century gender politics” (9).
29

 Whether employing comedy or heavier drama to make 

her point, Edgeworth was a pragmatic utilitarian, never considering merely what was true or 

right, but what strategy was most persuasive and therefore most likely to achieve the goal. As 

Catherine Gallagher has argued, Edgeworth “recommended that women be educated to make 

rational decisions about their lives based on a Benthamite calculation of pains and pleasures” 

(283). By appealing to an ideal of mutual happiness instead of equality, by focusing on ways that 

both men and women could be happier in the future instead of on men’s historical mistreatment 

of women, and by employing humor instead of outrage, Edgeworth charmed rather than shocked 

her audience.  

Edgeworth’s vision of domesticity in Letters for Literary Ladies also runs counter to 

some anachronistic assumptions about feminism and proto-feminism. For Edgeworth, 

domesticity is not at all opposed to women’s intellectual development or their happiness. On the 
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contrary, she views a loving and supportive domestic situation as the very best environment in 

which to nurture women’s intellectual as well as moral virtues. Furthermore, as her own 

“domestic life” as a single woman and an author illustrates,
30

 domesticity does not necessarily 

imply marriage and motherhood. Rather, it refers to the aspects of one’s life that are structured 

around meaningful relationships with one’s family members and friends in the community. Am 

educated woman may successfully integrate her vocation—whether teaching children, 

performing charitable acts, or writing prolifically for publication—into this more broadly defined 

domestic matrix. According to Edgeworth, the real threat to women’s intellectual autonomy is 

not the ubiquity of marriage, motherhood, or a confining “domesticity,” but rather the scarcity of 

education. Likewise, the real threat to domestic bliss is not women’s education, but rather their 

lack of it. The lure of the “fashionable world” poses an even greater danger. The duality that 

Edgeworth presents for women is not one of domestic ignorance, drudgery, and confinement 

versus public erudition, adulation, and freedom. It is rather lasting intellectual stimulation and 

emotional satisfaction within an affective domestic context versus shallow physical (indeed 

sexual) stimulation and ego gratification in the fashionable world. The former produces a happier 

individual and a more virtuous society; the latter consumes the strength of the individual and 

corrupts the larger society.   

Anne K. Mellor’s work on women writers of the Romantic period (including Edgeworth) 

supports this revised definition of domesticity. Arguing against the conclusions of Nancy 

Armstrong, Terry Eagleton, and others about the accommodationist positioning of Romantic 

women novelists vis-à-vis the dominant patriarchal ideology articulated largely through conduct 

literature, Mellor has demonstrated that while such “psychological and rhetorical 

accommodations” certainly occurred in the writings of Edgeworth and her contemporaries, these 
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writers more often than not “employed their writing as a vehicle for ideological contestation and 

subversion, exploiting the novel’s capacity for disruptive humor and a sustained interrogation of 

existing social codes, for what Bakhtin called its ‘heteroglossia’ and ‘dialogism’” (Mothers 

104).
31

 Once we understand these writers’ revisions of domestic ideology, Mellor concludes, we 

can no longer assume that either “the doctrine of the separate spheres” or “a clear sexual division 

of labor into a public/male versus a private/female realm” was actually in place in Britain from 

1780 to1830 (104).
32

 Despite the strength of Mellor’s argument, it is undeniable that 

Edgeworth’s disdain for fashionable society does indeed resemble that of conservative moralists 

such as the conduct writer James Fordyce, whose Sermons for Young Women (1766) warns 

against everything that Edgeworth’s anti-heroines Julia (in Letters for Literary Ladies) and Lady 

Delacour (in Belinda) represent. This resemblance surely goes a long way to explain the 

misconception of Edgeworth as a reactionary.
33

  

More and better education is Edgeworth’s prescription for both the manipulator of “Self-

justification,” whose selfish machinations erode her family relationships, and also for the thrill-

seeking and vain slave to passion such as Julia. However, education in Edgeworth’s writings is 

never merely a matter of schooling, nor does the term “literary” describe only authors and 

scholars. The speaker in “Answer to the Preceding Letter” defines Edgeworth’s terms:   

[W]hen I use the term literary ladies, I mean women who have 

cultivated their understandings not for the purposes of parade, but 

with the desire to make themselves useful and agreeable. I estimate 

the value of a woman’s abilities and acquirements, by the degree in 

which they contribute to her happiness. (16)  

 

Regardless of whatever schooling they have had, both Julia and the speaker of “Self-

justification” are poorly educated because neither has strengthened her rational powers 

sufficiently to recognize what choices will make them most happy, nor have they developed 

 38



enough moral discipline to make those choices. While the word “useful” in this context recalls 

“Benthamite calculations” and the economic concept of use-value (Gallagher 283), the phrase 

“useful and agreeable” again echoes the writings of Fordyce, who advised women to make 

themselves “agreeable and useful” to their husbands through humility and habitual self-denial 

(330). Edgeworth defends female autonomy far more than Fordyce, however, despite their 

mutual distaste for fashionable high life; she distinguishes herself from conduct writers such as 

Fordyce mainly through her insistence upon education and the reflective life (that education 

enables) as conditions that promote rather than dissipate women’s happiness and moral strength 

(Kirkpatrick 18-19). In Edgeworth, rightly educated women do not act contrary to their own 

happiness by marrying for fashion or by turning their homes into petty war zones. As wives and 

mothers, both Julia and the speaker of “Self-justification” act precisely as the speaker of the 

“Letter from a Gentleman to His Friend” predicts that educated women will act. On the other 

hand Caroline, who is the most intellectually developed of the three, is also the most morally 

upright, the most pleasant, the best wife and mother, and, of course, the happiest. 

 The fact remains, however, that the literary lady Edgeworth was not herself a wife and 

mother, and the admirable Caroline she sketches in Letters for Literary Ladies is not an author. 

In Letters for Literary Ladies, the father in “Answer to the Preceding Letter” admits that by 

liberally educating his daughter, he cannot necessarily “secure for her a husband suited to her 

taste; it will therefore be prudent to make her felicity in some degree independent of matrimony” 

(17):   

Many parents have sufficient kindness and foresight to provide, in 

point of fortune, for their daughters; but few consider that if a single 

life should be their choice or their doom, something more is necessary 

to secure respect and happiness for them in the decline of life. The 

silent unreproved pleasures of literature are the sure resource of those 

who have cultivated minds; those who have not, must wear out their 
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disconsolate unoccupied old age as chance directs. (17-18, italics 

original) 

 

This passage is difficult to sort out, to say the least. We must remember that Edgeworth uses this 

narrator (and the entire book) not as a cover for her own precise point of view, but as a means of 

arguing for women’s education in a relatively unthreatening way that even conservative male 

critics (like the author of the first letter) might find persuasive. In addressing both the fictional 

recipient of this fictional letter and the larger skeptical readership that he represents, this speaker 

nods here and there to his audience’s prejudices just enough so as not to appear as an enemy of 

its social institutions and indeed its entire way of life. Hence, Edgeworth cannot afford to let this 

speaker challenge the legitimacy or the desirability of the institution of marriage as it currently 

exists. He clearly implies that marriage secures “respect and happiness” for women, and his use 

of the word doom in reference to spinsterhood would reassure even his reactionary friend. 

However, by inserting just a few words, Edgeworth does allow him to go so far as to slyly yet 

provocatively introduce the possibility of spinsterhood not as a “doom” but as a deliberate 

“choice.” Admitting even this much was daring. In positing the liberal education of women as 

something potentially more than an enhancement of their wifely potential, Edgeworth risked 

overturning her entire previous argument. Indeed, by promoting their intellectual satisfaction and 

emotional happiness independent of their social relationships, women’s education also enhances 

their potential to remain happily unmarried—a potential which in turn drastically increases their 

chances of deliberately choosing to remain single. 

Sedgwick too was neither a wife nor a mother, and, like Edgeworth, she never became an 

outspoken proponent for women’s rights. Privately, however, Sedgwick indicated her support for 

women’s rights. Kelley singles out two of Sedgwick’s letters to her friend, the British essayist 

Anna Jameson, as particularly strong examples of Sedgwick’s feminist leanings. In 1845, 
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Sedgwick describes Margaret Fuller’s recently published Woman in the Nineteenth Century as 

“plain spoken as the Pentateuch on subjects which women have never spoken before,” and 

reports that is has provoked reactions of shock and disgust among men and fear and uncertainty 

among women. In the same letter, Sedgwick informs her friend that “the cause of Eve’s 

daughters is making progress” in the U.S., specifically in the area of state property laws. A year 

later, she reports to Jameson that “the basis of women’s rights is beginning to be understood and 

acknowledged.” Still, her attitude towards public political activism was rather more guarded. In 

1840 she wrote to Jameson: “I believe your incidental explanations of the condition of women 

and the hand that from your high elevation you stretch out to them, invariably is of more avail 

than a professed and noisy championship” (quoted in Private Woman 318). 

Despite Sedgwick’s ambivalent and sometimes contradictory positions on women’s 

rights, her fictional heroines, like the women she admired in real life, are consistently strong. 

Their strength underscores Sedgwick’s own strength of mind—a characteristic that her earliest 

commentators recognized and appreciated. In 1872, John Seely Hart wrote in  A Manual of 

American Literature that “[t]he quality of mind which is the most apparent in Miss Sedgwick’s 

writings is that of strength. The reader feels at every step that he has to do with a vigorous and 

active intellect . . .” (quoted in Koppelman 8). Sedgwick’s heroines manifest their strength in 

many different ways:  physical capability and bravery, moral courage, intellectual acuity, 

emotional fortitude, religious faith, and simple competence in managing their everyday lives. 

Laurence Buell groups Sedgwick together with Sarah Hale and Caroline Gilman, arguing that 

these three “based their influential brand of conservative feminism on New England’s model of 

the domestically multi-competent but educated and morally self-reliant woman, the heart of the 
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didactic thrust of the women’s magazines and woman’s fiction that they helped inspire” (28 

emphasis added).   

I emphasize the designation “morally self-reliant” because all of Sedgwick’s strong 

women share one characteristic that is crucial to an appreciation of her particular brand of 

feminism:  they are willing to act according to what they individually believe is right, not what 

established authorities tell them is right. To be sure, Sedgwick embraced some aspects of the 

domestic ideology that Barbara Welter identifies as the cult of true womanhood, but she did not 

swallow it whole. At times in both her fiction and her memoirs, she upholds the ideals of piety, 

purity, and domesticity; to her mind these three are fully compatible with moral and intellectual 

strength. But Sedgwick had more than a little trouble with Welter’s fourth characteristic, the 

concept of female submissiveness to male authority (21). Sedgwick was acutely aware of the 

degree of submission that many women of her time believed in and practiced, but she did not 

hold up unquestioned submission to authority figures as a virtue in itself. 

Her autobiography and her fiction—both novels and short works—express the extent to 

which she questioned submissiveness as a female virtue and authority as a male privilege. Carol 

Singley was among the first to argue that Sedgwick’s best known novel, Hope Leslie, is not a 

conventional romance and Hope is not a conventional heroine: “Hope and Magawisca, more 

generous in spirit than their male counterparts, attempt to undo the wrongs of their male leaders, 

fundamentally challenging the precepts upon which the Puritan, male world is constructed” 

(116). Any number of passages from the novel back up this assertion of Hope’s anti-authoritarian 

bucking of convention. The narrator describes Hope as an “unfettered soul” (280), she does not 

hesitate to intentionally commit “a plain transgression of a holy law” in the name of a greater 
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good that she herself determines (311), and she refuses to become a woman who “like a horse 

easy on the bit” would be “guided by the slightest intimation from him who held the rein” (145). 

Elsewhere in her writings Sedgwick addressed women’s independence, and particularly 

the issues of marriage and spinsterhood, more directly. “Old Maids,” Sedgwick’s thinly 

fictionalized dialogue quite obviously on the subject of spinsterhood, appeared in two different 

gift annuals in 1834, Atkinson’s Casket and The Offerings: A Christmas and New Year Present, 

and again in her first collected edition of Tales & Sketches in 1835.
34

 One may justifiably read 

“Old Maids” as Sedgwick’s preliminary outline of the basic conflict that structures Sedgwick’s 

last novel, Married or Single? (1857), whose titular question mark foregrounds the issue of 

conscious choice. Despite the bluntness of its unorthodox and treatise-like title (and unlike “Old 

Maids”) Married or Single? is just as much a novel as any of Sedgwick’s earlier works. As 

Clarence had been in 1830, Sedgwick’s last novel was truly a “tale of [its] own times.”  

Indeed, while the roles of women in society and the consequences of women’s choices 

are clearly important aspects of Sedgwick’s first five novels (published from 1822 to 1835), it is 

also clear that sometime after 1830 she turned her attention to the “woman question” with 

heightened passion and a new level of straightforwardness. While I would argue that her 

message had always been as important to her as her medium, after this point in her career 

Sedgwick’s message—or, more accurately, her messages—display a new urgency. Historians 

have variously designated the year 1830 as the end of the “new republic” period, the beginning 

of the antebellum period, the end of the “long” eighteenth century, or the beginning of the “age 

of reform.”
35

 This synchronicity between the periods of Sedgwick’s life and the sometimes 

justified, sometimes arbitrary periodization of U.S. history is surely not completely accidental, 

but my contention about Sedgwick’s shift of focus need not rely on any such externally imposed 
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categories. On the contrary, there are several likely causes for this intensification in Sedgwick’s 

personal circumstances. One of these was the simple fact of her maturity and its attendant 

consciousness of mortality; Sedgwick turned forty in 1829. The years from 1827 to 1831 saw the 

decline and death of her older sister Eliza, her childhood nurse and lifelong friend Elizabeth 

Freeman (Mumbet), and her brilliant but mentally ill brother Harry (JNL 121-22, 124-26, 129-

30). Furthermore, by this point, Sedgwick was firmly committed to a single life. In a journal 

entry in 1828, she wrote that “there has been no period of my life to the present moment when I 

might not have allied myself respectably, and to those sincerely attached to me, if I would” 

(123).  

According to her journal, Sedgwick’s income from writing was inadequate to establish an 

independent household, but it was “ample for ease to myself and liberality to others” while she 

alternately lived in the homes of her various brothers and, later in life, with the family of her 

niece and goddaughter, Kate Sedgwick Minot (JNL 123 and passim). At times Sedgwick 

lamented her lack of an independent household, but she seems never to have regretted her 

decision not to marry. Nevertheless, one of the most poignant passages of her journal seems at 

first to contradict that conclusion. Describing her “solitary condition” as an “unnatural state,” she 

elaborates as follows: 

He who gave us our nature has set the solitary in families and has by an 

array of motives secured this sweet social compact to his children. From 

my own experience, I would not advise anyone to remain unmarried—

for my experience has been a singularly happy one. My feelings have 

never been embittered by those slights or taunts that the repulsive and 

neglected have to endure. (JNL 123) 

 

If Sedgwick was truthful about her marital opportunities and sincere in extolling matrimony, why 

then did she still choose to remain single? The answer is complex and scholars may never answer 

it fully unless more detailed evidence surfaces about Sedgwick’s suitors and marriage proposals, 
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but Sedgwick did leave us with enough materials to answer it satisfactorily. First, despite the 

adulatory tone of the passage above, Sedgwick was never blind to the potential disadvantages 

and even the dangers that marriage posed for women. One of the most vivid scenes in her 

autobiography is her sister Eliza’s wedding when Sedgwick was only seven years old—an event 

which gave her “very early the impression that a wedding was rather a sundering than a forming 

of ties.” Overcome with grief during the ceremony, the young Sedgwick was carried into another 

room, where various members of the family vainly attempted to console her. Eventually her new 

brother-in-law came and assured her that her sister “may” stay with her during the summer. 

Sedgwick’s outrage seems fresh when she recounts this scene at age 63: “May! How my whole 

being revolted at the word. He had power to bind or loose my sister!” (AB 84, 87). It is clear that 

Sedgwick’s feelings on this occasion outlasted the temporary grief of a child about to separate 

from a sister who had been like a mother to her. Mary Kelley points out that it is “telling” that 

Sedgwick apparently unconsciously records this episode (with equal passion) twice in close 

succession in her autobiography (PHS 84n48), which she began in 1853 and addressed to her 

great-niece Alice Minot. Furthermore, Sedgwick points out in both accounts that her friend 

Fanny Kemble had been sufficiently moved by “hearing me describe my feelings on this 

occasion” to base a passage in one of her plays upon it. This means that Sedgwick must have told 

this story to Kemble at least once during the decades when they lived near one another in Lenox, 

Mass. Altogether there is reason to believe that Sedgwick told this story quite frequently and 

with enough feeling to make a lasting impression on her audience; it must have made an even 

deeper impression on her own life and her own attitudes toward marriage.  

 Elsewhere in her autobiography, Sedgwick describes Eliza’s marriage as loving, yet 

challenged by the alternating “tenderness and austerity” of a husband “after the old pattern” and 
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encumbered with the “painful drudgery of bearing and nurturing twelve children” (AB 87). She 

also witnessed her mother’s emotional and physical suffering during her father’s extended 

absences (due to his legal and political career) and her sister Frances’s suffering at the hands of 

an apparently abusive husband. She wrote to Eliza in 1822 that Frances’s husband was 

“oppressive” and “essentially diabolical,” that he was “brutal in his conduct to her and does and 

has for a long time rendered her miserable.” She also reported that Frances “would leave him—

but she cannot bear a separation from the children.”
36

 Of course Sedgwick, as a well-read woman 

and the daughter and sister of lawyers and judges, was well aware that the laws of the day 

granted fathers almost exclusive rights of custody in cases of separation and divorce. Finally, 

Sedgwick was privy to her friend Fanny Kemble’s own suffering through an unhappy marriage 

and eventual divorce.
37

 

Certainly, women had limited life options in Sedgwick’s time. Often, a woman’s only 

real choices were whether to marry and whom to marry. Even these choices were limited, 

especially for poor women. After all, marriage is hardly a choice if one’s only alternative is a life 

of impoverishment or menial servitude. Eligible partners were determined to a great extent by 

her family’s socioeconomic status, and marriage was out of the question if no man proposed. 

Because of Sedgwick’s family’s status and the income from her writing career, she could choose 

not to marry and still lead a relatively independent, varied, and fulfilling life.
38

  Her journal 

reveals that she was aware of the rarity of her position. Though she writes at age 39 that there 

“has been no period of my life to the present moment when I might no have allied myself 

respectably, and to those sincerely attached to me, if I would,” she nevertheless maintains that 

“[f]rom my own experience I would not advise any one to remain unmarried – for my experience 

has been a singularly happy one” (JNL123, emphasis added). In several passages, she displays a 
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fear of marriage that apparently outweighs any fears of spinsterhood. She recalls a marriage 

proposal that she had turned down after having a frightening dream of the wedding ceremony, 

during which she confessed “I do not love you” and her suitor replied, “You should have told me 

this before” (JNL 152).  Elsewhere, she remarks that  

A married woman past thirty in America is the same nonentity that 

a French girl of sixteen is – but the one is sustained by hope. She is 

looking into a world in which she is to be an actor. Our poor 

married lady has played out the play, and what [is] so dull as a 

theater when the curtain has fallen! (135) 

 

It is important to note that Sedgwick made the above statement in the context of a discussion of 

American social customs, such as dances, at which the community expected matrons to be 

spectators and not active participants. Her tales and sketches clearly affirm the important roles 

that married women could play in their own families and communities.   

 Sedgwick chose a single life, then, for both positive and negative reasons. The negative 

side I have just discussed. The positive side included the emotional fulfillment that she already 

enjoyed from her relationships with her siblings, sisters-in-law, nieces and nephews, and a 

multitude of very close friends such as Kemble. But Sedgwick’s career as an author largely 

enabled her “singularly happy” single life. After all, many a spinster made her home with loving 

relatives. The difference was that Sedgwick’s career gave her a creative outlet (alternative to 

nurturing children and running a household), an income sufficient to avoid being financially 

burdensome to her relatives, and, perhaps most importantly, a source of pride, identity, and 

dignified position that were not widely available to unmarried women. 

Confirmed and at peace with her spinsterhood, comfortable in her web of family and 

social relationships, and with three successful novels to her credit, it is not surprising that in 1830 

Sedgwick wrote more confidently in her journal of her personal satisfaction with Clarence 
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(which was then in the publication process) than she had ever before expressed over any of her 

works (JNL 126-27). In 1831 Sedgwick’s growing confidence in her own powers and her 

acceptance of her own success is evident in her account of her first trip to Washington, D.C., 

where she was received as a celebrity at “fashionable” gatherings, had the honor of a personal 

visit from Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall, and was personally escorted by Secretary 

of State Martin Van Buren to meet President Andrew Jackson (JNL 127-29). Sedgwick recorded 

the trip in her journal, describing these honors in her typically self-deprecating manner: 

. . . there is a balance to all the pleasure one’s vanity may receive from 

notoriety and general introduction. You can merely exchange half a 

dozen conventional phrases such as “when did you come?” “are you 

pleased?” . . . and from the more common and less practiced sort of 

people you get an “I’m already acquainted with you thro’ your books 

ma’am”—and it may chance a few washy compliments….I do not 

depreciate the civilities I have received nor the ground on which they 

were accorded. I find my reputation far greater than I think I deserve—

the world is good natured and kind hearted especially to what they 

consider respectable mediocrity, for it neither alarms their pride nor 

provokes their envy. (JNL 128) 

 

Despite her modest protestations, Sedgwick contemplates her celebrity with ease here, contrasted 

with the anxiety as to the quality and likely reception of her first few novels that she exhibits in 

earlier journal entries (PHS 118-119). By 1831, it is clear that Sedgwick’s self-worth had 

benefited from but was not dependent on her literary success; she seems to have nothing risked 

on fame.  

Aside from their common interest in women’s education, authorship, marriage, and 

spinsterhood, Edgeworth and Sedgwick both addressed the closely related issue of 

bluestockingism. As successful authors, both women had a complex reaction to and relationship 

with this derogatory designation. The National Portrait Gallery of Distinguished Americans 

(1834) states that there is “one particular in which we especially admire [Miss Sedgwick’s] 
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costume: there is no variety of it which ever exhibits a single blue thread, in a certain quarter 

where that color is too apt to attract attention. She always leads us to regard her rather as an 

accomplished lady, than as a brilliant author” (666). Edgeworth’s entire Letters for Literary 

Ladies might be viewed as an attempt to erase the term “bluestocking” and replace it with the 

infinitely more flattering alternative of “literary lady.” Edgeworth’s use of the term “lady” in this 

context was in itself highly loaded. By the late eighteenth century, to call a woman a 

“bluestocking” was to imply that she was not truly a lady. Edgeworth labored hard to 

demonstrate that a woman could be both literary and a lady, but she never denounced the use of 

“bluestocking” when it referred to certain types of women who behaved in certain ways. This 

accommodation is evident from the beginning of the “Answer to the Preceding Letter,” where 

the speaker allows that “the more learning, and wit, and eloquence a lady possesses, the more 

troublesome and the more dangerous she may become as a wife or a daughter, unless she is also 

possessed of good sense and good temper…. Till women learn to reason, it is in vain that they 

acquire learning” (15). Without calling them bluestockings, the speaker acknowledges the 

existence of learned women who “have conducted themselves so as to disgrace their talents and 

their sex” (24), referring probably to the example of Mary Wollstonecraft. However, the speaker 

qualifies his concession by pointing out that while education is no guarantee of moral virtue, it is 

certainly not the cause of weakness. He explains such unfortunate examples as having been “but 

half instructed,” having “seen only superficially the relations of moral and political ideas,” and 

having “obtained but an imperfect knowledge of the human heart” (24). Yet again, Edgeworth’s 

argument is that female vice and weakness do not result from education per se but may result 

from an insufficient education.  
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Edgeworth commented more directly on bluestockings elsewhere; her late-career essay 

“Thoughts on Bores” (1826) satirizes “bores” of all genders, then subdivides the category of 

bores known as literary women or “blues” into a full spectrum of positive and negative 

examples. However, this essay, like “Self-justification,” is highly satirical and the speaking 

persona (in this case, a male persona) is at best a distorted mouthpiece for Edgeworth’s own 

views. Parts of Sedgwick’s “Sketch of a Bluestocking” closely resemble passages from 

Edgeworth’s “Thoughts on Bores.” Sedgwick never directly refers to Edgeworth’s essay in this 

story or elsewhere, but she did have access to it. Edgeworth’s essay appeared anonymously in 

the British annual Janus in 1826. She first publicly acknowledged its authorship in the 18-

volume edition of her collected works, which was published in London and in New York in 

1832—the same year that Sedgwick wrote “Sketch of a Bluestocking” for the gift annual The 

Token: A Christmas and New Year’s Present. “Sketch of a Bluestocking” opens by stating the 

conflict between domestic duties and literary pursuits. Mrs. Laight had “early imbibed a taste for 

literary pursuits, which was apparent in a slight tinge of pedantry, though she was prevented 

from indulging it by the pressure of domestic affairs” (334). Her “slight tinge of pedantry” 

recalls the argument against women’s education in Edgeworth’s “Letter from a Gentleman” 

discussed earlier in this chapter. When Mrs. Laight’s husband dies, she gains “control of an 

abundant income” becomes “mistress of her time and inclinations,” and resumes her literary 

pursuits (334). She is ambitious to earn the intellectual respect of one Mrs. Rosewell, an early 

acquaintance who has become a famous writer.  

The relatively sudden redirection of their mother’s energies frightens Mrs. Laight’s six 

daughters, who do not share their mother’s literary propensities and are horrified by “blue 

stockingism” (335). Other members of the community study to prepare themselves for suitable 
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conversation with their distinguished guest. Finding his friend Leonard Clay reading one of Mrs. 

Rosewell’s articles, Mrs. Laight’s son Frank admonishes: 

“Pshaw! My dear fellow, you are irretrievably lost, if you undertake to 

meet these literary Amazons on their own ground. The only way to 

manage them is to talk them down on subjects they know nothing about. 

Take them out of books, Leonard and they are as ignorant as you and I 

are in them. I’ll lay a wager, I’ll run this blue aground with rodomontade 

about my voyage, before she has been a day in the house; and do you 

rattle away on fishing and sporting. I’ll answer for it; you’ll tree her. 

Hang it! It is too absurd to be afraid of a woman, just because she 

happens to be a mannish writer of reviews.” (336) 

 

Mrs. Rosewell turns out to be anything but “mannish,” however. When she arrives in town, 

before anyone realizes who she is, the onlookers admire her “beautiful combination of grace, 

refinement, unaffectedness, and gentility, that is best described by the comprehensive word 

ladylike” (338): 

The lady, of course—the lady, who, at first sight had captivated the 

bright eyes and warm hearts of the young people, was no other than the 

dreaded blue-stocking, the ‘benign cerulean,’ the veritable author, the 

perpetrator of full-sized volumes, and, as Frank Laight had called her, 

the writer of mannish reviews—our friend, Mrs. Rosewell! (338)
39

 

 

The satirical tone of this description echoes the wit of Edgeworth’s “Thoughts on Bores,” When 

Mrs. Laight asks her guest to describe her last work, she replies that her “last work was cutting 

out some vests for [her] boys” (341). Mrs. Laight takes this response as an indication that Mrs. 

Rosewell believes her incapable of an intellectual discussion: 

“It is very natural . . . that you should think my knowledge limited to 

such works as you have mentioned; but I assure you I have always had a 

literary taste, and if I had been a man I should have devoted myself to 

books; but women, at least most of us, are condemned to obscure, if not 

useless, lives.” (341-42) 

 

Mrs. Rosewell counters by insisting that her friend’s life has been “illustrious,” appealing to the 

authority of Napoleon’s famous reply to Madame de Stael: “Why, have you not given twelve 

 51



children to the state? . . . a mother, who has twelve such children as yours, may make a Cornelian 

boast of them, and ought to be hailed as a benefactress to her country” (342). These words 

constitute Sedgwick’s most direct public expression of the ideology of republican motherhood 

that Linda Kerber and others have rightly recognized in numerous less explicit examples from 

Sedgwick’s writings.  

Like “Sketch of a Bluestocking,” Sedgwick’s “Cacoethes Scribendi” also confronts the 

conflict between woman as writer and woman as wife and mother. This story, whose Latin title 

translates roughly to “writing fever,” first appeared in The Atlantic Souvenir in that seminal year 

of 1830. The story appeared again later the same year in London as part of Mary Russell 

Mitford’s three-volume Stories of American Life by American Writers, and for a third time in the 

first volume of Sedgwick’s collected Tales & Sketches in 1835. The story explores numerous 

women’s issues—education, occupation, marriage, motherhood, female friendships—in the 

course of charting one woman’s dual roles as author and mother. Mrs. Courland, a widow, lives 

with her old mother, adolescent daughter, and three spinster sisters. Significantly, this all-female 

family resides in a village that, with the exception of a “stern scholastic divine” (174), is entirely 

populated by women and children (a pattern scholars more readily associate with later New 

England writers such as Mary Wilkins Freeman). The adults are all either spinsters, widows, or 

marriageable adolescents. The unmarried young men have moved to the city to make their 

fortunes; the only young man nearby is Ralph Hepburn, a highly eligible bachelor who lives in 

an outlying rural area.   

The story presents an image of the village, and the Courland household, as carefree and 

relaxed worlds in which women delight in one another’s company:  “[I]ncredible as it may be, 

there was no great diminution of happiness in consequence of the absence of the nobler sex” 
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(166). But perhaps this idyllic life is a little duller than some of its inhabitants realize. When Mrs. 

Courland discovers that some of her girlhood friends have become published authors, she 

abandons evenings of conversation and needlework without hesitation to embark on a career as a 

writer. Her three sisters follow suit, and an unsociable silence quickly descends on their 

household. Poor Alice is left alone while her mother and aunts write away in their separate 

rooms.   

There is a definite generation gap in the story. Mrs. Courland and her sisters seem 

naturally suited to writing; they enjoy the work and take immense pride in seeing it published. 

But they can convince neither their mother nor Alice to give writing a try. The old woman 

refuses on the grounds of lack of education:  “I write a dreadful poor hand, and I never learned to 

spell—no girls did in my time” (172-73). Alice not only refuses to write, she also disapproves of 

her mother’s efforts and feels somewhat ashamed of what she considers the immodesty of public 

writing: “She was a modest, prudent girl; she feared failure, and feared notoriety still more” 

(171). So, a kind of historical allegory emerges among the three generations. The grandmother, 

who was an adult during the American Revolution, represents colonial Puritan women. She has 

wonderful stories to tell but is too uneducated and too old-fashioned to write them down. The 

women of the middle generation, raised in the new republic (like Sedgwick), are fairly well 

educated, confident in their abilities and eager to publish their work. Only one of the four sisters 

has ever been married; before they become authors, the others already practice the traditional 

“old maid” occupations of teacher, horticulturist, and general community do-gooder—roles that 

Sedgwick specifically mentions in her sketch “Old Maids.”  Basically, Mrs. Courland and her 

sisters are bluestockings. 
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  Standing in direct opposition to this generation of female go-getters is young Alice. “Old 

maid” and “blue stocking” are equally odious appellations in her opinion. She “hate[s] love 

stories that don’t end in marriage” (170) and suffers the teasing of her friends, who call her a 

bluestocking “for they had the vulgar notion that every body must be tinged that lived under the 

same roof with an author” (176). Her relatives frequently portray her as a thinly disguised 

character in their stories, and she is mortified by the indecency of appearing in print for public 

consumption. Alice epitomizes the ideals of the “cult of true womanhood” that Welter argues 

were pervasive by the mid-nineteenth century. Still, even the virtuous Alice is not entirely 

submissive. Although Sedgwick herself most closely resembles the middle generation of the 

story, she presents the story in a balanced way that neither fully endorses nor condemns the 

sentiments of either Mrs. Courland or Alice. Taking for granted that Sedgwick intended to 

privilege Alice’s ideology over that of Mrs. Courland, Judith Fetterley writes that “[a]lthough 

Sedgwick is critical of Mrs. Courland, her portrait contains no trace of venom. Indeed, an 

undercurrent of sympathy and affection for this character threatens to subvert the very premises 

of the text” (46). While I concur that Sedgwick subtly intertwines various cross-currents of 

meaning in this story, I strongly disagree with Fetterley’s contention that Sedgwick’s sympathy 

for Mrs. Courland constitutes a subversive “undercurrent” in the story. The message of the story 

may threaten dominant social codes of femininity, but I read that message as being more 

prominent in the story than the counter-message that Alice represents.  

Sedgwick’s sympathy with Mrs. Courland is complex, but there is no compelling reason 

to read it as anything but consciously and straightforwardly so. In fact, there is evidence in the 

text that Sedgwick playfully parodies herself through the character of Mrs. Courland. The 

discussion of the way in which she transforms ordinary village residents into larger-than-life 
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literary characters is perhaps the best example. The narrator says that “a crazy vagrant was a 

God-send to her” (174);  this is certainly an allusion to Sedgwick’s character Crazy Bet in A 

New-England Tale. Not only would many of the readers of “Cacoethes  Scribendi” have been 

familiar with this novel’s most memorable character, Sedgwick’s neighbors in Stockbridge and 

the surrounding area would have known or known of Crazy Bet’s real-life prototype, a mentally 

unstable but harmless vagrant known locally as Crazy Sue (Foster 52-53). For these readers, 

identifying Mrs. Courland with Sedgwick to some extent would have been unavoidable. 

 

Fetterley also understands Alice to be the heroine of the story, perhaps because she fits 

the popular conception of a nineteenth-century heroine in women’s fiction:  young, attractive, in 

love, and engaged by the end of the story. However, I find it difficult to identify one character as 

the heroine of this story. Mrs. Courland is not a traditional romantic heroine, but she commands 

the attention of the reader in a way that the demure Alice simply cannot. Of course, it is possible 

that what commands attention today may have been uninteresting or even repulsive to 

nineteenth-century readers. But Sedgwick’s early readers would have had at least one 

characteristic in common—they enjoyed and appreciated fiction—and therefore Mrs. Courland’s 

literary adventures may well have interested them at least as much as Alice’s progress toward 

marriage. 

That is not to suggest that Sedgwick fully identifies with Mrs. Courland or endorses her 

writing career without qualification. She criticizes and even ridicules Mrs. Courland’s literary 

notions throughout the story. Sedgwick was a noted realist in her day, but Mrs. Courland 

dismisses Alice’s plea for realism with, “Pshaw! Alice: do you suppose it is necessary to tell 

things precisely as they are?” (178).
40

 In the same scene, the narrator interrupts the dialogue 

momentarily to point out that “Mrs. Courland did not know that in literature, as in some species 
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of manufacture, the most exquisite productions are wrought from the smallest quantity of raw 

material” (178). But more significant than Sedgwick’s literary critique of Mrs. Courland’s 

writing is her social critique of the way in which the authoress allows writing to interfere with 

and for a time supersede her familial and communal relationships.   

Mrs. Courland’s success as a writer no doubt boosts her self-image and energizes her 

formerly quotidian domestic life, but these benefits come at a great personal and social cost. As 

an author, she begins to assess other people in terms of their literary value to her: “She divided 

the world into two classes, or rather parts—authors and subjects for authors; the one active, the 

other passive” (174). This tendency to commodify others alienates her from her daughter and 

divides all her loyalties, reaching almost pathological proportions and threatening the integrity of 

her psyche: “Mrs. Courland’s interests [became] so at variance with the little community . . . that 

a sudden calamity, a death, a funeral, were fortunate events to her . . . . She wept as a woman, 

and exulted as an author” (174-75). Before the advent of the “itch,” the Courland household had 

been warm and inviting;  Sedgwick’s narrator describes the subsequent changes nostalgically: 

    Oh! what a changed place was that parlour!  Not the tower of 

Babel, after the builders had forsaken it, exhibited a sadder reverse 

. . . . Their parlour was the general gathering place, a sort of village 

exchange, where all the innocent gossips, old and young, met 

together . . . . There was something agreeable and conversable in 

the litter of netting and knitting work, of sewing implements, and 

all the signs and shows of happy female occupation. 

    Now, all was as orderly as a town drawing room in company 

hours. (176-77) 

 

Fortunately, this privacy is conducive to the budding courtship between Ralph and Alice, which 

the preoccupied Mrs. Courland does not even notice. On the evening that Alice throws the 

magazine containing her essay into the fire, Mrs. Courland begs Ralph to attempt to write a 

story. He finally agrees to write something, but insists that it will not be fictional, but rather “true 

 56



from beginning to end (178). After Alice’s outburst, Ralph hands over his composition to Mrs. 

Courland, who discovers it to be a confession of love for her daughter: 

Mrs. Courland read and re-read the sentence.  She dropped a tear 

on it.  She forgot her literary aspirations for Ralph and Alice – 

forgot she was herself an author – forgot everything but the mother 

. . . . (181) 

 

Alice and Ralph marry, and the story ends with the four women writers relinquishing their hopes 

of Alice’s becoming “an AUTHOR” (181). However, there are no converts in this story. Alice 

remains firmly committed to domesticity, while the others are freer than ever to carry on at their 

writing desks. 

Andrew Scheiber identifies “Cacoethes Scribendi” as an early exploration of the dual 

nature of the creative enterprise—one that fuses “civic and imaginative idealism with political 

and material exploitation, even depletion, of the resources on which that idealism feeds” and is 

more commonly associated with mid-century characters such as Hawthorne’s Coverdale and the 

narrator of Melville’s “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids” (41). He points out 

that the story presents writing as “first and foremost a less democratic form of language than the 

one it supplants” (47). The oral communication that precedes the “writing itch” is feminine and 

communal, whereas the writing itself is more traditionally masculine and individualistic. The one 

reinforces social bonds, the other threatens to sever them. However, blood relatives are not the 

only source of women’s companionship and community, and the writers in Mrs. Courland’s 

household achieve a kind of solidarity through their literary labors. A reviewer of The Linwoods 

for the North American Review in 1836 makes a similar point about the community of women 

writers, as opposed to the disunity that Scheiber sees in Mrs. Courland’s family: 

We noticed, not long ago, accounts in the newspapers of a meeting 

of female writers of this and other countries, at the residence of 

Miss Sedgwick, in Berkshire. If we were not misinformed by the 
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daily chronicles of the times, Mrs. Sigourney, Mrs. Butler, Miss 

Martineau, Miss Gould, and we know not how many more of their 

fair compeers, were assembled on this occasion, constituting a sort 

of female wittenagemote, or, in more intelligible language, a Blue 

Congress…. We venture to hope … that the object of the fair 

members of this re-union, was to encourage each other to 

persevere in the literary pursuits, to which they have all devoted 

themselves with so much success. (194) 

 

The conflict in “Cacoethes Scribendi” between authorship and family, sisterhood and 

motherhood, highlights Sedgwick’s awareness of the downside of women’s progress into a wider 

public sphere of accomplishment:  becoming an author or assuming any other public voice 

involves tough choices, especially for women with children. Once Mrs. Courland’s egotistical 

ambition is unleashed from its long dormancy, she loses sight of the many positive aspects of her 

non-writing life. Still, it is Sedgwick’s narrator who speaks of those sociable evenings in the 

parlour with nostalgia—not Mrs. Courland. The only person who really suffers at all in the story 

is the non-writer, Alice, and she still manages to get what she wants anyway. The point is that 

“Cacoethes Scribendi” affirms new and expanded life choices for women without at all 

denigrating or rejecting the old choices, and without shying away from the unavoidable fact that 

every choice a person makes involves a trade-off of some kind.  

 A common thread unites all the works of Edgeworth and Sedgwick that I have discussed 

in this chapter thus far:  a pressing desire to demonstrate that education, intellect, and authorship 

are all commensurate with domesticity and respectable womanhood—both of which may or may 

not include marriage. Borrowing from Welter and subsequent scholars of the “cult of true 

womanhood,” I have come to think of Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s literary mission on behalf of 

women as the doctrine of the “True Blue.” The True Blue has much in common with her 

successor, the New Woman of the later nineteenth century. She unites in her person the non-

submissive qualities of the True Woman with the unostentatious qualities of the Bluestocking, 
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and, for that matter, of the educated man. She is a golden mean of female achievement. Yet, the 

works in which these authors theorized the True Blue most directly were certainly not their most 

popular works: for Edgeworth, her very first slim volume and, thirty years later, a relatively 

obscure essay in an annual; for Sedgwick, two gift annual stories about women authors and a 

novel published well after her literary star had begun to fall. There can be no doubt that both 

women reached their largest audience through their major novels; what, then, do those novels say 

about women’s choices and challenges?  

One feature that separates these authors’ novels of female development from earlier and 

contemporaneous productions by their respective countrymen and women is the dazzling 

diversity of important female characters who serve as role models or as cautionary examples for 

the heroines. First among these is Harriet Freke, Edgeworth’s caricature of “mannish” 

Wollstonecraftian feminism in Belinda. Of all the unusual women that Edgeworth or Sedgwick 

created, Harriet takes the cake for wearing breeches and engaging in other outrageously 

untraditional behavior:  

“I know nothing of the Lacedaemonian ladies, I took my leave of them 

when I was a schoolboy—girl—I should say. But, pray, what o’clock is 

it by you—I’ve sat till I’m cramped all over,” cried Mrs. Freke, getting 

up and stretching herself so violently that some part of her habiliments 

gave way . . .  [and she burst] into a horse laugh. (231)  

 

Debby Lenox surely heads Sedgwick’s cast of singular women, but even she is far more 

positively portrayed than Harriet. Harriet is not only loud, boisterous, and otherwise masculine in 

appearance and manners, she also exhibits some of the worst behavior traditionally associated 

with men:  insulting and intimidating others, mocking the virtues of meeker people, gambling, 

and even dueling. Sedgwick’s Debby is just as physically masculine, if not more so, than Harriet 

Freke: 
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Miss Debby’s person, mind, and history, were altogether 

singular. Her height was rather above the grenadier standard, as she 

exceeded by one inch six feet; her stature and her weather-beaten skin 

would have led one to suspect that her feminine dress was a vain attempt 

at disguise, had not her voice, which possessed the shrillness which is the 

peculiar attribute of a woman’s, testified to Miss Debby’s right to make 

pretensions which at the first glance seemed monstrous; . . . time, or 

accident, had made such ravages on her teeth, that but a very few 

remained, and they stood like hardy veterans who have by dint of 

superior strength survived their contemporaries. (31) 

 

However, Sedgwick continues to associate Debby with military masculinity while adroitly 

introducing a softer side to her personality. Debby’s one nod to femininity is her gold necklace, 

given to her “some thirty years before by a veteran soldier, who, at the close of our revolutionary 

war, was captivated by the martial air of this then young Amazon” (32). Debby refused this 

soldier’s proposal of marriage, the narrator tells us, because she was “so imbued with the 

independent spirit of the times, that she would not then consent to the surrender of any of her 

rights” (32). Despite her masculine features, Debby’s wisdom, kindness, and sensitivity equal 

that of the heroine Ellen Bruce. 

Both Mitzi Myers and Catherine Gallagher have tackled the issue of female identity 

formation in Edgeworth’s works, the former mostly through readings of the “Rosamond” series 

of children’s stories and the latter by analyzing Letters for Literary Ladies, the Irish writings, and 

Harrington.
41

 Both critics agree that Edgeworth bases her project in female identity formation, 

whether one views it from the vantage of child development and education or from that of adult 

decision-making, on her faith in an ideal of enlightened, conscious, rational choice. My earlier 

quotation from Gallagher about the efficacy of women’s “Benthamite calculations” and the 

following rather lengthy quotation from Myers establish much of the foundation for my own 

reading of female formation in Edgeworth, especially since their studies cover so much of the 

Edgeworth canon between them: 
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Edgeworth replaces [in the Rosamond stories] the usual heterosexual 

romance script fusing female self-definition with relations between the 

sexes by a mother-daughter educational narrative thematizing domestic 

realism and enlightened choice, dramatizing through its rationally 

mothered heroine’s tutorial adventures how young readers can learn to 

cope with their culture. Episode after heuristic episode demonstrates that 

girls need not fall prey to culturally conditioned sensibility and romantic 

fantasy; that they can indeed think, judge, and act for themselves—

phrases that form the leit-motiv of the tales; that sensibility is not of itself 

a virtue to be rewarded, but must be assimilated to sense within a revised 

configuration of female possibility. (“Dilemmas” 71) 

 

Edgeworth’s adult heroines tend, however, not to have had the advantage of such rational 

mothering in their childhoods. Like Frances Burney’s and Ann Radcliffe’s heroines, 

Edgeworth’s are more likely to be orphans raised by relatives with varying degrees of affection 

and concern for their wards.  

In many ways both the “Letters of Julia and Caroline” and “Self-justification” served as 

preliminary sketches for Edgeworth’s first society novel and first adult bildungsroman, Belinda 

(1801), and particularly for one of her most compelling characters, Lady Delacour. The 

opposition between the worldly Lady Delacour and her domestic goddess of a counterpart, Lady 

Anne Percival, reflects the Julia-Caroline dynamic while escaping its tragic yet predictable 

ending. When the novel opens, the young heroine Belinda, an orphan raised by a crass and self-

serving (but not cruel) aunt, has been sent off as a companion to the well-connected Lady 

Delacour in order to increase her chances of catching an advantageous husband. Faced with 

choosing whether to emulate Lady Delacour or Lady Percival, Belinda eventually succeeds in 

choosing the right and reforming her beloved Lady Delacour in the bargain.  

Sedgwick’s first two novels set up similar oppositions between the orphan Jane Elton and 

her cousin Elvira Wilson in A New-England Tale (1822), between the orphan Ellen Bruce and 

her half-sister Caroline Redwood in Redwood (1824), and between Gertrude Clarence and Mrs. 
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Layton in Clarence (1830). As I demonstrated in chapter 1, all three of these novels clearly 

demonstrate Edgeworth’s influence on Sedgwick through explicit intertextual references. The 

earliest of these novels features prominently in Nina Baym’s classic study of nineteenth-century 

American “woman’s fiction,” in which she argues that “American women became authors and 

readers” through their creation and consumption of a “single tale”: 

[I]t is the story of a young girl who is deprived of the supports she had 

rightly or wrongly depended on to sustain her throughout life and is 

faced with the necessity of winning her own way in the world . . . . [H]er 

story exemplifies the difficult but successful negotiation of the 

undifferentiated child through the trials of adolescence into the 

individuation of sound adulthood. The happy marriages with which 

most—though not all—of this fiction concludes are symbols of 

successful accomplishment of the required task and resolutions of the 

basic problems raised in the story, which is in most primitive terms the 

story of the formation and assertion of a feminine ego. (12) 

 

Both Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s heroines accomplish this feminine ego formation through an 

often painstaking process of observing, making independent judgments, and calculating 

appropriate responses and actions. When one of their responses proves to have been unwise, they 

learn from the experience and move on to the next one. This process of identity formation takes 

place in an environment of constant dialogue between characters who articulate contradictory 

ideals of feminism, femininity, and citizenship. Like fictional heroines negotiating paths through 

these pluralistic arrays of competing ideologies, we also as readers must ponder the multiple 

contradictions that exist in these authors’ writings on female identity and women’s rights before 

arriving at any firm conclusions. Finally, both women endorse an ideal of womanhood that 

consists of managing various tensions—between independence and obligation, ambition and 

modesty, self and family—without disintegrating entirely. As Edgeworth described Sedgwick’s 

brilliant portrayal of Aunt Debby, the best characters are “valuable as original pictures, with 

enough of individual peculiarity to be interesting, and to give the feeling of reality and life as 
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portraits, with sufficient also of general characteristics, to give them the philosophical merit of 

portraying a class.”
42

 In other words, the goal is never to become indistinguishable from either 

one’s work or one’s family but rather to maintain individual integrity, and all the choices and 

risks that accompany it, in spite of them both. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DIALOGUE, DIALECT, AND THE DIALOGISM OF UNION 

 

“. . . the story is in my view always a subordinate part—and the 

sense and spirit of Miss Edgeworth’s dialogue—open her books 

where you will—is sure to instruct and entertain you.”  

(Redwood, 256) 

 

Henry Redwood’s assessment of Edgeworth’s strengths as a fiction writer is not 

surprising, and we can be nearly certain that Sedgwick agreed with the words she put in his 

mouth. Neither Sedgwick nor her character was the first to applaud Edgeworth’s use of dialogue; 

apparently, in her conversation, her correspondence, and her fiction, Edgeworth had the gift of 

gab. Her first Irish novel, Castle Rackrent, originated in the conversations and stories of her 

father’s steward John Langan, whom Edgeworth imitated in dramatic monologues to entertain 

her aunt Mrs. Ruxton during the latter’s convalescence (Butler, ME 126, 174, 244). Later, and 

largely because of her aunt’s rave reviews of the characterization, Edgeworth transformed 

Langan into Thady Quirk and gave him the history of Rackrent to narrate: 

I heard him when first I came to Ireland, and his dialect struck me, 

and his character, and I became so acquainted with it that I could 

speak it without effort: so that when, for mere amusement, without 

any ideas of publishing, I began to write a family history as Thady 

would tell it, he seemed to stand beside me and dictate and I wrote 

as fast as my pen could go, the characters all imaginary.
43

 

 

Edgeworth was enormously prolific as an author and as a private correspondent; more than two 

thousand of her letters survive in archives and private collections (Butler, ME 4). Writing letters 
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came easily to her, Butler points out, “since she had a sharp eye for character and an ear for 

dialogue” (3). Edgeworth’s notebooks reflect her interest in accurately recording sights, 

conversations, and particular experiences more than her feelings, impressions, or ideas about 

them. They show “a mind alert to all kind of miscellaneous information encountered in everyday 

experience, in conversation, and in books” (Butler, ME 238-39). During the first two decades of 

the nineteenth century, while Edgeworth published at a feverish pace, she also wrote her most 

entertaining letters. Along with her notebooks, many of these letters, particularly those addressed 

to close female relatives and friends, served as preliminary notes and sketches for future works 

of fiction: 

These family letters, which are so different from the journal-letters 

she sent home from abroad, serve as informal notes for the novels; 

they contain for example some acute and memorable sketches of 

visitors to Edgeworthstown. Her father did not approve of so much 

feminine gossip about personalities. She broke off once on the 

third side of a letter to her stepmother to exclaim in mock alarm: “I 

have not yet done talking of persons—what will my father say to 

me?” (Butler, ME 203) 

 

Perhaps as a result of her father’s regulatory influence, Edgeworth was markedly less loquacious 

when writing to men or when conversing among mixed or unfamiliar company. Still, her way 

with words impressed acquaintances. A visitor to Edgeworthstown, the Irish Solicitor-General 

Charles Kendal Bushe (whom Edgeworth would later eulogize in Patronage
44

) admired her 

conversational skills:   

In the Conversation she neither advances or keeps back, but mixes 

naturally and cheerfully in it, and tho in the number of words she 

says less than any one, yet the excellence of her remarks and the 

unpremeditated point which she gives them makes you recollect 

her to have talk’d more than others. (Butler 213) 
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 Sedgwick, on the other hand, was not particularly famous for her conversational skills or 

for her written depiction of dialogue.
45 

I have found few contemporaneous references to the 

quality or the nature of her personal conversation or her fictional dialogue, though her reviewers 

almost always remarked on the general gracefulness of her writing style in conveying both 

pathos and humor. Nearly all of these contemporary reviewers were men, including William 

Cullen Bryant and Edgar Allen Poe. Bryant praised both Sedgwick’s “deep pathos” and “comic 

power” in his review of Redwood, in which virtue and error are “delightfully chastened and 

regulated, by great good sense and sober practical wisdom” (245-72). Poe placed Sedgwick in 

the top tier of American writers and gave her first place among American women writers. He 

deemed The Linwoods superior to Hope Leslie and Redwood, noting that it “is full of deep 

natural interest, rivetting attention without undue or artificial means for attaining that end. It 

contains nothing forced, or in any degree exaggerated. Its prevailing features are equability, ease, 

perfect accuracy and purity of style, a manner never at outrance with the subject matter, pathos, 

and verisimilitude.” (Review of The Linwoods, 57-59). 

It is interesting to note that one of the first twentieth-century Sedgwick scholars, and the 

first woman ever to undertake a sustained study of Sedgwick’s works, was also the first to 

consistently praise her dialogue. Sister Mary Michael Welsh asserts in her 1937 dissertation that 

in Redwood Segdwick’s “dialogue is easy, natural and appropriate” (24), that Clarence “abounds 

in effective, appropriate dialogues” (29), that in all of her works “Miss Sedgwick’s dialogue is 

the equal of the best of her contemporaries, and that for the most part it maintains a consistent 

level of excellence” (34). 
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Writing a lonely dissertation on Sedgwick in 1958, Richard Banus Gidez takes Henry 

Redwood’s remarks about Edgeworth’s dialogue and turns them back against Sedgwick’s own 

writerly art—or, as he saw it, her lack thereof: 

Miss Sedgwick obviously concurred with [Henry’s] statement. The 

story of Redwood is of secondary concern to her. Far more 

important is the depiction of New England life and scene. That she 

paid little attention to the story proper and did not care to do better 

can be seen in her over-use of coincidences, her digressions, her 

faulty handling of time, and her employment of hackneyed 

devices. (67) 

 

Gidez concludes that “the parts of Redwood are much better than the whole” (67). While Gidez 

finds particular fault in the disunity of Redwood (he criticizes all of her novels to some extent on 

this score), that novel is the only one that Sister Welsh does not single out for similar criticism. 

She had made similar points (but in a less damning tone than Foster’s) of Sedgwick’s other 

novels. Of A New-England Tale, she says, “the unity of impression is blurred by too many 

unnecessary details not vitally connected” (22); of Hope Leslie, “the plot does not stand out[,] it 

is so involved in minor plots, that the main one is, at times, obscured” (26); of Clarence, “the 

unity of impression is weak, owing chiefly to the strength of minor plots” (29); of The Linwoods, 

“incidents crowd in such quick succession and from such unsuspected sources that, while the 

interest is intense, the unity of impression is sometimes marred” (31); and of Married or Single?, 

“the author has piled into the tale all kinds of incidents and grouped them together in this story” 

(32). In a similar vein, Edward Halsey Foster criticizes A New-England Tale in his 1974 literary 

biography of Sedgwick. While recognizing that the tale is “primarily remembered for its 

historical importance” as an early example of the use of historical detail and local color in the 

conscious “attempt then being made to discover a truly American literature,” Foster grants that 

Crazy Bet is “the most fully, or at least the most interestingly, developed person in the book” 
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(52).Yet he concludes that Bet has “noticeably little relevance to the novel in proportion to her 

interest for the reader,” a disparity that Foster argues “suggests how poorly the author understood 

at this point the nature of fiction” (52-53). 

It is clear, and certainly not surprising, that these three mid-twentieth century critics were 

concerned with unity of plot and impression. It is equally clear that Sedgwick’s contemporaries 

(even that high priest of “unity of effect,” Poe
46

) did not condemn the rapid succession of 

incidents and the frequent introduction of tangential characters—whether necessary to advance 

the main plot or not—so long as they were interesting and entertaining. Edgeworth’s 

contemporary critics, while they admired her realistic portraits of social behavior and 

conversation, were not always so forgiving of her overall plot structures. In a New Monthly 

Magazine review of Robert Plumer Ward’s novel Tremaine (1825), the anonymous reviewer 

seized the opportunity to blast Edgeworth’s wholes while praising their parts. Tremaine belongs 

to that class of novels “of which Miss Edgeworth’s are the only truly valuable specimens,” 

resembling her work in that it 

discards all romantic exhibitions of passion and sentiment, and depends, for 

its power of interesting the heart, and exciting the imagination, on its 

vraisemblance alone;—it resembles them in its vigorous and at the same 

time refined and delicate delineation of character, and its absolutely 

unexaggerated truth of manners…. It differs from Miss Edgeworth’s Tales, 

in being absolutely free from that crying defect which the very warmest of 

her admirers …cannot either overlook or forget, and which, while it takes 

away from them that specific, homogeneous character, without which they 

cannot be regarded as perfect works of art, does what is still more 

important, in robbing them of the power of producing those admirable 

practical effects which their otherwise astonishing merits might command. 

We allude, of course, to the singularly complicated and artificial plots of 

Miss Edgeworth’s stories. It cannot be doubted that these greatly injure the 

general effect of the works of which they form so important a part, by 

destroying their verisimilitude as wholes . . . .  

(New Monthly Magazine 13 (1825): 328; quoted in Butler, ME 349) 
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Butler points out that by the 1830s some critics and even younger members of Edgeworth’s 

family began to stress the importance of sustained unity of impression “both to characters and to 

the novels as a whole,” but that when she actually wrote her novels, neither the reviewers nor the 

great majority of readers though as much about the broader effect as about liveliness and 

verisimilitude in detail; which is of course why her lifelike tales were so much admired and 

imitated. Maria, as a product of an older period, did not fully understand Col. Stewart’s letter; 

she seldom talked of broad artistic effects, and never seems to have spoken (except in later life, 

at the prompting of her young relatives) of the desirability of unity. (261) 

This general shift in assessments of Edgeworth’s fiction strongly resembles the changes 

in Sedgwick’s own critical history from the praise of Bryant and Poe to the derision of Gidez and 

Foster over a century later. However, in the last two decades, critics of British and American 

literature have tended to abandon formal aesthetic evaluation in favor of focusing on the 

historicity, political and psychological insight, and cultural function of literary works, and this 

sea-change has recouped the reputations of both Edgeworth and Sedgwick. Jane Tompkins 

points out that many texts which twentieth-century critics disregarded on formal grounds “did 

not seem at all deficient to their original audiences,” and she questions the historical conditions 

under which such critics came to make such judgments. Following the general lead of Davidson 

and Tompkins, I maintain that if supposedly minor incidents, extraneous characters, and 

digressive descriptions of local scenes and customs seem to overshadow or compete with a text’s 

primary plot, then we must examine those diverse elements not for what they take away from the 

presumed “main” plot but for how they intersect or contrast with that plot and with one another 

in ways that contribute to our experience of the text as a whole. In other words, perhaps the 

seeming disconnectedness of these features is precisely their point. In this dissertation and 
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particularly in this chapter, it is just such odd juxtapositions, incongruities, digressions, and 

disunities that I consider most relevant and most revealing. Like Henry Redwood, I focus in this 

chapter more on the particularities of dialogue and incident than to the “main” story. I aim to 

understand what such elements meant to these authors and their contemporary readers, and to 

suggest what we can still learn from them today. 

Critics from Walter Scott and William Cullen Bryant to K.D.M. Snell and Mary Kelley 

have read both Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s tendency to digress and embellish in every direction 

away from the narrative center as pioneering forays into regionalism or local color fiction.
47

 Both 

authors were well aware of the regional particularity of their works, but they tended to describe 

that specificity as a limitation rather than as a strength. During their trip to Paris in 1802-03, 

Edgeworth and her father discovered that they were known and respected primarily as 

educational theorists and children’s authors, and not for their joint non-fictional project Essay on 

Irish Bulls or for Maria’s Irish novel Castle Rackrent. While Edgeworth’s Belinda had appeared 

in a French translation with moderate exposure, her Parisian acquaintances seemed completely 

unaware of her work in and about Irish dialect, extracts of which had appeared in French in the 

influential Swiss journal Bibliotheque Britannique.
48

 Their reputation in Paris was the exact 

opposite of their reputation in Great Britain, where the peculiarly Irish books were more widely 

known than their works on education. This discrepancy probably arose from the regional 

specificity of the Irish works both in language and in subject. Whereas the bulk of a society 

novel such as Belinda was easily translatable and might just as easily have been transposed onto 

a continental setting, the best aspects of Castle Rackrent did not lend themselves to linguistic 

translation or to imaginative relocation. The Irish tales are grounded in Ireland and in Irish-

English dialect; to translate them is to strip them of their immediacy and their humor. Edgeworth 
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and her father both understood this reality as a shortcoming. Exasperated with reading L’Absent, 

the French translation of The Absentee, Maria wrote:   

It is impossible that a Parisian can make any sense of it from 

beginning to end—beginning with Lady Clonbrony & Sir Terence 

O’Fay & ending with Larry!—but these are good lessons—to teach 

an author what is merely local & temporary.
49

  

 

Her father speculated that perhaps The Absentee’s success in Britain was “too much owing to the 

provincialism and patois of some of the characters.”
50

  The Edgeworths’ assumption here is that 

the more universally intelligible and appreciable a novel is, the better it is and the longer it will 

be read and remembered. Nevertheless, the preference of the majority of readers in the U.K. and 

the U.S. for the Irish works has undercut that assumption from the beginning. Maria’s four Irish 

novels have always been the favorites among Anglophone audiences, and for many decades her 

place in literary history entirely depended on her fascinating portrayals of Ireland and their 

pioneering contribution to the nineteenth-century trend towards regionalism.
51

 

 For all their elements of “provincialism and patois,” as Richard Lovell Edgeworth would 

have it, both Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s novels (with the possible exception of the multi-

generational Castle Rackrent) nevertheless have heroes and heroines whose conflicts do indeed 

occasion the tales and whose development does determine the trajectory of the action no matter 

how many Crazy Bets, Mr. Sohos, and Aunt Debbys they encounter along the way. Still, I will 

argue that for a proper interpretation of the novels as integrated wholes, those “diversions” are 

just as important as the so-called main plots and characters. The issue of genre is central here. In 

“Epic and Novel: Toward a Methodology for the Study of the Novel,” Bakhtin theorizes both the 

active author-narrator and the cacophony of competing characters’ voices as crucial 

characteristics separating the novel from earlier, classical and closed genres such as the epic. The 

period of the novel (which we still live in), he explains, is “an actively polyglot world” in which  
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[t]he novelist is drawn toward everything that is not yet completed. He 

may turn up on the field of representation in any authorial pose, he may 

depict real moments in his own life or make allusions to them, he may 

interfere in the conversations of his heroes, he may openly polemicize . . 

. . [F]or the “depicting” authorial language now lies on the same plane as 

the “depicted” language of the hero, and may enter into dialogic relations 

and hybrid combinations with it (indeed, it cannot help but enter into 

such relations). (27-28) 

 

Certainly the “novel” was a literary category still very much under construction in the early 

nineteenth century, as the long-time controversy over the difference between novels and 

romances attests. Generations of critics have carefully referred to certain book-length fictions by 

Edgeworth, Scott, James Fenimore Cooper, Sedgwick, Hawthorne, and other of their 

contemporaries as “romances.” Nevertheless, both Sedgwick and Edgeworth often insisted that 

their books were neither novels nor romances, but rather “tales”—a designation that has virtually 

disappeared from our contemporary literary vocabulary. Literary works designated as novels had 

long been associated with moral levity and often with female sexual desire, and that connotation 

persisted well into the nineteenth century. Romance, on the other hand, suggested the stuff of 

fantasy and legend rather than events and characters from real life. In the prefatory 

“advertisement” to Belinda, Edgeworth explains that she does not wish “to acknowledge a 

Novel” and that her present “work” is more properly termed a “Moral Tale”: 

Were all novels like those of madame de Crousaz, mrs.[sic] 

Inchbald, miss Burney, or Dr. Moore, she would adopt the name  

of novel with delight: But so much folly, errour, and vice are 

disseminated in books classed under this denomination, that it is 

hoped the wish to assume another title will be attributed to feelings 

that are laudable, and not fastidious.
52

 

 

Edgeworth’s differentiation here has more to do with the moral content of fictional works than 

with their formal properties, but elsewhere her terminology implies that she did not consider 

tales as necessarily moral in nature. She had subtitled Castle Rackrent very specifically as An 
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Hibernian Tale taken from facts and from the manners of the Irish squires before the year 1782. 

So, both Belinda and Castle Rackrent were generically tales and therefore shared many 

characteristics, but the former was specifically moral and the latter was specifically Hibernian or 

Irish.
53

  

Sedgwick, too, acknowledged both the moral purpose and the local appeal of her tales 

right from the start. In the preface to A New-England Tale, she explains that she set out to 

“produce a very short and simple moral tale of the most humble description,” yet  

. . . if in the course of its production it has acquired any thing of a 

peculiar or a local cast, this should be chiefly attributed to the 

habits of the writer’s education, and that kind of accident which 

seems to control the efforts of those who have not been the 

subjects of strict intellectual discipline, and have not sufficiently 

premeditated their own designs. (7) 

  

It is true that A New-England Tale started out as a tract illustrating the liberating Unitarian 

religious principles which the recently converted Sedgwick believed superior to the prevailing 

Calvinistic orthodoxy of her ancestors and her region; this much is well documented in her 

personal correspondence and journal (Kelley, PHS 30). It is doubtful, however, that the novel’s 

“local cast” was simply the result of accident or insufficient design, though it was certainly a 

product of Sedgwick’s education and reading habits. She may have feared being unfavorably 

compared with the most famous regionalists of the day, Edgeworth and Scott, but she would not 

have feared falling short had she not admired these writers and to some extent modeled her own 

work after theirs. Her first work’s “local cast” was a direct result of her admiration for both of 

these writers and her desire to do for her own country what they had done for Ireland and 

Scotland. After all, she begins her preface by announcing her “humble effort to add something to 

the scanty stock of native American literature,” after having boldly declared her admiration for 
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Edgeworth in the dedication that precedes that preface. And Crazy Bet, while based on an actual 

woman whom Sedgwick knew, would certainly be as much at home in the Waverly series as she 

is in A New-England Tale.
54

 

Orality and performativity are important generic features of Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s 

tales (these tend to distinguish their work from Scott’s). Numerous devices in Edgeworth’s Irish 

tales, particularly Castle Rackrent and Ennui, and large parts of all of Sedgwick’s fiction, work 

together to make these works feel spoken or performed. Mitzi Myers observes that “Edgeworth’s 

are strikingly talky fictions, veritable textbook examples of heteroglossia in which every tongue 

has its say, and dialogue is the operative mode, the didactic message problematized by the 

dialogic medium” (“Shot from Canons,” 200). I have already mentioned that the history of the 

Rackrents originated in Edgeworth’s imitative verbal performances. In the preface to Castle 

Rackrent, Edgeworth (and/or her father) explains that Thady Quirk “tells the history of the 

Rackrent family in his vernacular idiom” which is “incapable of translation, and besides, the 

authenticity of his story would have been more exposed to doubt if it were not told in his own 

characteristic manner” (6).
55

 As for its authenticity, Thady’s “history” of the Rackrents was in 

fact largely based on the recorded history of the Edgeworths in The Black Book of 

Edgesworthtown,
56

 but the preface to the tale clearly indicates that Maria and her father were 

savvy to the slippage between history and just plain story:  

[T]here is much uncertainty even in the best authenticated ancient or 

modern histories; and that love of truth, which in some minds is innate 

and immutable, necessarily leads to a love of secret memoirs, and private 

anecdotes…. We are surely justified, in this eager desire, to collect the 

most minute facts relative to the domestic lives, not only of the great and 

good, but even of the worthless and insignificant, since it is only by a 

comparison of their actual happiness or misery in the privacy of 

domestic life that we can form a just estimate of the real reward of 

virtue, or the real punishment of vice. (5) 
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Which, the preface implicitly asks, is more reliable—history or hearsay? 

 

Indeed, the term “tale” connotes orality far more than either “novel” or “romance” does. 

A tale may be spoken or recorded in writing; it may be true or fictional. By the nineteenth 

century, however, the term “novel” exclusively referred to compositions that were both written 

and fictional. The OED explains that the noun “tale” is related to the verb for “to talk” and “to 

tell,” which, in its earliest manifestation in Old Teutonic, meant “to mention things in their 

natural or due order, to relate, enumerate, reckon.” Throughout the middle ages and up through 

the late nineteenth century, “tale” had two primary meanings: 1) “that which one tells; the 

relation of a series of events; a narrative” and 2) “a story or narrative, true or fictitious, drawn up 

so as to interest or amuse, or to preserve the history of a fact or incident.”
57

  Butler and Tim 

McLoughlin point out that in the French literary tradition the tale (le conte) is properly “a 

sophisticated, self-conscious French form for portraying villagers’ lives” (“Introductory Note” to 

Castle Rackrent, vii). Jean-Francois Marmontel’s Contes moraux, or Moral Tales (1761) 

certainly influenced Edgeworth’s understanding of the tale as a genre, particularly her own 

collection by the same title, Moral Tales (1801). Marmontel had also contributed a series of 

essays on literature to Diderot’s Encyclopedie which were later collected and published under the 

title Elements de Litterature in 1789. Here he argues that dialogue is the most striking feature of 

the best tales, because “it is there that manners can be vividly caught, subtly indicated, delicately 

shaded; a skilful painter can with slight touches, brilliantly true to life, produce animated groups 

and living pictures” (quoted in Butler, “Introduction” 7). Butler concludes that for Marmontel 

and Edgeworth the essence of the tale “resides in the social dialogue it conducts” (“Introduction” 

7). 
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Sedgwick also spelled out for her readers the particular generic nature of her first book. 

Its full title, A New-England Tale; or Sketches of New-England Character and Manners, 

indicates that she considers the tale a literary form consisting of “sketches” of the “character and 

manners” of a particular place and time. The word “sketches” further underscores the 

performative and episodic nature of the text as well as its visual descriptiveness. In addition to its 

primary definition of preliminary drawings or plans for a larger project, “sketch” in the 

nineteenth century could also denote “a short play or performance of slight dramatic construction 

and usually of a light or comic nature”—a common usage in the context of comedy to this day—

as well as “a musical performance by one person, in which playing, singing, and talking are 

combined.”
58

  

 So, the term “tale,” as Sedgwick and Edgeworth understood it, has three important 

characteristics that apply to many of their works and are fundamental to any comprehensive 

interpretation of those works: 1) a pervasive sense of orality and performativity, typically 

expressed through expressive dialogue and vivid description of characters’ appearances, 

clothing, and gestures; 2) the relation of incidents or events that are self-contained and 

interesting or amusing in their own right, in addition to the progressive unfolding of one 

connecting plot; and 3) a basis either in historical fact or in fiction, or in a combination of the 

two, with a tendency to claim historicity even where there is none. It is not enough merely to 

establish these formal characteristics of their tales, however. The far more important and 

interesting question for my purposes in this dissertation is, what cultural work do the tales 

accomplish? And for purposes of this chapter in particular, how does their form support that 

function? We have already seen that Sedgwick’s Henry Redwood believes Edgeworth’s stories 

are secondary to her entertaining and instructive dialogue, and that many critics have deemed 
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Sedgwick’s tangential episodes and sub-narratives far more interesting than her main plots. But 

even if we reject canonical hierarchies that privilege such qualities as unity of plot (choosing 

instead to accept and appreciate these authors’ colorful dialogue, anecdotes, and episodes as 

elements typical of the tale as a genre), we will still miss the larger interpretive mark if we fail to 

consider how those generic elements are related to each other and to the heroes and heroines of 

the central plot—who do occupy the moral center, if not always the center stage, of the tales. 

 Practically any sampling of Sedgwick’s and Edgeworth’s tales would provide ample 

material for such an investigation, but for the sake of order I will focus on three texts in this 

remainder of this chapter. The Absentee, A New-England Tale, and Redwood are all strongly 

regional yet contemporary in orientation (as opposed to the regional but historical perspective of 

Hope Leslie, The Linwoods, and Castle Rackrent). Sedgwick’s heroines Jane Elton and Ellen 

Bruce resemble Edgeworth’s Grace Nugent in many fairly obvious ways. Their male 

counterparts and eventual husbands—Mr. Lloyd, Charles Westall, and Lord Colambre—likewise 

resemble one another. On the other hand, the lively local color elements of A New-England Tale 

and Redwood, coupled with those texts’ direct references to Edgeworth, practically cry out for 

comparison with an Irish tale such as The Absentee.  

Jane Elton of A New-England Tale truly is an orphan, while both Ellen Bruce of Redwood 

and Grace Nugent of The Absentee believe themselves orphans until the dramatic revelations of 

their true identities near the end of their narratives. All three heroines are raised by older aunt 

figures. On the most basic level, their stories are courtship narratives that end with their 

triumphant nuptials. Yet, while these young heroines do come of age in the course of their 

narratives, the tales simply do not focus intensely enough on their heroines to give us the kind of 

layered psychological interiority we expect of later bildungsroman.
59

 Instead of learning valuable 
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life lessons through the painful process of sophomoric self-assurance, error, enlightenment, 

repentance, and reform that characterizes the bildung novels of Jane Austen and George Eliot, 

these heroes and heroines of Edgeworth and Sedgwick are so virtuous, so rational, so generally 

superior from the outset that they simply do not require significant personal growth or spiritual 

development in order to become model adult women.
60

 The obstacles to their successful maturity 

are exterior and for the most part incidental; the challenge lies in successfully negotiating the 

social milieu and in forming the right alliances rather than internalizing new virtues or achieving 

profound self-knowledge.
61

 Ultimately, their task is not to reform themselves but to reform their 

families and their societies—a mission they share with their creators. 

The reader does not experience the action of these tales through the mind of any 

individual protagonist but rather more as a spectator of extended and highly contextualized 

performances. We do not “hear” the thoughts of a single dominant character but rather the 

competing voices of many characters—as well as that of an often intrusive and didactic author-

narrator whose goal is not to represent individual psychological complexity so much as to 

present a layered social critique that is persuasive as well as entertaining. Indeed, it is not too 

much of a stretch to think of the entire families and societies that these tales portray as their true 

collective protagonists, and the forces that threaten the progress of those families and societies as 

the true antagonists. 

 In the absence of deep interiority and complex psychological conflict that came to 

characterize Victorian and later novels, the episodes and characters that occur around these main 

characters typically command as much or more readerly attention than the heroines themselves. 

Almost without exception, the voices of minor characters and villains in these tales are more 

vivid, more compelling, and more memorable than those of the heroes and heroines. The latters’ 
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strength of character is inversely proportional to their weakness as characters. While Jane is 

undoubtedly the heroine of A New-England Tale, for example, she is less compelling than Crazy 

Bet. Likewise, nearly all of Redwood’s contemporary reviewers believed Aunt Deborah to be its 

most memorable character. Edgeworth herself noted that  

The character of Aunt Deborah is first rate; in Scott’s best manner, 

yet not an imitation of Scott. It is to America what Scott’s 

characters are to Scotland – valuable as original pictures, with 

enough of individual peculiarity to be interesting, and to give the 

feeling of reality and life as portraits, with sufficient also of 

general characteristicks, to give them the philosophical merit of 

portraying a class.
62

 

 

Debby is certainly the most original character in Redwood, but the tale’s most sympathetic figure 

is not Ellen, Charles, Henry, or even Debby, but the slave Africk, who is long dead before the 

action of the narrative-proper even begins. Furthermore, Redwood’s Shaker subplot, with its 

eccentric zealots, shocking villainy, and ethnographic detail is more colorful than the rather 

predictable story of Ellen Bruce’s secret identity and eventual marriage. Caroline Redwood is 

Ellen’s vicious antagonist, but as such she provides the multi-colored (because deeply stained) 

backdrop for Ellen’s blue-white moral purity. Caroline is too mean-spirited ever to command the 

full sympathy of the reader—indeed, for most of the book we love to hate her—but her 

humiliation and suffering near the end of the tale leaves us hoping for her final reform and 

salvation even more than for the successful union of Ellen and Charles, which, after all, we have 

seen coming all along.  

 Edgeworth’s Grace Nugent is far less fleshed-out than Jane Elton or Ellen Bruce, both of 

whom still possess some individual agency despite the fact that their destinies are just as 

predictable as Grace’s. Not entirely unlike Belinda Portman of Belinda, Grace is more of a place-

holder than an agent; she rather occupies than plays the role of female lead. Her dominant traits 
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are humility, agreeableness, and passive loyalty to Lady Clonbrony. Our only indication of her 

moral fiber is through the second-hand reports of some charitable deeds she performed in Ireland 

long before the action of the novel begins. Colambre is the true hero of The Absentee; Grace is 

more his consort than a heroine in her own right. In Sedgwick’s tales, where Jane and Ellen are 

clearly the heroines, the marriage plot is a matter of which man will be good enough to marry 

them. The Absentee’s marriage plot, on the other hand, is not about who will win Grace’s hand, 

but rather whom Colambre will ask.  

 Each of these three tales juxtaposes conflicting cultures and ideologies that the heroines 

and heroes must successfully negotiate. In A New-England Tale the conflict is between rigid 

protestant orthodoxy and more liberal theologies such as Unitarianism and Quakerism. While 

Sedgwick’s first book is certainly a regional New England tale in many respects, the central 

ideological conflict is not regional or political but rather spiritual in nature. Regardless of their 

religious convictions, nearly all of the characters are natives of the same region. In Redwood and 

The Absentee, however, the central conflicts are fundamentally cultural and regional: the north 

vs. the south in Sedgwick’s United States, Ireland vs. England in Edgeworth’s United Kingdom. 

The national allegories inherent in these tales are the concern of ch. 5, but the linguistic and 

rhetorical dimensions of that allegory are relevant here.  

Wherever they appear in these tales, colorful characters such as Sedgwick’s Crazy Bet 

and Aunt Debby, and Edgeworth’s Sir Terence O’Fay and Mr. Soho the interior decorator, 

command our attention by dominating the dialogue and the diorama. They are verbally and 

visually flamboyant. Debby is six-feet-one, masculine in stature, and has very few teeth 

remaining, yet 

[t]he only relict of worldly or womanly vanity which Debby 

displayed, was a string of gold beads, which, according to a 
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tradition that had been carefully transmitted to the younger 

members of the family, had been given to [her] some thirty years 

before by a veteran soldier, who, at the close of our revolutionary 

war, was captivated by the martial air of this then young Amazon. 

(32) 

 

At one time or another in the course of the narrative, Debby, who still captivates people by 

commanding their respect, wins over just about every character in Redwood. Susan Allen, an 

important character in the Shaker subplot, has powers of persuasion and influence that verge on 

mesmerism. The combined force of the intensity of her language and the severe but sincere 

spiritual discipline of her life lend her an almost irresistible authority. As Debby ruminates, 

“Susan has that in her that she can make people a mind to do what they would hate to do for 

anybody else. I don’t know what it is, she is not a stern woman, but it is a kind of nat’ral 

authority, as if she was a born-queen” (99). Such power is dangerous in the wrong hands, 

however. In the end, Susan’s persuasive prowess exceeds her ability to judge the characters of 

others accurately, and her misplaced trust in her fellow Shaker Reuben Harrington nearly ruins 

the life of her innocent niece Emily. Idiosyncratic yet influential characters such as Debby and 

Susan have mastered the idiom that best suits their purposes (which in Debby’s case are 

benevolent and eminently practical), and therein lies their persuasive power over other characters 

as well as to some degree over the reader.  

Mr. Soho’s power over Lady Clonbrony is a related example, albeit a negative one. He 

commends her good taste only to redirect it; he flatters her vanity only to fleece her finances: 

“Then, for the little room, I recommend turning it temporarily into 

a Chinese pagoda, with this Chinese pagoda paper, with the 

porcelain border, and josses, and jars, and beakers, to match; and I 

can venture to promise one vase of pre-eminent size and beauty.—

O, indubitably! If your lad’ship prefers it, you can have the 

Egyptian hieroglyphic paper, with the ibis border to match!—The 

only objection is, one sees it everywhere—quite antediluvian—

gone to the hotels even; but, to be sure, if your la’ship has a fancy . 
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. . . Expence!—Expence of the whole! Impossible to calculate   

here on the spot!—but nothing at all worth your ladyship’s 

consideration!” (12-13) 

 

On the other hand, Lady Clonbrony’s powerlessness over her own greed and social ambition is 

apparent in, and partly the result of, her failure to master language. The wife of an absentee Irish 

landlord, she wants nothing more than to win her way into ever higher circles of London society. 

She therefore tries desperately to disguise her Irish brogue and anglicize her pronunciation, but 

with disastrous results. She fools no one and only attracts the scorn and ridicule of the very 

people she most wants to impress. As Mrs. Dareville observes, “She could not be five minutes in 

your grace’s company before she would tell you that she was Henglish, born in Hoxfordshire” 

(2). Similarly, the social-climbing Elvira Wilson of A New-England Tale tries to appropriate 

another’s language when she commits plagiary in an attempt to beat her cousin Jane Elton out of 

their school’s essay prize. By contrast, Jane Elton’s personal integrity manifests itself in her 

mastery of language. She wins the essay prize honestly, while her mortified cousin is exposed as 

a mere pretender to verbal prowess. 

 Unlike Edgeworth, who had lived for long periods of time in both England and Ireland 

before she wrote her Irish tales, Sedgwick had never visited the South when she wrote Redwood. 

Accordingly, Sedgwick does not employ strong regional dialects in the novel. She does, 

however, use important verbal markers to signify the regional and cultural differences among her 

characters, particularly between Ellen and Caroline. The selfish southern belle speaks a language 

of seduction and excess that accurately reflects both her physical seductiveness and her excessive 

material and sensual desires, as the following excerpts illustrate: 

“My heavens! You had no imagination of my misery from the 

moment I entered the caleche at la Chine until I was safely 

sheltered in my room at the hotel: you sat rolling your eyes around 

the green fields as if they were all drawing-rooms, and every dew-
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drop a diamond, while I would gladly have drowned myself in the 

St. Lawrence!” (Caroline to Henry Redwood, 15) 

 

The [Lenoxes’] mirror was imperfect, and it sent back as 

distorted a resemblance of the disappointed beauty, as if spleen and 

envy had reflected the image. “Oh Lord! Lord!” [Caroline] 

exclaimed, “it would be the death of me to see myself again in that 

odious glass.” 

“I hope not,” said doctor Bristol. “We have specifics for 

such diseases in this retirement, where there are few to admire, and 

none to flatter.” 

“Are all your specifics, caustics, doctor?” 

“Oh no!” replied the doctor, smiling very pleasantly, (for it 

cannot be denied that his instinctive indignation at Miss 

Redwood’s insensibility was softened by her matchless beauty;) 

“no, we prescribe caustics for inveterate diseases only: for the 

young and susceptible we have gentler remedies.” (38) 

 

 Perhaps the most significant finding that emerges from a study of the dialogue in these 

tales is that the heroes and heroines employ the most culturally neutral and transparent language 

of all. Jane, Lloyd, Ellen, Westall, Colambre, and Grace are exceptionally verbally competent, 

but not verbally creative or colorful. In fact, were it not for the context and the quotation marks, 

their voices would be virtually indistinguishable from their narrators’ prose. Yet speech is not the 

only important skill of communication. Listening, comprehending, and interpreting are at least as 

important as speaking, and these young heroes are highly developed in these areas also. While 

none of them speaks a discernible regional or cultural dialect, they nevertheless understand the 

dialects of others and are able to communicate effectively with them. Jane Elton communicates 

with Crazy Bet in a way that no one else in the story can, and she moves with linguistic dexterity 

among the diverse discourse communities that constitute her world:  peers at school, relatives at 

home, religious hypocrites in the town, alienated residents of the wilderness, and Quaker friends. 

Likewise, Ellen Bruce communicates equally effectively with her two very different foster 

families, with the southern Redwoods and Westalls, and with the sophisticated New Yorker 
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Grace Campbell, the Shakers, and even the slaves George and Lilly. Redwood’s Charles Westall 

occupies a similar intermediary position between his father and his father’s slaves, between older 

and newer ideologies of human relationships, between the northern and the southern regions of 

his country. He possesses the power to hear and understand the languages of those who are 

socially and geographically below, above, and around him—and the power to translate those 

voices into a more mutually intelligible language.  

 The best example of these main characters’ universal communicative abilities, however, 

is Colambre. Troubled by his parents’ social excesses and their half-ignorance, half-denial of 

impending financial disaster, the twenty-year-old Colambre travels to Ireland (where he has not 

been since he was a young boy) to see for himself how various stewards are managing the 

family’s estates. He travels incognito, gathering information by posing as a sort of amateur 

ethnographer or travel writer. He is so adept in this role that even his own family’s tenants do not 

recognize or suspect him. He gracefully adjusts his habits and customs the better to blend in with 

the locals, be they landowners or peasants. He unflinchingly and even gratefully lodges in the 

humble home of a particularly virtuous tenant family. His skills of communication and his 

protean cultural malleability empower him to reconcile groups that had seemed hopelessly 

incompatible:  his own absentee family and their Irish tenants and employees.  

It is in their mastery of language—speaking, comprehending, translating, and 

synthesizing—that Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s protagonists most closely resemble one another 

and, more pertinent here, the authors who created them. At the point of their highest 

development as mature adults, the discourse of these heroes and heroines is so closely aligned 

with that of the author/narrators that we may reasonably consider it as expressing the same 

position merely from a different vantage point. Mikhail Bakhtin has argued that while there can 
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be no unitary language or style in a novel, there is a “center of language (a verbal-ideological 

center) for the novel” where all levels of language or discourse intersect (“Prehistory” 48-49). In 

Bakhtin’s scheme, the author resides at this center position. In the three novels under 

consideration in this chapter, Sedgwick and Edgeworth not only occupy this ideologically center 

position, they share that space with their main characters. Theirs is a kinship based on 

language—not on a particular shared language so much as on a particular set of linguistic skills, 

a particular way of using language. After all, these novels are entirely composed in English, and 

in this sense all the characters, no matter how far from the authorial/ideological center of the 

novels, speak the same language. Nevertheless, characters on either side of the authorial center 

do require some cultural or moral translation. Even within the same national language (English), 

communication across social, regional, and cultural divides is possible only through the linguistic 

power of the hero/heroine. Likewise, communication between the characters in the tale and the 

readers of the tale becomes possible only through the linguistic power of the author (Bakhtin, 

“Discourse” 285).  

Despite the generic tension that apparently existed between novels and tales in the early 

nineteenth century, and regardless of the conversational tone and proliferation of incidents that 

troubled critics of the novel in the early and mid-twentieth century, then, The Absentee, and 

perhaps to an even greater extent the two Sedgwick novels under discussion, easily qualify as 

novels a century and a half later in the theory of Bakhtin, who certainly never mentions them and 

most likely never read them. In Bakhtinian terms, these tales and “sketches of character and 

manners” become “microcosms of heteroglossia” in which every language is a “socio-

ideological conceptual system of real social groups and their embodied representatives” 

(“Discourse” 411). Yet it would be a mistake to apply Bakhtin’s theory only superficially to 
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these works. To view them simply as slices of life, as collections of verbal snapshots of 

historically specific social groups, is to miss the forest for the trees. To appreciate them as 

ethnographic artifacts without understanding why their authors bothered to write them is 

precisely where whole generations of literary critics and historians went wrong with these texts. 

The ideological substance of a novel does not lie in its heteroglossia per se, but in the dialogic 

relationships among the social languages represented, between those languages and the 

orchestrating artistic consciousness of the author, and, ultimately, between the world of the novel 

and the world of readers outside it.  

In order to understand the relationships among Edgeworth, her tales, and her readers, it is 

useful to pause to consider Richard and Maria Edgeworth’s joint project, the nonfictional Essay 

on Irish Bulls (1802). This essay sheds light not only on their scientific interest in vernacular 

language and dialect, but also on the social dimensions of that interest and on their goals in 

presenting that language to the literate English-speaking public. The Edgeworths researched and 

largely composed the essay in the last three years of the eighteenth century, during the time of 

Irish unrest fueled by the failed French invasion of 1798 and subsequently subdued by British 

forces and by the Act of Union itself in 1800. The Act had narrowly failed when it had been 

proposed in the Irish Parliament in 1799; at that time Richard Edgeworth had voted against it 

citing the need for more careful study. He was prepared to support the measure the next time 

around, until he discovered the extent of political jobbery and borderline bribery and extortion 

that Castlereagh and his allies had employed in order to ensure its passage. In 1800 Richard 

Edgeworth spoke and voted against not the Union’s merits but against the machinations of its 

chief supporters. But those machinations had been too thorough not to succeed. The Act passed 

in 1800 and took effect on New Year’s Day, 1801.
63

  

 86



From the uprising of 1798 to the end of 1800, then, the issue of Irish union with Great 

Britain was either a very near possibility or an imminent reality, and the Edgeworths’ work on 

Irish Bulls was a deliberate response to that prospect. Furthermore, the Edgeworths rushed 

Maria’s most thorough fictional treatment of Anglo-Irish dialect, Castle Rackrent, to completion 

and publication in January, 1800, just before the Union proposal came up for Irish parliamentary 

debate for the second time. Maria had probably begun writing the narrative around 1793 (Butler 

ME 353-54) and seems to have had no clear plans to publish it until after the Union proposal had 

failed in 1799. In fact, Rackrent seems rather suddenly to have taken editorial priority over the 

second edition of the Edgeworths’ Practical Education and Maria’s Moral Tales for Young 

People, both of which were ready for publication before or at the same time as Rackrent, and 

both of which were more conventional and more likely to be well-received and profitable than 

the highly experimental Irish tale (Hollingworth 71-74). 

The timing of both Rackrent and Irish Bulls was deliberate and political. At the very end 

of her preface to Castle Rackrent, which in its subtitle stresses that it concerns Irish manners 

before 1782, Edgeworth naively predicts that Ireland will painlessly relinquish its national 

identity after Union: 

There is a time, when individuals can bear to be rallied for their 

past follies and absurdities, after they have acquired new habits, and a 

new consciousness. Nations as well as individuals gradually lose 

attachment to the their identity, and the present generation is amused 

rather than offended by the ridicule that is thrown upon its ancestors. 

Probably we shall soon have it in our power, in a hundred 

instances, to verify the truth of these observations. 

When Ireland loses her identity by an union with Great Britain, 

she will look back with a smile of good-humoured complacency on 

the Sir Kits and Sir Condys of her former existence. (63) 

 

Soon after the Union was accomplished, the Edgeworths presented Essay on Irish Bulls as a 

defense of Irish-English dialect—a big part of the old “Hibernian manners” that Maria had so 
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recently implied would disappear into a Union melting pot. Two decades later Maria explained 

in Memoirs of Richard Lovell Edgeworth that with Irish Bulls, her father had particularly 

“wished to shew the English public the eloquence, wit and talents of the lower class of people in 

Ireland” (2, 336). The broader intention of both Castle Rackrent and the Essay on Irish Bulls, 

then, was to bring Irish life, and particularly the Irish peasantry and their relations with their 

landlords, to the attention of the educated English population in a manner that was at once 

amusing (and therefore disarming), instructive, sympathetic, and conducive to feelings of 

appreciation and human kinship. This aim persists throughout Edgeworth’s additional Irish tales, 

though it is perhaps less obvious in each succeeding book. 

Like the Edgeworths themselves, the Clonbronys of The Absentee occupy a liminal 

position in British society. It is no accident that Maria identified herself with The Absentee more 

than with any of other of her productions: “Look for me in The Absentee,” she commented 

(Butler ME 350). As Anglo-Irish landlords, the Clonbronys have been British colonials for 

generations, and that status separates them socially and economically from their Celtic Irish 

tenants. Yet, their colonial experience has marked their habits and most importantly their speech 

in ways that equally separate them from the English society into which Lady Clonbrony vainly 

longs to be accepted. Edgeworth apparently drew from her father’s life experience in her 

depiction of the social cost of  dialect speech. In his memoirs Richard Lovell Edgeworth recounts 

being mocked for his speech:  “I beat one boy who was taller than myself for mocking me, and in 

a short time I acquired the English provincial accent of my companions so effectually as to give 

no fair pretence for tormenting me” (I, 48). Lord Clonbrony suffers similar social snubbing, 

causing him simply to withdraw from English society. Lady Clonbrony suffers similar mocking, 

though it occurs behind her back and she half-deserves it. On the other hand Colambre, having 
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been raised in England since early childhood, has lost all traces of the Anglo-Irish dialect that 

might have subjected him to English social scorn. The English social acceptance that the mother 

hoped to achieve by insisting on living in London only comes to fruition in the next generation—

in the son who apparently cares not whether others view him as English or Irish.  

The heteroglossia of The Absentee is rather more obvious, more plainly marked 

linguistically, than in either of the Sedgwick novels, because its purview is in a sense 

international rather than regional. Edgeworth wrote this novel twelve years after Ireland 

officially lost its colonial status by being incorporated as a member country on a legal par (at 

least ostensibly) with the rest of the United Kingdom. By chastising and reforming the 

Clonbronys for their neglect and arrogance toward the Irish tenants who provide their income, 

and by exposing the mean-spirited and anti-Irish attitudes of the English society that perpetuates 

social division between English and Anglo-Irish, the novel argues that old hierarchical 

relationships among the English, the Irish, and the Anglo-Irish are no longer appropriate for the 

newly empowered (again, at least ostensibly) Ireland and the newly reconfigured United 

Kingdom. Accordingly, the novel upholds Colambre as the model of a new type of Anglo-

Irishman. Descended from the English Ascendancy, but no longer an absentee colonial exploiter, 

Colambre develops into an enlightened, Burkean landowner fully invested in and dedicated to 

the future of Ireland as a member of the Union. The new, post-colonial Ireland will require 

leaders such as Colambre, who can use language effectively across national and social borders.
64

 

The crucial role that mastery of language and communication skills plays in the 

resolutions of A New-England Tale and Redwood is less obvious than in The Absentee. The 

action of both Sedgwick tales occurs within the borders of single states—Massachusetts and 

New York, respectively—within a single yet recently unified nation. Sedgwick excels at 
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portraying the diversity of what Bakhtin calls “social languages” within the single national 

language of the United States. In A New-England Tale, these social languages divide primarily 

along religious lines, which is of course not surprising in a nation whose member states are in 

many cases former colonies that were created along denominational lines in the first place. Just 

as Sedgwick saw the formation of an independent United States republic as preferable to a 

collection of subject English colonies, she also viewed the rise of Unitarianism as a progressive 

move away from the divisive and often destructive religious disputes of the seventeenth century 

that to a great extent gave rise to the formation of those colonies. Redwood also seeks to breech 

divisions, namely the growing political and ideological divide between the northern free and 

southern slave states. It is no accident that Sedgwick, an antebellum pro-Unionist, was also a 

Unitarian, despite the seeming contradiction between the two vis-à-vis the issue of abolition. Her 

repugnance for the division and discord brought about by doctrinal rigidity and political 

absolutism, and her corresponding attraction for more flexible and inclusive systems that allowed 

for the peaceful coexistence of a broad spectrum of regional, cultural, and doctrinal differences, 

drew her toward both positions.   
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CHAPTER 4 

WRITING ON BEHALF OF OTHERS: 

PROMOTING UNION THROUGH SOCIAL CONSCIENCE FICTION 

 

What enviable privileges are annexed to the birth of an 

Englishman! and what a misfortune it is to be a native of Ireland!  

Edgeworth, Essay on Irish Bulls (66) 

 

“Sure, Mr. Richards, if there were more like you and the old 

lady—God bless her!—there would be an end of cruelty and hate, 

and love would bind all hearts together—even your people’s and 

mine!” 

Sedgwick, “The Irish Girl” (214) 

  

Sedgwick and Edgeworth shared an interest in oppressed, misunderstood, and 

disenfranchised populations, and this interest shapes a great deal of their work. I refer to this 

fiction that is inspired by a desire to educate a readership, effect social change, or advance social 

justice as “social conscience fiction.” Examples of social conscience fiction pursue one or more 

of the following goals:  1) to make the dominant and privileged classes of society more tolerant 

and egalitarian by presenting minority groups in ways that effectively erase their differences 

from the dominant group; 2) to promote social justice by explaining cultural and ethnic 

differences in such a way that the prejudices of the dominant group are exposed as incompatible 

with Christian ethics; or 3) to improve the lives of poor people and minority groups by providing 

them with fictional representations of themselves that serve as models for self-improvement and 

upward social mobility. Edgeworth’s social conscience fiction includes her four Irish novels, her 

novel Harrington with its Jewish heroine, and her didactic stories aimed at trade-class adults, 
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most of which were published collectively as Popular Tales in 1804.
65

 Harrington is crucial 

because, as I will demonstrate in this chapter, it functions more generally as Edgeworth’s treatise 

of sorts on the whole purpose of social conscience fiction and its effectiveness as a tool for moral 

reform.. Of Edgeworth’s shorter stories, “The Grateful Negro” is particularly relevant in the 

context of a comparison with Sedgwick. Additionally, similar social motives inspired 

Edgeworth’s nonfictional Essay on Irish Bulls and her glossary to Mary Leadbetter’s Cottage 

Dialogues among the Irish Peasantry (1811).
66

 Social and ethnic others are even more broadly 

visible in Sedgwick’s canon: Hope Leslie is about Native Americans; A New-England Tale is 

about Quakers; and a slave subplot provides the historical and moral roadmap for Redwood, 

which also features an important Shaker subplot. Additional Native Americans, Irish immigrants, 

and slaves or former slaves play less prominent roles in all of Sedgwick’s novels. Furthermore, 

her shorter works include stories and historical sketches about Irish-Americans, Native 

Americans, slaves, Quakers, Catholics in America, and even Huguenots in France. At times these 

concerns inspire, permeate, and shape whole works; at other times such plots and passages read 

like straight ethnography surgically inserted into otherwise fictional narratives, as in Colambre’s 

descriptions of native Irish communities in Edgeworth’s The Absentee and particularly in the 

Shaker subplot of Sedgwick’s Redwood.  

In this chapter I will examine these narratives of otherness for what they reveal about the 

social objectives that Edgeworth and Sedgwick shared. Of course, if one desired to sever 

completely the linguistic, the social, and the political dimensions of any given body of writing, 

the task would prove impossible for practical reasons. I have already described (in ch. 3) the 

means by which Edgeworth and Sedgwick consciously brought what Bakhtin calls “social 

languages” into direct dialogical interaction both as an expression of the social realities they 
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observed and as a model for continued social dialogue in the future. This chapter will focus more 

specifically on the social and cultural aims and effects of these authors’ social conscience fiction.  

 The most obvious intersection of Sedgwick’s and Edgeworth’s social conscience fiction 

was the Irish problem:  the poverty, disenfranchisement, oppression, and discontent of the 

Catholic “native” Irish in Ireland and of Irish immigrants in the U.S. During the 1790s and the 

first years of the nineteenth century, the Edgeworths’ life was largely consumed with the issue of 

Irish union with Great Britain. Between the two of them, Maria and her father fled from armed 

Irish rebels, fended off accusations (from Anglo-Irish peers) of collaborating with the Irish rebels 

and their French allies, debated Union in the Irish parliament, formally analyzed the Irish-

English dialect, and wrote what many consider to be the very first example of truly regional 

fiction in the English language—all in the four-year period from 1798 to 1802. During this same 

period, the child Sedgwick began to form her own impressions of Irishness, some of which are 

recorded in her autobiography and journals. These begin with the revelation that one Larry 

Lynch, at that time “the only Irish inhabitant of Stockbridge,” had once saved the life of 

Sedgwick’s own mother during an Indian raid scare when she was just a little girl. Reminiscing 

for her great-neice in 1853, Sedgwick writes that  

[t]hrough all my childhood, Larry Lynch was the only Irish 

inhabitant of Stockbridge! I do not believe there were then half a 

dozen in the county! I think their influx did not begin before 

1830—and now there are two thronged churches in Berkshire 

[County], and occasional mass in all the villages where they 

swarm. What would dear old Dr. West, our sixty years Defender of 

the Puritan Faith (the Doric pillar of Hopkinsianism), what would 

he say to these multitudinous children of Antichrist! (AB 50)
67

 

 

Regardless of the influence of Dr. West and her staunchly Protestant family and community on 

Sedgwick’s development, the adult Sedgwick worked hard to overcome such sectarian 

prejudices. By the time she became a Unitarian in 1821, she by no means considered the Roman 

 93



Catholic Church as embodying the antichrist, and she harshly critiqued her own heritage of New 

England Calvinism in her first novel in 1822. Always a storyteller, however, Sedgwick echoes 

the bigoted language of the deacon’s widow in her autobiography as a way of vividly realizing 

an earlier time for her young great-niece Alice Minot—a mid-century child for whom the 

presence of a large Irish population and Catholic churches in rural New England would have 

seemed utterly unremarkable. 

 Sedgwick responded to the Irish “influx” of the 1830s and 1840s in her published 

writings as well as in her private memoirs. While it is easy to think that the career of Sedgwick 

the famous novelist declined dramatically after the publication of The Linwoods in 1835, the 

truth is that the career of Sedgwick the moralist and social activist boomed from about 1830 

forward. During these years she wrote nearly one hundred stories and sketches for periodical 

publications, as well as two collections of moral tales for children and four didactic tract-novels 

aimed at adult readers in the urban centers and industrial towns of the northeast. From the 1820s 

to the 1850s, Sedgwick typically lived at least half of each year in the homes of her brothers’ 

families in New York City, which was, along with Boston and Philadelphia, home to thousands 

of Irish immigrants.
68

 The culture and social problems of Irish-Americans, as well as their 

relations with other social groups, were important themes throughout this remarkably productive 

yet frequently overlooked period of Sedgwick’s career. Therefore, while Irish subjects do not 

figure prominently in her short stories before the publication of her first collected Tales & 

Sketches in 1835, they assume a prominent position thereafter. “The Irish Girl” appeared in the 

United States Magazine and Democratic Review in 1842, and “The Post Office, an Irish Story” 

appeared in Graham’s Ladies and Gentlemen’s Magazine in 1843.
69

 The fact that both of these 

stories were reprinted in the second volume of Tales & Sketches in 1844 attests to their favorable 
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reception and their importance to their author, as well as to the renewed urgency of their 

messages in light of the Great Famine and its effects on American demographics.
70

  

In a more concentrated way than in Hope Leslie, Sedgwick provides a powerful 

illustration of social class dynamics and cultural nuance in “The Irish Girl.”
71

  In the opening 

paragraph alone Sedgwick subtly and skillfully reveals worlds about the relationships and 

misunderstandings between Anglo-Americans and Irish-Americans through one woman’s 

chatter: 

“Now sit down, Margaret, child, and rest you—here by my 

bedside.  How comfortable my bed feels! It always has the right 

lay when you fix it, Margaret.  Come, sit down; the work is all 

done up, and done as well as I could do it myself—even the 

outside of the teakettle is as clean as a china cup.  It’s a mystery to 

me, Margaret, how you learned such tidy ways in a shanty.”   (TS 

II, 192) 

 

Sedgwick’s readers would have recognized by this point that the speaker here is an Anglo-

American woman and Margaret is Irish. The domestic chores the speaker refers to indicate that 

Margaret is a servant. The reference to living in a shanty indicates that she is Irish, just as surely 

as the same reference would come to indicate a free black during Reconstruction. Moreover, 

Margaret is a skillful servant and extremely tidy—mysterious traits indeed for a member of an 

ethnic group widely believed to live not only in poverty, but in ignorance, vice, and filth.
72

 

When Margaret answers, “It’s not always that I have lived in a shanty, Mrs. Ray,” the 

older woman responds with, “Don’t turn your back to me, Margaret; draw your chair closer to 

my bed. I want to have a little talk with you, Margaret.” Though it later becomes apparent that 

these two women share a close emotional bond, at this point their conversation reflects the social 

distance, not the personal affection, between them. Mrs. Ray’s reprimand (“Don’t turn your back 

to me”) implies that Margaret is somehow behaving disrespectfully and indicates that Mrs. Ray 

is unaccustomed to social inferiors who contradict, interrupt, or turn their backs to her. The tone 

of disapproval and condescension in Mrs. Ray’s first two speeches quickly transforms into “a 
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tone of voice that indicated anything but displeasure,” but only after Margaret assumes a 

reassuring posture of humble devotion. 

Mrs. Ray knows or suspects that her Irish servant is in love with a Yankee Protestant, and 

the reason for her “little talk” with Margaret is to express her disapproval: 

 “It’s no crime, nor nothing like it, Margaret, to love what’s 

good—hem—if  what’s good is what’s suitable.” This seemed a 

mere common-placeism, but Margaret’s cheek turned pale again, 

and a tear trickled over it. (192) 

 

At this tender moment,  Mrs. Ray suddenly takes up the subject of Margaret’s upbringing and 

social status again. This shift provides a way out of an emotionally awkward situation, yet at the 

same time it keeps the conversation centered around Margaret’s otherness and away from the 

pain she is obviously experiencing. The ensuing conversation further confirms the cultural 

distance between the two women. Margaret reveals that before she and her brother James ended 

up living in an American railroad workers’ shantytown, they had lived with their family in a 

cabin, not a shanty, in Ireland. Despite her lowly status, Margaret herself was especially favored 

by her British landlords and one Miss Grace even taught her to read and write.
73

 But such 

preferential treatment didn’t lead Margaret to assume scornful or superior airs; she describes her 

family’s humble cabin in terms of gratitude:  “They lived in what we call a cabin, ma’am—thank 

God” (193). It does not occur to Mrs. Ray that anyone could feel sincerely grateful for such an 

ignoble abode, so she scolds Margaret for taking the Lord’s name in vain. Mrs. Ray’s concern 

over the proper use of God’s name reveals her as somewhat of a Pharisee, whereas Margaret 

emerges as possessing the true spirit of Christianity:    

 “Indeed, Mrs. Ray, dear, and I do mean something.  I never think 

of my home in that cabin without thanking God in my heart, and 

God forgive me if I don’t thank him with my lips too.  That cabin 

was my home, Mrs. Ray . . . .” (193) 
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After further miscommunication in this vein, Mrs. Ray reveals that what she really wants 

is for Margaret to abandon her Irish identity—religion and all—and in effect “pass” for a born 

Yankee. Mrs. Ray’s intentions reveal her insensitivity and bigotry, but they are not evil. She 

truly cares for Margaret, wants her to be happy, and misguidedly assumes that she will leap at 

the opportunity to become a “respectable” member of the local Protestant community. The young 

man Margaret is in love with is Mrs. Ray’s nephew William Maxwell, and “there is nothing 

William Maxwell’s parents have such a horror of as a Romanist, and there is nothing his father 

despises like an Irish person” (196). When Margaret points out that William himself does not 

share his parents’ prejudice, Mrs. Ray attributes his open-mindedness to the folly of youth:   

“William is not a serious young man: he’s thought little about 

religion yet, one way or the other; but when he comes to consider, 

Margaret, he will feel, as we all do, that it’s a dreadful thing to be a 

Romanist, and pray to saints, and worship images, and so forth. 

And besides . . . William has not resolution to go against his 

parents’ will, be it right or wrong. Take care, child, you’ve 

dropped your stitches. Now, Margaret, child, hear me patiently: 

consider, to-day is not forever, and them that’s young and soft like 

you, if their feelings are cast in one mould, they can be cast over in 

another.” (196 emphasis added) 

 

Mrs. Ray’s denigration of Margaret’s faith, her exclusion of Margaret from the category 

“we all,” her assertion that William will never cross his parents by marrying an Irish girl, and her 

suggestion that Margaret can somehow easily cast herself in another “mould” obviously cut 

Margaret to the quick, for she is unable to fully maintain her composure. Suspecting that Mrs. 

Ray is still withholding her full meaning, she interrupts the older woman and asks her to “speak 

plain” (196). Sedgwick then rather ingeniously represents the contradictions inherent even in 

loving relationships among social unequals, for Mrs. Ray’s expressions of love and concern for 

Margaret are anything but plain. Mrs. Ray responds by insisting that “young folks must be 

conformable” and expressing her opinion that since William can “nowhere find a likelier girl” 
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than Margaret, and since Margaret—against the grain of social barriers—has “somehow” taken 

an “unaccountable” place in Mrs. Ray’s own heart, she can’t “blame” William for loving her too 

(emphases added). Mrs. Ray’s unintentionally backhanded compliments reveal that she regards 

(or at least has regarded up to this point) affection for an Irish person as something irrational, 

inexplicable, and blameable. As if these blunders are not painful enough, she lays home the final 

blow by suggesting that Margaret renounce her Irishness:  

“I was thinking, Margaret, as the railroad is almost done, the shanties 

will soon be broken up, and James will have to look for work elsewhere; 

you’ll have a good chance, as it were, to break up your connexions with 

all these people, and after a little while you will be no more an Irish girl 

than Belinda Anne Tracy.” Margaret’s face was turned quite away, or 

probably Mrs. Ray would not have proceeded: “And then as to your 

beads, your crucifix, your confessions, &c., the sooner you give them all 

up, the better, my child, for soul and body too—.” (197)  

 

No longer able to contain herself, Margaret bursts forth with an impassioned expression of true 

religious and filial piety: “Say no more, Mrs. Ray; God forsake me if I forsake Him, and deny 

my parents and my people, and cast off James . . . Better for my soul, say ye! And what would be 

left of my soul if all faith towards God and love to man were out of it?” The power of Margaret’s 

sincerity finally breaks through Mrs. Ray’s bigotry, enabling her “strong innate sense of right” to 

triumph “over the prejudices of education and society; and having begun with proposing to her 

young friend to abjure her faith and forsake her people, she ended with respecting the loyalty that 

kept her true to both” (197-98). 

The story does not end there, but Mrs. Ray’s change of heart beautifully illustrates 

Sedgwick’s intent as a writer of social conscience fiction. Mrs. Ray has progressed from utterly 

discounting the significance of Margaret’s faith and her “people” to respecting both as sacred 

aspects of Margaret’s identity. Sedgwick here endorses a model not of cultural assimilation or 

melting-pot sameness, but rather of mutual respect for cultural difference. This moment sounds a 

high note in Sedgwick’s writings about ethnic others. As I will demonstrate later in this chapter, 

she is not always so liberal. But it is useful here to compare Sedgwick’s understanding of the 

importance of Irish cultural identity in 1840s America to Edgeworth’s very different attitude in 

1800 Ireland. Edgeworth concludes her preface to Castle Rackrent with the following sincere but 

naive assertions about post-Union Ireland: 

There is a time, when individuals can bear to be rallied for their past 

follies and absurdities, after they have acquired new habits, and a new 

consciousness. Nations as well as individuals gradually lose attachment 

to their identity, and the present generation is amused rather than 

offended by the ridicule that is thrown upon its ancestors. 

Probably we shall soon have it in our power, in a hundred instances, 
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to verify the truth of these observations. 

When Ireland loses her identity by an union with Great Britain, she 

will look back with a smile of good-natured complacency on the Sir Kits 

and Sir Condys of her former existence. (63) 

 

In reality, William Pitt’s failure to realize his pledge of  securing complete Catholic 

emancipation as a corollary to the Act of Union served to further alienate Irish Catholics from 

both Anglo-Irish Protestants and from the English. By destroying previous mechanisms for 

protecting Irish manufactures, the Act itself harmed the Irish economy and rendered it even more 

vulnerable to the coming famine. Furthermore, the Union laid the groundwork for future 

resentment between the old Ascendancy and the Westminster government by destroying the last 

remnants of the limited home rule that had existed in the last decades of the eighteenth century 

(Miller 88-90). The Anglo-Irish property owners had supported Union largely out of fear of 

native Irish nationalism and revolution, but in the end the Union only exacerbated Irish unrest.  

Certainly Edgeworth was not in a position in 1800 to foresee the failure of the Union, and 

perhaps her naïve enthusiasm is forgivable. By the time Sedgwick wrote “The Irish Girl,” it was 

obvious to her that Irish peasants were living in terrible conditions at home. After seven pages of 

almost pure dialogue that begins in medias res, Sedgwick’s narrative voice emerges to explain 

the conditions under which Margaret O’Brien and “swarms of Irish people” now live in 

American shantytowns after having been “driven forth from their own land by misery and 

multiplied oppressions” (198). Sedgwick puts a positive spin on the negative stereotype of the 

Irish as irrational and hotly emotional to suggest that the “vehement feelings, ardent affections, 

and illimitable generosity” of the Irish immigrants might mix with the “colder” and “more selfish 

natures” of the American Protestants to their mutual advantage. She asks her compatriots to 

consider the injury they are doing their own souls “by losing the opportunity of promoting [the 

Irish immigrants’] happiness, of binding them to us by the blessed links of humanity.” And lest 

her moral and spiritual appeal fall on deaf ears, Sedgwick ends her speech against prejudice with 

an appeal to American self-interest and pragmatism:  “Can good be effected to them or to 

ourselves by contemning their nation and deriding their religion?” (199). 
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When the story resumes, the narrator backtracks to explain how Margaret came to work 

for Mrs. Ray. Sedgwick draws from typical news accounts of the period (which her readers 

would have been familiar with) when she reveals that Margaret’s father was killed in an accident 

while working on the Western Railroad. The historian Kerby Miller quotes a middle-class Irish-

American from the same period as exclaiming:  

“How often do we see such paragraphs in the paper as an Irishman 

drowned—an Irishman crushed by a beam—an Irishman suffocated in a 

pit—an Irishman blown to atoms by a steam engine—ten, twenty 

Irishmen buried alive in the sinking of a bank—and other like casualties 

and perils to which honest Pat is constantly exposed, in the hard toils for 

his daily bread” (267).  

 

Mrs. Ray appears in a far more sympathetic light from this point on. We learn that the real bigot 

is her sister’s husband (the father of William), who, after questioning Mrs. Ray’s close 

connection to Margaret, states, “’tis my principle to keep clear of the Paddies. I neither eat nor 

drink with them, and I go not in nor out among them” (200). To this Mrs. Ray bravely and 

discerningly replies that he nevertheless makes no scruple of selling his merchandise to the Irish, 

and she obliquely accuses him of price-gouging them—comments that illustrate Mrs. Ray’s 

dawning understanding of the dynamics of American anti-Irish prejudice while also 

strengthening the specificity of Sedgwick’s social critique. 

In the next section of the story, Sedgwick leaves off social commentary to concentrate on 

Margaret’s emotional and psychological state. Already possessing melancholic tendencies due to 

“early changes and sorrows” (202), Margaret is further depressed by the bind in which she now 

finds herself. She must choose between her Irish identity and her beloved William. Desperate to 

resolve the situation, she goes out to confront her lover, who confesses that, though his heart is 

really with Margaret, he cannot marry an Irish woman and has “as good as an engagement” with 

Belinda Anne Tracy. After they part, Margaret commits suicide by jumping off a precipice into a 
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body of water. Soon after Margaret’s body is retrieved, a group of passing Irishmen stop to 

interpret the tragedy in a far thicker Irish dialect than has been previously exhibited by any of the 

Irish characters in the story. Note that Sedgwick uses the misspelling “sowl” in this speech, 

whereas she had used the correct spelling when Margaret spoke the same word earlier in the 

story: 

“Ha!” said one of them, “it was Judy yesterday was afther saying, 

‘He’ll never marry Margaret’—maning William Maxwell.  It’s that 

Thracy girl, with houses and lands, he’s afther.  Curse the 

Yankees, there’s no sowl in them!” (211) 

The misspellings of “sowl,” “maning,” and “afther” approximate Irish dialect pronunciation. 

Sedgwick’s use of stronger dialect here than in Margaret’s speech expresses the ethnic solidarity 

of the Irish onlookers. It is as if the more they suffer from the prejudice of the established 

Americans, the more distinctively Irish they become. To further broaden the cultural chasm, 

when William Maxwell’s father arrives and sees that the drowned girl is Irish, “he coolly 

returned to his wagon, and saying to his companion, ‘It’s only a Paddy girl,’ he drove on” (212). 

Sedgwick footnotes this italicized slur to inform the reader that “This expression was in fact 

uttered by one of our people and heard by the brother of the girl at such a moment as we have 

described.” At this point, the Irish workman’s curse on all Yankees seems entirely justified.
74

 

Throughout the story, there are but two Protestant characters who sympathize at all with 

the Irish: Mrs. Ray and a Mr. Richards, the young railroad engineer under whom James works. 

After Margaret’s funeral, Richards asks James how he has resisted the urge to avenge his sister’s 

death on William Maxwell. James’s response, which ends the story, expresses Sedgwick’s belief 

in the power of human beings to overcome evil with love: 

“It was just your goodness to me that stilled the howling tempest in 

my breast; and for your sake and Mrs. Ray’s, I forgave all your 
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people . . . . [I]f there were more like you and the old lady—God 

bless her!—there would be an end of cruelty and hate, and love 

would bind all hearts together—even your people’s and mine!” 

(214) 

Sedgwick’s idealism is not as naïve here as this speech seems to indicate. The power of love is 

only potential power; obviously the “end of cruelty and hate” is still a distant goal. Sedgwick 

posits intermarriage as one way to break down social barriers, but ultimately the story 

underscores the continued existence of those barriers by denying this particular intermarriage. 

No one in the story, and perhaps not Sedgwick herself, can conceive of an Anglo-American 

Protestant marrying an Irish-American Catholic without one spouse assimilating to the other’s 

religion; there can be no marital union without cultural assimilation. Since Margaret cannot go 

back to Ireland yet refuses to renounce her identification with it, her only real choices are to live 

a life of alienation and frustrated desires or not to live at all.  

At times Sedgwick’s narrator in this story blatantly practices precisely what she preaches 

against. There are several instances in which the narrator seems to accept ethnic stereotypes at 

face value, lumping the Irish together without allowing for individual differences. The Irish are 

loyal, yet passionate and impulsive; they all come across as being somehow naturally good and 

innocent. The Protestant characters represent a broader spectrum of morality than the Irish; they 

range from the virtuous Mr. Richards, to the flawed but well-meaning Mrs. Ray and the 

cowardly William Maxwell, and finally to the evil Mr. Maxwell—a range of characterization 

that might be used to argue that Sedgwick herself viewed her own people as more fully human 

than a monolithic Irish community. Sedgwick apparently believed in the truth of some negative 

Irish stereotypes, at least early in her experience with them. Her autobiography is less sensitive 

to the Irish than her fiction is:  

I have so lively a recollection of the time when we were in the transitive 

state—when the old well-trained slaves had disappeared—when the few 
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black servants to be hired were shiftless, lazy, and unfaithful, and our 

own people scarcely to be obtained, and if obtained, they came “to 

accommodate you,” and stayed only till they could accommodate 

themselves better, that I felt grateful for Irish servants, with all their 

Celtic infirmities on their heads—their half savage ways—their 

blunders—their imaginativeness—indefiniteness—and curve-lines every 

way. (AB 52)
75

 

 

Another episode in Sedgwick’s autobiography reinforces such stereotypes while also illustrating 

the poverty and extremely low social status of Irish Catholics in New England in the early 

nineteenth century. Sedgwick recalls that the widow of a deacon in Dr. West’s congregation 

rented her late husband’s former hat-shop to an Irish family at a time when very few Irish lived 

in Berkshire County. Sedgwick explains that the shop was cramped, unpainted, and lacked 

privacy, therefore “none but an Irish family would have gathered there” (AB 51). Nevertheless, 

when a sufficient number of Irish people had settled in Stockbridge to warrant a celebration of 

mass by a visiting priest, the old hat-shop was chosen as the site of the mass because it was 

actually the largest dwelling place of any of the Irish residents in the village. In a gently mocking 

tone, Sedgwick reproduces the widow’s outrage at the prospect of a Catholic service on her 

property:   

Nothing could exceed the indignation of the deacon’s widow—a Yankee 

Mause—nor the energy of her invectives, necessarily restrained with the 

decencies of Puritan objurgation. To have mass on her premises—a 

Catholic priest within her gates—“mass in the deacon’s shop! The shop 

turned into a Cathedral! No, she had rather burn it!” (AB 51).
76

  

 

Sedgwick obviously feels that this woman’s reaction is unduly prejudiced and exaggerated. 

Despite her more analytical tone in the next paragraph, however, Sedgwick reveals something of 

her own prejudice toward the Irish and particularly Irish Catholics:  

The result of this new experiment in the world of a distinct race, with 

marked characteristics and a religion of their own, living among us with 

the full benefit of equal rights and privileges, you, my dear Alice, may 

live to see. But, as ignorance cannot compete with knowledge, nor get 
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the mastery of it till there is an immense odds of brute force, as a 

despotic religion has neither sanction nor security in the midst of free 

institutions, I trust, my dear child, that the Irish, by the infusion of an 

element of warmth and generosity into our national character, will have 

done us more good than evil. I am inclined to think they have already 

done this for us. (AB 51) 

 

But there are also many negative Irish stereotypes—images that many Americans used as 

justification for exploiting and oppressing the Irish—that Sedgwick attempts to overturn 

elsewhere in her writings. Certainly these patrician sentiments do not jibe with the overall 

message of “The Irish Girl,” which she wrote three decades after the time she recollects in the 

passage above. I have already demonstrated that, with the possible exception of the “warmth” of 

Margaret’s love for William, the characters of Margaret and James O’Brien do not fit this 

“Celtic” stereotype at all. When Sedgwick does employ ethnic stereotypes in her fiction, they 

usually work in favor of the cultural underdog. Jane Tompkins’s defense of stereotypes in 

nineteenth-century literature also applies to Sedgwick’s portrayals of difference: 

Stereotypes are the instantly recognizable representatives of over-

lapping racial, sexual, national, ethnic, economic, social, political, 

and religious categories; they convey enormous amounts of 

cultural information in an extremely condensed form. As the 

telegraphic expression of complex clusters of value, stereotyped 

characters are essential to popularly successful narrative . . . . Their 

familiarity and typicality, rather than making them bankrupt or 

stale, are the basis of their effectiveness as integers in a social 

equation. (xvi) 

 

One must also factor Sedgwick’s intended audience into this “social equation.” Sedgwick 

addressed a literate, middle-class, and therefore largely Anglo-American audience. A totally 

negative portrayal of themselves would have offended them, therefore essentially nullifying the 

impact of the story. Her more effective strategy is to portray the characters from the dominant 

social group with enough range that her readers will find the story plausible and fair, while 
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portraying the oppressed group with enough “harmless” stereotypical qualities to make them 

seem familiar and non-threatening.
77

 Within these general parameters, she seeks to portray the 

oppressed group as favorably as possible. Her ultimate goal is to evoke the strongest possible 

reaction of sympathy for the oppressed and outrage against—or shame within—the oppressors.  

 In Sedgwick’s social conscience fiction, the most outrageously wronged characters tend 

to be members of marginalized or disenfranchised groups. In A New-England Tale, the 

vulnerable orphan Jane Elton suffers the tyranny of an aunt who justifies her cruelty by calling it 

religious righteousness. In Redwood, the entirely undeserved suffering of the virtuous slave 

Africk renders the pain of every other character trivial by comparison. In Hope Leslie, 

Magawisca literally gives her arm to save the man she loves, but she still loses her homeland, 

most of her tribe, and Everell Fletcher—all because she’s a Pequod. Sedgwick’s shorter works 

yield even more instances of blatantly cruel prejudice. In fact, a study of the shorter works 

reveals Sedgwick to have been quite preoccupied with exposing and condemning oppression, 

especially for religious, ethnic, or racial reasons. “The Irish Girl” is but one example. “A 

Huguenot Family” reverses the religious intolerance by illustrating the persecution of French 

Protestants by French Catholics. The thinly fictionalized narrative “Mary Dyre” memorializes 

the bold colonial Quaker woman whom Massachusetts Puritans imprisoned and executed for 

defying their injunction against practicing and preaching her faith in their colony.  

“The Catholic Iroquois” is yet another agonizing story of religious intolerance. A young 

Iroquois girl is forced to choose between her family and their native culture, and the genuine 

Christian faith that she has acquired in French colonial captivity.
78

 This story illustrates 

Sedgwick’s awareness of European cruelty to Native Americans and her sensitivity to the no-win 

situation that European settlement imposed on them, much as Hope Leslie would do the 
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following year. Yet “The Catholic Iroquois” reverses the typical captivity narrative pattern twice: 

first, because the young female captive is an Iroquois among French Christians rather than a 

young white woman captured by Indians, and then again because the young Iroquois girl is 

eventually recaptured and burned at the stake by her own tribe for refusing to renounce her 

acquired Christianity. Since Native Americans are almost invariably the villains of colonial and 

nineteenth-century captivity narratives, one would expect them to be the heroes or at least the 

victims of a reverse captivity narrative. But “The Catholic Iroquois” is even more complicated 

than a simple reversal of roles. In this story the Indians are the winners and the losers; both the 

torturers and their victim are Iroquois. Sedgwick’s portrayal of the Iroquois in this story is vastly 

different from her portrayal of the Pequods in Hope Leslie. In the latter, the Pequods are 

threatened natives who may kill European encroachers to defend their lives and their territory. 

The natives of “The Catholic Iroquois” are similarly threatened, to be sure, but they are also 

savages who are perfectly capable of burning their own children alive.  

 Sedgwick’s religiously oriented works are not simply about characters who happen to be 

from divergent faiths; they typically tackle religious issues and controversies directly. Such 

religious emphasis is not surprising for an author whose first novel started out as a religious 

pamphlet explaining Unitarianism and how it differed from New England Congregationalism 

and other Protestant groups. Comparing Sedgwick’s obvious commitment to exploring religious 

issues in her fiction with Edgeworth’s relative inattention to religious matters in hers, it is 

somewhat surprising that Sedgwick so highly praised Edgeworth for her “eminent services in the 

great cause of human virtue and improvement.” Since so much of the Anglo-Irish conflict was 

brought about by religious intolerance and carried out in the name of religious obligation, it is 

somewhat surprising that Edgeworth didn’t write more on specifically religious subjects. As 
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Butler, Moynahan, and others have pointed out, Edgeworth’s Irish tales are really about cultural 

relations among an Anglo-Irish privileged class, their Irish Catholic peasantry, and their 

privileged counterparts in England. They do not treat religious differences in any substantial 

way. Edgeworth was long criticized for the lack of religion in all her works, particularly in her 

educational works and books for children: 

The charge of irreligion was one that supporters of the Church, and 

other committed critics, were happy to return to over and over 

again, even in relation to the novels, where religion was never 

touched on. For about fifteen years the Quarterly seems to have 

had an editorial policy of introducing the subject whenever it dealt 

with the Edgeworths. (Butler ME 342) 

 

Edgeworth’s relative inattention to religious matters in her fiction still stands out today when 

compared to Sedgwick’s obvious commitment to exploring religious issues in hers. However, a 

major exception to Edgeworth’s avoidance of religious matters is her novel Harrington, which 

has often been described simply as an “exploration of anti-Semitism” (Connolly xxvi). Inspired 

by Rachel Mordecai’s objection to Edgeworth’s earlier portrayals of Jewish characters (see ch. 

1), especially Mordecai the coachmaker of The Absentee, Harrington marks a major 

development in Edgeworth’s social conscience fiction while simultaneously exposing her limited 

capacity to imagine radical social change.  

Edgeworth published Harrington, a tale and Ormond, a tale (the last of her Irish novels) 

together in a three-volume set in 1817. These were the last two works for adults that Edgeworth 

produced before Sedgwick began to be published in 1822. Claire Connolly writes that “Ormond, 

like Harrington …, is a novel designed to combat bigotry and to promote tolerance in a specific 

cultural situation” (xxvi). A cornerstone of both Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s social conscience 

fiction is the belief that human beings are born with a basic capacity to learn, to love one another, 

and to change. Unfortunately, however, human beings can just as easily learn to hate one 
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another. Harrington is Edgeworth’s fullest treatment of human moral development, for it 

illustrates the step-by-step growth of the Christian hero’s anti-Semitism from early childhood to 

adulthood, and then traces his development out of anti-Semitism as he learns the art of sympathy 

and eventually falls in love with and proposes to a Jewish woman.
79

  

Harrington is crucial to my study not solely because of its insights into anti-Semitism 

specifically, and not because it offers any insights into Edgeworth’s own private religious 

convictions. In this novel a specific case of anti-Semitism and how Harrington manages to 

overcome it is only the tip of ideological iceberg. Edgeworth uses this specific instance of 

prejudice as a test case for theorizing more generally the ways which the prejudices of 

individuals largely derive from the stories they hear and the texts they read, and, conversely, the 

ways in which carefully crafted counter-texts may operate to dispel those same prejudices. 

Throughout Harrington’s moral odyssey, fictional narratives—spoken, written, and performed—

profoundly affect his development. His anti-Semitism originates with his nursery maid’s tall 

tales designed to scare him into obedience:   

‘Simon the Jew’ was for some time afterwards used upon every occasion 

to reduce me to passive obedience; and when by frequent repetition this 

threat had lost somewhat of its power, when the bare idea of the Jew 

would no longer reduce my rebel spirit, it was necessary to increase the 

terrors of his name. She proceeded to tell me, in a mysterious tone, 

stories of Jews who had been known to steal poor children for the 

purpose of killing, crucifying, and sacrificing them at their secret feasts 

and midnight abominations. The less I understood, the more I believed. 

(168) 

 

The last line of the quoted passage echoes Edgeworth’s remarks in the preface to Castle 

Rackrent and throughout the Essay on Irish Bulls; she firmly believed that ignorance and 

misinformation about members of different social and cultural groups was the basis of hatred and 

oppression. Her description of the next stage of Harrington’s moral and intellectual development 
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exhibits such a profound understanding of the power of fiction to shape both internal human 

perception and external social reality that a lengthy quotation is warranted here. When 

Harrington grows old enough to read for pleasure, he observes that  

not only in the old story-books, where the characters of Jews are as well 

fixed to be wicked as the bad fairies, or bad genii, or allegorical 

personifications of the devils, and the vices in the old emblems, mysteries, 

moralities, &c, but in almost every work of fiction I found the Jews 

represented as hateful beings; nay, even in modern tales of very late years. 

Since I have come to man’s estate, I have met with books by authors 

professing candour and toleration—books written expressly for the rising 

generation, called if I mistake not, Moral Tales for Young People; and even 

in these, wherever the Jews are introduced, I find that they are invariably 

represented as beings of a mean, avaricious, unprincipled, treacherous 

character. Even the peculiarities of their persons, the errors of their foreign 

dialect and pronunciation, were mimicked and caricatured, as if to render 

them objects of perpetual derision and detestation. (176) 

 

Edgeworth here refers to her very own Moral Tales (1801), in which her story “The Good Aunt” 

perpetuates negative images of Jews with the character of an unscrupulous Jewish jeweler. She 

goes on, however, to apologize (through the words of her character Harrington) for the injustices 

that she and so many other writers have committed against Jews: 

 

I am far from wishing to insinuate, that such was the serious intention of 

these authors. I trust they will in future profit by these hints. I simply state 

the effect which similar representations in the story-books I read, when I 

was a child, produced on my mind. They certainly acted most powerfully 

and injuriously, strengthening the erroneous association of ideas I had 

accidentally formed, and confirming my childish prejudice by what I then 

thought the authority of printed books. (176) 

 

Fiction again plays a role in Harrington’s moral education when he sees Charles Macklin’s 

performance of Shylock the Jew in a production of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and 

then becomes acquainted with Macklin afterward. In real life, Macklin was famous for the role, 

and Macklin made the role famous. He played Shylock seriously, as both a villain and a fully-

formed human being, neither wholly good nor wholly evil.
80
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The experience affects Harrington profoundly, but the real transformation occurs when he 

sees the play a second time, this time in the company of Berenice Montenero, the young Jewish 

girl who will eventually become his wife. During the scenes that he knows will make her feel 

acutely uncomfortable, Harrington’s vicarious pain on behalf of Berenice actually causes him to 

fall in love with her. The reversal of Harrington’s anti-Semitism is so complete that he desires to 

marry her despite their different faiths. Harrington’s father, too, overcomes his own anti-

Semitism, but he still claims legitimate concerns about the wisdom of an inter-faith marriage. 

Finally, when Berenice’s father is absolutely convinced that the Harringtons are not prejudiced 

and really do fully accept his daughter exactly as she is, he then reveals that she is not actually 

Jewish after all. Mr. Montenero is indeed a Jew, but Berenice’s mother was not only a Christian 

but a Protestant at that. She only pretended to be a Jew out of loyalty to her father, not wishing to 

befriend anyone who would reject him. Michael Ragussis reads this last-minute revelation as one 

more instance in a long literary history of Jewish-to-Christian conversions (132-43). Catherine 

Gallagher interprets it as an allegory of Edgeworth’s authorship, with Edgeworth/Berenice 

finally claiming independence from Richard Lovell Edgeworth/Mr. Montenero (306-27). 

Another possible reading is that Berenice’s liminal, both/and identity reflects Edgeworth’s own 

experience as being neither fully Irish nor fully English. Yet another is that Edgeworth did not 

want to misrepresent an inter-faith marriage as an unqualified joy. To overlook the actual 

conflicts and challenges that such a couple would face in rearing their children and observing 

their separate religions—not to mention in coping with the very real anti-Semitism that existed 

around them—would have been artistically and philosophically dishonest. On the other hand, to 

represent those conflicts and challenges realistically would end the book more ominously than 

Edgeworth desired. The most immediate reason for Berenice’s Christianity, then, is that it gives 
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Edgeworth a way out of this narrative bind. 

Ultimately, however, Edgeworth’s precise reasons for making Berenice a Christian are 

immaterial to my argument. Edgeworth’s careful portrayal of the painstaking processes by which 

Harrington acquires and subsequently conquers an irrational and unjust prejudice, her 

groundbreaking work in realistically representing Irish characters and language, and, above all, 

her understanding of the role of fictional representation in educating humans for both hatred and 

sympathy, provided Catharine Sedgwick with powerful models of social conscience fiction 

which she would emulate and expand to promote her own social agenda in the United States. 

Like Edgeworth’s platform, Sedgwick’s agenda was not oriented around any one contemporary 

issue so much as it was organized by a basic set of guiding principles that may be loosely 

grouped under the umbrellas of sympathy and meritocracy:  that judgment should be based on 

the actual behavior and circumstances of individuals, not groups or categories of people; that 

religion and ethnicity are not legitimate bases for political or economic discrimination; that it is 

better to serve the interests of the community than the interests of the self; that all people are 

educable and that education is the cornerstone of social reform and individual improvement. 

Edgeworth’s main explicit issues were Irish union and the expansion and improvement of 

education. She also supported Catholic emancipation and, in the case of Harrington, wrote on 

anti-Semitism. Sedgwick wrote specifically on women’s personal choices, on freedom of 

religion, on the virtues of democracy, on criminal justice and the penal system, on the problems 

of immigrants and Native Americans. However, discussions of slavery—the great social and 

moral issue of both women’s generations—are almost completely absent from Edgeworth’s 

works and relatively scarce even in Sedgwick’s. 

There are important and compelling exceptions to this general scarcity, however. In the 
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first edition of Belinda, for example, Edgeworth goes so far as to include a minor subplot in 

which Lucy, the daughter of an English tenant farmer, marries Juba, a black West Indian servant 

who has accompanied his master to England (and thus is legally free regardless of his former 

status in the West Indies). What is most remarkable about this subplot is how utterly 

unobjectionable Edgeworth’s characters find it to be:  

 One fine morning lady Anne Percival came into Belinda’s room with 

a bridal favour in her hand, ‘Do you know,’ said she ‘that we are to have 

a wedding to day. This favour has just been sent to my maid. Lucy, the 

pretty girl whom you may remember to have seen some time ago in a 

necklace of Angola pease, is the bride, and Juba is the bridegroom. Mr. 

Vincent has let them a very pretty little farm in the neighborhood, and—

hark! There’s the sound of music.’ (257) 

 

It is worth noting that the bearer of these happy nuptial tidings is none other than Mrs. Percival, 

who represents the ideal of feminine and domestic virtue in the novel. Indeed, such interracial 

marriages among the English lower classes were not uncommon in Edgeworth’s day, but they 

were apparently not nearly so uncontroversial as the early editions of Belinda would have us 

believe. In Hogarth’s Blacks, David Dabydeen quotes Philip Thickness’s observation in 1788 

that “in every country town, nay in almost every village are to be seen a little race of mulattoes, 

mischievous as monkies and infinitely more dangerous” (18).
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 Edgeworth paints Juba as a 

jumbled caricature of West Indian, African, and servant-class stereotypes (though the tone of her 

narrative is free of Thickness’s racialist vitriol), but her text suggests no distaste for or 

disapproval of his interracial marriage.
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 The freedom that Juba enjoys on British soil, and his 

subsequent marriage to an English native, grants him a kind of British citizenship—both political 

and familial. Sedgwick paints a similar trajectory from slavery to freedom and domestic union in 

a subplot of Redwood. Caroline Redwood’s personal maid, whom Sedgwick names “Lilly” to 

emphasize that character has nothing to do with complexion, takes advantage of her mistress’s 
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tour of New York to escape and elope with “the servant of a West India planter then at Lebanon” 

near the end of the novel (II, 270).  

 Edgeworth’s most sustained treatment of slaves and slavery is “The Grateful Negro.” 

Included in her Popular Tales of 1804, this story articulates what was a common moderate anti-

slavery position both in the U.K. and the U.S.:  gradual emancipation of slaves with 

simultaneous melioration of their living conditions and increased access to basic education and 

training in useful occupations. Mr. Edwards, Edgeworth’s model of the enlightened West Indian 

planter in this tale, represents this moderate point of view: 

This gentleman treated his slaves with all possible humanity and 

kindness. He wished that there was no such thing as slavery in the world; 

but he was convinced, by the arguments of those who have the best 

means of obtaining information, that the sudden emancipation of the 

negroes would rather increase than diminish their miseries. His 

benevolence therefore confined itself within the bounds of reason. He 

adopted those plans for the melioration of the state of the slaves, which 

appeared to him the most likely to succeed, without producing any 

violent agitation or revolution. (546)
83

 

 

Here Edgeworth combines the gradualist arguments of such spokespeople as Thomas Jefferson 

and, more directly, Bryan Edwards, the namesake of the virtuous slaveholder of the tale. The 

first London edition of Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia appeared in 1787; Edwards’s 

History of the West Indies came out in 1794. Edgeworth cites Edwards’s text in a footnote 

immediately following the excerpt quoted above, commenting that she had “adopted—not 

stolen” his ideas. We also recognize in the character of Mr. Edwards the familiar Burkean model 

of benevolent, paternalistic landlordism that Edgeworth extols in The Absentee, Ormond, and 

other novels. But this excerpt also exhibits Edgeworth’s trademark moral and political 

pragmatism. I discussed in chapter 2 the ways in which pragmatic and even Malthusian 

calculations as to what course of action is most likely to succeed—as opposed to a 
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Wollstonecraftian insistence on abstract ideals of equal rights and justice—ever moderate and 

regulate Edgeworth’s feminism. Here she applies the same pragmatic considerations to the 

problem of slavery, making the case for gradual emancipation as the course of action most likely 

to succeed without causing bloodshed or leading to anarchy. Later in the tale, Mr. Edwards and 

his profligate, ineffectual counterpart Mr. Jefferies, who leaves the management of his slaves to a 

cruel overseer and remains in a perpetual state of denial as to the cruelty his overseer inflicts, 

engage in a dialogic debate over the morality and the economic necessity of slavery. Edwards 

argues that plantations could be profitable with paid laborers and that Africans should have the 

same freedom in British colonies as they do on English soil. Frustrated by the force of Edwards’s 

arguments, Jefferies impatiently retorts, “I can do nothing in this business, nor you neither.” To 

this Edwards responds, “Yes, we can do something; we can endeavor to make our negroes as 

happy as possible” (548).
84

  

 When Mr. Jefferies proposes to sell his Caesar, his most valuable slave, in order to settle 

a debt, Caesar and his wife Clara are devastated. Hearing of these developments, Mr. Edwards 

comes to the rescue by offering Jefferies a high price for both Caesar and Clara. The slave couple 

is deeply grateful to Edwards, and their gratitude only increases as they prosper under their new 

master’s enlightened plantation system which allows slaves limited freedom and the opportunity 

to earn money by cultivating their own plots of ground. The only problem is that before Edwards 

purchased him, Caesar was aware of and complicit in a planned slave rebellion. Faced with the 

agonizing choice between betraying his benevolent new master and betraying his fellow slaves, 

Caesar sadly but not regretfully chooses the former. The rebellion is quickly quelled with 

Jefferies’ cruel overseer as its only victim.  
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 Though this story has multiple layers of meaning, the final moral of “The Grateful 

Negro” is that the Burkean principles of benevolent paternalism can prevent violent slave 

insurrections in the British colonies. Enlightened, non-violent treatment of slaves emerges as a 

more effective way of controlling them than physical brutality and scare tactics. The former 

methods inspire affection and gratitude; the latter only inspire revenge. It is ultimately very 

difficult to separate Mr. Edward’s stated purpose of making his slaves “as happy as possible” 

from the concomitant effect that his system has of rendering him and his wealth as physically 

and economically secure as possible. Indeed, Jefferson had included a similarly nightmarish 

vision of retribution forty years earlier in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1785). In the same 

book in which he had calmly rattled off numerous “proofs” of the inferiority of negroes to 

Europeans (in Query XIV), Jefferson also confesses that his worst fears for his country—the 

nation he helped to establish in the name of freedom—revolve around its fundamentally 

inconsistent institution of slavery (Query XVIII). If European Americans could rebel against a 

king, then why would not their slaves follow their example? 

Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his 

justice cannot sleep for ever: that considering numbers, nature, and 

natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of 

situation, is among possible events: that it may become probable by 

supernatural interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can take 

side with us in such a contest. 

 

Nevertheless, just as Edgeworth ends her narrative of slavery peacefully and with the hope of 

continued progress toward eventual emancipation, Jefferson too follows his admission of dread 

on a hopeful note:  

I think I see a change already perceptible, since the origin of the present 

revolution. The spirit of the master is abating, that of the slave rising 

from the dust, his condition mollifying, the way I hope preparing, under 

the auspices of heaven, for a total emancipation, and that this is disposed, 
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in the order of events, to be with the consent of the masters, rather than 

by their extirpation. 

 

Just six years after publishing that passage, Jefferson had come to regard the free black 

man Benjamin Banneker, with his mathematical facility and scientific skills, as proof against the 

biological, racial inferiority of blacks that he had argued for in Notes on the State of Virginia.
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He took Banneker’s example as cause for hope in eventual emancipation; the more such 

exemplars could be encouraged to public accomplishment, the more Americans could be 

convinced of the immorality of slavery. Sedgwick hoped likewise. She was intimately acquainted 

with the former slave Elizabeth Freeman (or “Mumbet”) whose intellectual sharpness and moral 

courage influenced Sedgwick’s conviction that slavery was evil from a very young age. Early in 

her sketch “Slavery in New England,” which appeared in Bentley’s Miscellany in 1853, 

Sedgwick inserts a long footnote referring to Harriet Martineau’s prior tribute to Freeman in her 

“Society in America,” and explaining why she felt her own account was necessary and timely: 

. . . as that account was but partial, and by a stranger, I have thought that 

one more extended, without exaggeration or colouring, in every 

particular true, might be acceptable at a time when “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” 

has excited curiosity as to the individual character of the African race. It 

was said, perhaps truly, by that distinguished man, Charles Follen, that if 

you could establish the equality of the slave with the master in a single 

instance, you had answered the argument for slavery furnished by the 

inferiority of the African race. (418) 

 

 Sedgwick’s qualification of Follen’s statement as “perhaps” true is troubling and bears 

further comment. Among Sedgwick’s papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society is a 

manuscript fragment labeled “a slave novel I began and abandoned” (CMS I.6.8). The piece is 

untitled and undated, but there is some reason to speculate that Sedgwick may have written it in 

the late 1820s or early 1830s, perhaps around the time of her trip to Virginia in 1832. The novel 

is set in the South. The fragment includes a virtual re-enactment of a scene from Elizabeth 
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Freeman’s slave experience (see below), as well as a lengthy and heated debate between a slave 

owner and a visitor from New England. The northerner argues, of course, that blacks and whites 

are fundamentally the same and that any appearance of Negro inferiority is the effect of abuse, 

degradation, and lack of education. However, right alongside the northerner’s impassioned 

speech, in the margin and apparently in Sedgwick’s own hand, the following note appears: “I 

have changed my opinion—I now believe that thre are not merely obvious differences between 

the races, but that the African is inferior to the Caucasian—But that is no argument for slavery” 

(ms p. 21).
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  There is one example of racial stereotyping in “Slavery in New England,” but it is 

far less disturbing. Sedgwick contrasts Mumbet’s saintliness with the degeneracy of her child 

and grandchildren, who had allegedly spent their matriarch’s money on frivolous pleasures: 

“[Her savings] had been rather freely used by her only child, and her grandchildren, who, like 

most of their race, were addicted to festive joys” (424). This is the same kind of stereotyping that 

Sedgwick had employed in “The Irish Girl”—hardly the kind of than the wholesale belief in 

black inferiority that Sedgwick professes in this margin of her slave novel fragment. 

One thing is clear: whatever Sedgwick came to believe about the inferiority of the 

African race and whenever and however she came to believe it, it did not change her estimation 

of Elizabeth Freeman. In “Slavery in New England,” Sedgwick writes that she possessed a 

“native majesty.” As a slave, Elizabeth, who endured physical brutality at the hands of her 

mistress (the wife of her owner, Colonel John Ashley), who on at least one occasion struck her 

violently with a shovel when she interposed to protect a younger and weaker slave girl. 

Sedgwick relates that in 1781, “soon after the close of the revolutionary war,” Elizabeth chanced 

to hear the Massachusetts Declaration of Independence read aloud at the village meeting house in 
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Sheffield (421). According to Sedgwick, Elizabeth took action the very next day to obtain her 

freedom legally with the help of Sedgwick’s father: 

She went the next day to the office of Mr. Theodore Sedgwick, then in 

the beginning of his honourable political and legal career. “Sir,” said she, 

“I hear that paper read yesterday, that says, “all men are born equal, and 

that every man has a right to freedom. I am not a dumb critter; won’t the 

law give me my freedom?” I can imagine her upright form, as she stood 

dilating with her fresh hope based on the declaration of an intrinsic, 

inalienable right. Such a resolve as hers is like God’s messengers—wind, 

snow, and hail—irresistible. (421) 

 

Theodore Sedgwick’s suit on behalf of Elizabeth succeeded: “It was the first practical 

construction in Massachusetts of the declaration which had been to the black race a constitutional 

abstraction, and on this decision was based the freedom of the few slaves remaining” in the state 

(421, Foster 29). Elizabeth, who adopted the surname Freeman upon her emancipation, worked 

as a paid housekeeper and nanny in the Sedgwick household for the rest of her working life, 

where the children gave her the enduring nickname of “Mumbet” by contracting “Mum” (for 

Mother) and “Bet” (for Elizabeth). 

 Sedgwick’s most sustained fictional treatment of slavery, and one for which she was 

certainly indebted to Edgeworth’s fiction as well as to Mumbet’s personal example, occurs in a 

long digression in Redwood. She devotes the entire third chapter of the novel to backtracking 

over the story of Henry Redwood’s youth and young adulthood. Henry is the son of a Virginia 

planter very similar to the indolent and irresponsible Mr. Jefferies of Edgeworth’s tale. It is 

likely that Sedgwick chose the name “Redwood” because of her fictional Henry Redwood’s 

loose resemblance to the historical Redwood family of Rhode Island, to whom her brother 

Robert was related by marriage. Abraham Redwood was the father-in-law of the William Ellery 

who signed the Declaration of Independence, who was in turn the grandfather of Sedgwick’s 

sister-in-law Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick. Abraham Redwood owned slaves on his plantation in 
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the West Indies, despite the fact that he was a Quaker who lived in New England most of the 

year. The historical Abraham Redwood shares with Henry Redwood, then, a surname and a 

conflicted position vis-à-vis slavery. The Redwoods’ neighboring planter, Mr. Edmund Westall, 

strongly resembles Edgeworth’s benevolent slaveholder, Mr. Edwards. One of Mr. Redwood’s 

most valuable slaves is the Africk, “one of those men whom nature has endowed with a giant 

frame, and correspondent qualities of mind” (49).
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 Through an old letter of Henry Redwood’s, 

Sedgwick relates this slave’s life story, beginning with his capture in Africa (along with his wife 

and two children), his separation from his wife and one child at an American slave auction, and 

his removal to the Redwood plantation. On the plantation, the presence of his son keeps Africk 

sane despite his deep despondency. In a dramatic part of the story that recalls Aphra Behn’s 

Oroonoko and must remind modern readers of the Margaret Garner story and Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved, Africk is believed to have killed his only son out of mercy after an overseer beat the 

child savagely. Henry’s letter reveals that he “felt an involuntary respect for this man, who, with 

a spirit more noble than Cato’s, cut the cord that bound his son to captivity, and manfully 

continued to endure the galling of his own chains” (51).   

In time Africk converts to Christianity due to the evangelism of “a zealous methodist or 

moravian” (51), and his conversion gives him the ability to sympathize with others for the first 

time since his captivity: 

He soon became a convert; his fierce manner was changed to 

gentleness; he no longer avoided his fellows; and though still 

reserved and silent, it seemed to me that his religion brought him 

back to the human family, and by uniting him to the common 

Father of all, restored the broken links of fraternity. (51) 

 

When Africk interposes his own body between those of a slave woman and the cruel overseer 

who is lashing her, the overseer beats Africk almost to the point of death. After the beating, 
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Africk manages to creep into the woods to a secret shelter maintained by Westall and his slaves 

as a way-station for runaway slaves from other plantations. Young Henry Redwood happens 

accidentally to witness Africk’s dying scene. On his deathbed Africk testifies to the transforming 

power of Christian faith, prays for the salvation of his tormentors, and prophesies a bloody 

uprising in retribution for the evils of slavery: 

‘Do not pray for me, nor for mine. I have been on my knees 

for my helpless ones, night after night, and all night long, and my 

prayer is heard.  But pray for your father’s land, and your father’s 

children.  Pray to be saved from the curse that is coming. Oh! (he 

exclaimed,) and his voice became stronger, and its deep tones 

seemed to bear to our ears the sure words of prophecy; oh, I hear 

the cry of revenge; I hear the wailings of your wives and your 

littles ones; and I see your fair lands drenched with their blood.  

Pray to God to save you in that day, for it will surely come.’ (56) 

  

Here again a narrative that starts out as a lesson to whites about the immorality of slavery ends 

up being at least as much a warning to whites about the danger of slave insurrection. Social 

conscience fiction, at least where Edgeworth and Sedgwick are concerned, could appeal to 

readers’ fears as well as to their consciences. It is important to understand, however, that by 

making Africk a sincere Christian believer, Sedgwick carefully sets up this speech as the dying 

prophecy of a Christian saint—indeed a martyr, since he died trying to save an innocent woman 

from an evil man—rather than the curse of a bitter slave.
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 No matter how justified such a curse 

might have been under these circumstances, Sedgwick takes pains to avoid any appearance of 

calling for or even rationalizing slave revolt as a means to emancipation. Yet the presence of 

such a doomsday prophecy in this 1824 novel—years before David Walker issued a call to action 

and arms in his bold Appeal . . . to the Coloured Citizens of the World in 1829 and Nat Turner 

led a slave revolt in 1831—testifies to the very real fears of Sedgwick and other antebellum 

Americans, not only of slave rebellion but of a larger civil disruption. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

MODELING MORE PERFECT UNIONS IN DOMESTIC POLITICAL FICTION 

 

 

If Sedgwick had intended Redwood as a purely domestic novel about a virtuous young 

woman who marries the right man and converts her father to Christianity, then her long 

digression on Africk would be completely irrelevant. Before we learn anything about Africk, 

Henry’s atheism and his ill treatment of his first wife have more than adequately established his 

need for spiritual revival, so the domestic plot by itself gains nothing from the inclusion of 

Africk’s story. However, Africk’s role is crucial when we understand the broader political 

dimensions of the novel. From a political perspective, this slave narrative establishes the 

ideological bedrock of human sympathy on which Sedgwick builds both the domestic and the 

political structures of the novel. 

The few discussions of Redwood that have been published since the middle of the 

twentieth century, such as Nina Baym’s in Woman’s Fiction (1970) and Edward H. Foster’s in 

his very brief foreword to a 1969 reprint edition of Redwood and in his Twayne U.S. Authors 

volume on Sedgwick, provide more in the way of surface description than analysis. Drawing on 

Tompkins’ model of cultural work as a structure for interpreting nineteenth-century fiction 

previously disregarded by literary scholars for its sentimentality or didacticism, and from the 

work of Cathy Davidson, Julia Stern, Elizabeth Barnes and others in elucidating the political 
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significance of sentimental and domestic fiction, I read Redwood as a political allegory of 

antebellum anxiety over the threatened unity of the United States.   

Both Baym and Foster categorize Redwood as a domestic and didactic romance—the 

story of how the virtuous orphan Ellen Bruce finds both her true identity and a husband virtuous 

enough for her, while converting her long-lost father to Christianity in the bargain. These 

readings are useful for their situation of the novel within the tradition of nineteenth-century 

domestic fiction, but they are also brief and relatively superficial treatments that do not explore 

the regional and political implications of the text. The predominance of the separate spheres 

paradigm has certainly contributed to such under-readings.
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 Certainly Redwood is a domestic 

story—one which like Shakespeare’s comedies and several of Jane Austen’s novels ends with 

multiple marriages—but it is a story of domesticity set against a backdrop of deeply troubling 

and potentially insurmountable cultural and political tensions among a cast of characters who 

represent different regions and divergent social and religious practices. Moreover, Redwood is 

indeed a didactic tale, but the lesson it puts forward has less to do with making companionate 

marriages based on mutual respect and sympathy than with the wider role of sympathy in 

holding together a nation threatened with dissolution primarily over the issue of slavery but also 

over less glaring cultural differences. 

From the first scene of the novel, Sedgwick makes it plain that Henry and Caroline 

Redwood are not just any father and daughter on a trip. They are wealthy southern slave owners 

rather conspicuously traveling through the northern states with two of their slaves. The contrast 

between the manners and morals of the Redwoods—a melancholic Virginia planter and his 

spoiled, South Carolina-raised belle of a daughter—and those of the upstate New York
90

 Allen 

clan among whom the Redwoods quite violently and emblematically land in the first chapter, 
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establishes the thematic complexity of the entire novel by simultaneously setting up the domestic 

plot and its corresponding political allegory. 

Much recent scholarship on the early American novel has focused on the relationship 

between sentiment or sympathy and democracy in the post-revolutionary and antebellum periods, 

and out of this scholarship many new readings of the sentimental, Gothic, and domestic fictions 

of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries have emerged. Building on Davidson’s work 

in Revolution and the Word, this more recent scholarship relates the fictional subgenres of 

seduction, sentimental, and Gothic novels to political phenomena including the Revolutionary 

War, the unrest leading to the adoption of the Constitution, the Federalist period, and the threat 

to stability posed by virulent battles between Federalists and the emerging party of Jefferson at 

the century’s close.  Moreover, Stern and Barnes relate an excess of emotion in fiction to residual 

guilt over a parricidal and fratricidal revolution and to unresolved guilt, anger, and resentment 

over the obvious social inequalities—especially slavery and the political non-existence of 

women, which remained firmly in place after the adoption of a constitution promising to “secure 

the blessings of liberty” for “we the people.”   

In the opening pages of The Plight of Feeling, Stern argues that “the fiction written, 

published, and read at the height of Federalist hegemony (1789-97) envisions post-Revolutionary 

America in all its multivocality” and, more than a decade before Jefferson’s election as president, 

“begins its protean imagination of the nation’s encrypted others, making articulation of their 

stifled voices its unforeseen, if nevertheless defining, cultural work” (5). This cultural work does 

not, as Stern demonstrates, merely “echo the idealistic federalizing sentiment of 1787,” but rather 

imaginatively “gestures toward a less coherent and more democratic vision of sympathetic 

communion” in which Americans might “contemplate if not actually assume one another’s 
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political perspectives” (5). Read in this light, Redwood sets the stage for an enactment of what 

might be termed regional sympathy by placing a family of southern slaveholders in a northern 

state portrayed as hostile to their way of life and attempting to reform them in that “foreign” 

context.  

Davidson and Stern focus intensely on novels published from 1789 to the end of the 

eighteenth century, while Barnes extends her study much further chronologically, stretching it 

from the 1790s through the domestic novels of the antebellum period, and right up to the end of 

the century.
91

 Barnes’ inclusion of nineteenth-century fiction establishes the reign of sentimental 

fiction and its privileging of sympathy from the Revolutionary War to beyond the Civil War, 

charting a succession of sub-genres from seduction tale, to Gothic romance, to domestic novel, 

which Stern, Davidson, Harris, and Baym have also noted.
92

 However, Barnes points out that 

few studies have attempted to account for precisely how the seduction stories of the 1790s are 

related to the domestic fiction of the mid-nineteenth century, and she states her intention to fill 

this gap in the literary historical narrative by demonstrating the ideological continuity between 

seduction and domestic novels rather than assuming an ideological shift between them: 

The story that waits to be told is the one that connects 

postrevolutionary with antebellum sentimental narratives and that 

recognizes the relationship between the republican and liberal 

agendas with which these respective periods are associated. In 

telling this story, I consider both the ways in which aspirations of 

“domestic union” (and the conflation of political and private 

spheres implicit in this concept) work to organize narratives of 

seduction and the extent to which seductive practices inform 

domestic stories. (13) 

 

Barnes’s connection between seduction stories and domestic fiction turns on the notion of the 

family as a trope for the nation—the trope that thinkers as chronologically and ideologically 
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divergent as John Winthrop and Thomas Paine, as well as the novelists Barnes discusses, all put 

to such heavy political use.
93

   

Indeed, the seduction tale warns against the threats to the security and cohesion of the 

family/nation, whereas the domestic novel models the ideal family (and its synechdochic 

heroine) well-armed against such threats, but both types of fiction rely on several common 

premises:  the primacy of the family as the desirable basic unit of society,  the assumption that 

the health of the nation depends on the health of its families and vice-versa, the power of 

sympathy to bind together families and nations in peaceful unity, and the power of fiction to 

instruct readers in the development and proper exercise of sympathy—not only in the act of 

reading but in all aspects of their lives. Barnes follows Baym’s lead in identifying Sedgwick’s A 

New-England Tale as the pivotal work inaugurating the new sub-genre of domestic fiction that 

would come to dominate the American literary marketplace by mid-century. However, Redwood 

even better illustrates the political anxiety underlying the many domestic-political novels that 

followed it. Occupying a chronologically intermediate position between the seduction tales of the 

1790s and the overtly abolitionist Uncle Tom’s Cabin of 1852, Redwood retains traces of the 

post-revolutionary anxiety that Davidson and Stern examine in detail while at the same time 

clearly illustrating that a new form of national anxiety has superseded it:  the dread of a civil 

disruption along north-south lines, and particularly over slavery. 

Redwood, then, must be read as a political allegory of antebellum anxiety as well as a 

didactic domestic novel. The recognition that fiction by women of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries regularly engages the political sphere at the same time that it embodies the 

domestic sphere has come not only from scholars of U.S. literature, but also from those who 

study Sedgwick’s British contemporaries, especially Edgeworth. In her 1992 introduction to 
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Edgeworth’s Ennui (1809), Marilyn Butler calls the novel a “fictional allegory on a sweeping 

scale, which represents an age of political revolution for Ireland as for France, and uncovers the 

social and economic revolution in train in Northern and Western Europe” (1). Mary Jean Corbett 

argues that novels about Ireland by Edgeworth and Sidney Owenson, “as well as in other writing 

about the Union of Great Britain and Ireland, is highly complex, politically charged, and 

culturally specific, with the domestic sphere (contra Said’s critique of Austen) providing a 

privileged novelistic site for the negotiation of colonial politics” (12). Perhaps the largest claim 

for the collapse of  the separate spheres model to date comes from Anne K. Mellor in her 

Mothers of the Nation (2000), where she argues forcefully not that women participated in an 

“alternative” public sphere or a “liminal space” between the public and sphere (as some have 

revised Jurgen Habermas’s paradigm), but that they were fully active in the discursive, literary 

public sphere as Habermas himself defined it (1-9).
94

 Furthermore, Mellor argues for expansion 

of the Habermasian definition of the public sphere to include the kinds of public/political 

activities and organizations that women especially participated in, because those activities 

performed the same public cultural work as the outlets that Habermas explores in detail. Mellor’s 

assertions are so supportive of my understanding of Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s literary 

projects, and so fundamental to my formulation of the domestic-political as a fictional sub-genre, 

that a lengthy quotation is warranted here: 

Between 1780 and 1830 in England, women participated in this more 

broadly defined public sphere of discourse, political activity, work, and 

the market in unprecedented numbers: as political canvassers, 

electioneers, and the organizers of jubilees; as workers in all areas of the 

economy (domestic, industrial, and commercial), as Maxine Berg has 

shown; as philanthropists and administrators of charitable organizations 

and voluntary societies; as educators and writers; and as consumers. The 

women writers of the British Romantic era on who this book focuses saw 

themselves and their female readers as active members of this more 

broadly defined public sphere. Not only did they particpate fully in the 
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discursive or literary public sphere conceptualized by Habermas, self-

consciously defining themselves as the shapers of public opinion. Insofar 

as they represented the interests of women, children, and the family, they 

also saw themselves as peculiarly responsible for defining the future 

direction of public policy and social reform. Their numerous and widely 

disseminated writings—poems, plays, novels, critical essays, political 

tracts—asserted the right and the duty of women to speak for the nation. 

(9) 
 

Mellor includes Edgeworth in her study of this remarkable generation of women intellectuals, 

though she gives the place of honor to Hannah More. Mellor credits More with averting a 

violent, French-style revolution in England by reforming the existing social order from within 

(14). Whereas More’s concern was to peacefully reform English society at all levels in order to 

quell the kind of class struggle that threatened to erupt into full-scale revolution, Edgeworth’s 

aim was to reform and reconcile post-Union Ireland’s disparate social and cultural strata ranging 

from the Anglo-Irish aristocracy to the rural Catholic peasantry.  

 In Maria Edgeworth’s Irish Writing: Language, History, Politics (1997), Brian 

Hollingworth argues convincingly that all of Edgeworth’s Irish writing is really about the Union 

issue. He flatly states of Castle Rackrent that “to publish an Irish story in January 1800 was a 

political act” (43) and notes that one literary journal in 1800 lists Castle Rackrent not under the 

heading “novels” at all, but rather in a list of political texts about the Union of Ireland and Great 

Britain (73). Corbett assesses Edgeworth’s Irish fiction as “an effort to construct a mediating 

stance that would bridge the gap between what had been and what she thought could be” (40). 

What Edgeworth saw in the past and the present was a culturally, religiously, and economically 

bifurcated society in an Ireland colonized by the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy. What she envisioned 

could be was an Irish society at peace within itself and fully incorporated politically, culturally, 

and affectionately within the larger society of Great Britain. Reading Burke’s political writings 

about Ireland’s relationship to Great Britain, and astutely observing their influence on 
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Edgeworth’s project, Corbett points out that Castle Rackrent locates the historical disruptions 

and discontinuities of Irish life within the fractured family whose history it emplots” (39).
95

 

Because it is set “before the year 1782” and therefore before the Act of Union, Castle Rackrent 

prefigures Sedgwick’s historical romances of American settlement in Hope Leslie and the birth 

of American nationhood in The Linwoods.  

Edgeworth’s later Irish novels, Ennui, The Absentee, and Ormond, more closely resemble 

Sedgwick’s Redwood in that they each somewhat idealistically represent an already legally and 

politically “united” nation at the same time that they reveal anxieties over that Union’s 

imperfections and vulnerabilities. For Edgeworth the major source of this anxiety is the failure of 

the Union to deliver its promise of full Catholic emancipation; for Sedgwick it is the failure of 

the United States to eliminate slavery. “Union” and “emancipation,” then, are the primary 

sources of ideological purchase and political tension for both writers; the two terms 

simultaneously signify lofty ideals and the failure of reality to live up to them. Furthermore, it is 

not at all far-fetched to equate Edgeworth’s Irish peasants with Sedgwick’s southern slaves. 

Edgeworth does as much herself in The Absentee when a tenant says of Lord Clonbrony that 

“[h]e might as well be a West India planter, and we negroes, or anything he knows to the 

contrary—has no more care, nor thought about us, than if he were in Jamaica, or the other world” 

(125). Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s post-Union novels seek to resolve these threatened rifts and 

strengthen the bonds of Union through fictions of the family: 

Binding two nations together in an era of reform is less a matter of 

passing laws than of crating the institutional and affective links 

that marriage and family promote and sustain, and of producing 

concrete embodiments of those links in “common issue”—children 

with ties to both Irish and English culture. In their focus on 

begetting and sustaining intercultural ties at the level of intimate 

personal relations, Burke’s remarks nicely prefigure the pattern 

both Sydney Owenson and Maria Edgeworth would adopt in 
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representing the making of post-Union cross-cultural connections 

as a marriage plot. (Corbett 52) 

 

I have demonstrated throughout this dissertation that Sedgwick modeled her authorial self 

after Edgeworth more than any other single influence. If Edgeworth scholars read many of her 

works as complex political allegories, then it is not surprising that many of Sedgwick’s writings 

do similar work by the same allegorical method. In her preface to Redwood, for example, 

Sedgwick subtly instructs her readers to expect some kind of political critique. After discussing 

several goals she hopes the text achieves—entertainment value, religious truth, moral instruction, 

and accurate “sketches of the character and manners of the people of this country” (x)—she hints 

that her portrayal of the United States will not be skewed by blind patriotism or personal vanity:  

We live in a country which is beyond parallel, free, happy, and 

abundant. As such we would describe it—but no Arcadia, for we 

have found none.   

We have indeed little sympathy with that narrow-minded 

patriotism which claims honours that are not yet merited. Our 

republicanism is founded on a broad and general principle, which 

is opposed to all coronations. We cannot, therefore unite in hailing 

our country the ‘Queen of the earth:’ and our religion is too 

catholic to permit us to claim for her the exclusive title of ‘Child of 

the skies:’ but we have a deep and heart-felt pride—thank heaven a 

just pride—in the increasing intelligence, the improving virtue, and 

the rising greatness of our country.”  (x-xi) 

 

Like Jefferson in Query XVIII of Notes on the State of Virginia, and like Crèvecoeur in the early 

letters of his Letters from an American Farmer, Sedgwick throws in subtle hints that there may 

be something rotten in the United States even in the midst of otherwise vaunting patriotism.
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Without revealing details as to exactly how she thinks her country falls short of perfection, 

Sedgwick’s tone returns to optimism for the remainder of this last paragraph of the preface, 

culminating with a vaguely prophetic final sentence that underscores her fiction’s commitment to 
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social improvement through the responsible moral education of future generations:  “What we 

are, we owe to our ancestors, and what out posterity will be, they will owe to us” (xi). 

 One has to read very little of Redwood to discover that Henry and Caroline Redwood are 

more than mere geographical outsiders with unusual manners:  Henry is a well-meaning but 

morally weak atheist and Caroline is vain and selfish to the point of villainy. It is no accident that 

Henry, who represents the northern-most slave state and once-virtuous original English colony of 

Virginia, is ultimately redeemed, reformed, and reincorporated into an extended family in New 

York, while his daughter Caroline, who represents the deeper South, remains a disgrace and an 

obstacle to the harmony of the family even after her eleventh-hour repentance.
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 In the end, 

Caroline Redwood is the only major character in the novel who is punished. While she does 

marry the British soldier who has so appealed to her throughout the novel, she must accompany 

him out of the country to another slave-holding foreign land, the West Indies, where her 

untimely and almost sacrificial death secures the future health and stability of the rest of the 

Redwoods.
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 To put it mildly, the unexpected arrival of the relatively aristocratic Henry and Caroline 

Redwood and their slaves throws the hard-working and devoutly religious Allen clan in rural 

New York out of its usual orbit. Though the Allens are already emotionally strained over the 

recent death of their grandson Edward and the fact that their young Emily has moved away to 

join the Shaker community of her stern Aunt Susan, they nevertheless manage to physically 

accommodate the strangers after a carriage accident results in a badly broken arm for Henry. 

After all, nursing the ill and providing room and board for travelers are just the sort of practical 

jobs and everyday kindnesses at which virtuous northerners excel in this text. However, the 

Allens are less equipped for the culture shock of sharing close quarters with these outsiders 

 130



whose manners and attitudes seem not only foreign but anti-republican and downright un-

American. 

Though the very fact that they own slaves establishes both of the Redwoods as 

aristocratic in comparison to the Allens, it is clear that Caroline cherishes a far deeper elitism 

than her father. In the first chapter Henry dubs his daughter’s notions “anti-republican” (15) 

when he sees that she feels much more in her element in the British colonies in Canada than in 

the northern states of her own country. A few pages later, a Yankee innkeeper mistakes the 

Redwood party for a group of British subjects, declining them accommodations because “his 

women folks” think that “people from the old countries” require “too much waiting on” (18). 

The innkeeper’s sign-board, the narrator tells us, indicates “his own patriotic politics” with its 

image of an American eagle with his talons triumphantly planted on a British lion” (18). Caroline 

Redwood speaks of her social inferiors as little better than animals, such as an “odious little 

Canadian driver, half Indian, half French” with his “mongrel dialect” (15). On the other hand, 

Aunt Debbie demonstrates that though she is less physically attractive and less refined than the 

likes of the Redwoods, she nevertheless possesses a highly developed capacity for sympathy that 

extends even to concern for the comfort of animals (27). The significance of these incidents is 

clear: these rich, slave-owning southerners are for all practical purposes foreigners in the North. 

They cannot be fully American because their values are basically un-democratic; they have not 

successfully rid themselves of the influence of the “old country.”
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 The significance of the issue of slavery in the novel does not become fully apparent, 

however, until the third chapter of the first volume, when the narrator leaves the novel’s present-

tense to recount the history of Henry Redwood’s life. This chapter foregrounds slavery from the 

 131



very beginning with an epigraph from the English poet William Cowper’s “The Negro’s 

Complaint” (1778):   

Fleecy locks and black complexion 

Cannot forfeit nature’s claim; 

Skins may differ, but affection 

Dwells in white and black the same.  (ll. 13-16)
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The text proper then begins with an indictment of the state of Virginia:  “Henry Redwood was a 

native of Virginia, that State of the Union where the patrician rank has escaped in the greatest 

degree, the levelling principle of republicanism” (43). As the narrator fills in the details of 

Henry’s background, the interrelation of the political and the familial that Sedgwick’s narrator 

assumes becomes apparent. Precisely because his state’s “patrician rank has escaped . . . the 

levelling principle of republicanism,” Henry was “early destined” to the decidedly old-world 

custom of betrothal to his first cousin to consolidate the family’s wealth (43). This betrothal 

leads to tragedy when, before the appointed time of his arranged marriage, Henry falls in love 

with and secretly marries a socially inferior the young orphan Mary Erwyne. Mary is Henry’s 

social inferior, and he does not have the courage to acknowledge their marriage. Heartbroken and 

friendless after Henry departs for an extended tour through Europe without her, Mary Erwyne 

Redwood dies soon after giving birth to a daughter—a child whose existence the devoutly 

religious mother has chosen to keep secret from its father because she has inadvertently 

discovered that he is an “infidel” (260).   

Sedgwick’s choice to use “infidel” instead of “atheist” here is significant. Henry is quite 

apparently unfaithful in both the marital and the religious senses, but his infidelity also has a 

political dimension. His European tour indicates a preference for the Old World over his native 

United States. The narrator also tells us that Henry’s father had  the manners of an English 

country squire (43), which means that he, too, is less than fully American. He does no productive 
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work; he simply gambles, hunts, and spends the rest of his time “in the most perfect indolence” 

(44). As for Henry’s mother—that figure whose role becomes increasingly important in U.S. 

fiction throughout the antebellum period—Mrs. Redwood lacks the necessary backbone to fulfill 

the role that Linda Kerber has termed “republican motherhood”: 

His mother had been a beauty, and possessed many of the gentle 

qualities of her sex, but, unresisting and timid in her nature, she 

had fallen into such habits of unqualified submission to her 

husband, that she had no longer courage to assert the rights of 

virtue, or power to impress them on her children. (44)
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Henry’s only good influence is his friend Westall, but when this “good genius” (44) dies young, 

Henry is once again vulnerable to vice and disbelief. His decision to make the European tour, 

like his earlier renunciation of Christianity, has been influenced by his dissipated college friend, 

Alsop, who had previously used the “infidel” writings of eighteenth-century British and 

continental philosophers such as Hume and Voltaire to woo Henry away from his native faith: 

The unfeeling and audacious wit of Voltaire, the subtle arguments 

of Hume, and all that reckless and busy infidelity has imagined and 

invented, were arrayed by this skilful [sic] champion against the 

accidental faith of Henry Redwood:  for that faith may surely be 

called accidental which knows no reason for it [sic] existence, but 

is the result of being born in a christian [sic] community, and of an 

occasional attendance at church. (45) 

 

However, Henry’s most egregious infidelity of all is his infidelity to his own conscience, 

a shortcoming most dramatically represented by his failure to renounce slavery even after 

experiencing true sympathy with the abused and dying slave Africk.  

Immediately after Africk’s death Henry manages to convince his father to hire a more humane 

overseer and adopt a somewhat milder policy toward his slaves. However, still in the thrall of 

atheism, he soon represses the religious and humanitarian stirrings that this scene has aroused 

and finally interprets the horrifying incident as simply one more justification for his despair and 
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disbelief. At this point in the narrative of Henry’s past life, the narrator fills us in on the 

background of Henry’s abandoned secret wife, Mary Erwyne Redwood, and his arranged second 

marriage to his first cousin following his return from Europe. This second (and only publicly 

known) wife has been raised as a South Carolina debutante by her mother, one Mrs. Olney of 

Charleston, who takes over the nurturing of her only grandchild, Caroline, when Mrs. Redwood 

dies a few years after her marriage to Henry. Mrs. Olney, the narrator relates, “evinced her grief 

for the death of her daughter, by lavishing on the child a twofold measure of the indulgencies 

[sic] and flatteries that had spoiled the mother” (78). Under this grandmother’s tutelage, Caroline 

grows up narcissistic, tyrranical, and utterly incapable of experiencing true human sympathy. 

She is therefore not only selfish and cruel, but also immune to the disciplinary benefits of 

sympathy that Adam Smith theorized in his Theory of Moral Sentiments. Without proper skills of 

self-judgment and self-control, the grandmother and Caroline are each “unconscious of the 

sidelong looks of contempt and whispered sneers which their pride and folly provoked” (79). 

Henry remains in Virginia and has almost nothing to do with Caroline’s upbringing until he 

finally decides to intervene by taking her on the tour of the northern states that begins the novel. 

To recap, then, the main characters in Henry’s life up to the time of his accident near the 

Allen farm in New York have been a dissipated father, a weak-willed mother, a magnetically 

persuasive atheist friend, a naive first wife who foolishly compromises herself by agreeing to a 

secret marriage with a man who has every social and financial reason to betray her, a beautiful 

but morally and intellectually vacuous second wife, an absentee daughter who is far worse than 

her mother, and the singularly virtuous Edmund Westall, who dies too soon to save his 

unbelieving friend. This abundance of poor examples, and particularly the seductive nature of 

Alsop’s influence and the clandestine marriage with Mary Erwyne, amount to a moral landscape 
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riddled with booby traps. This virtual moral minefield calls to mind the paradigmatic Christian 

allegory of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress as well as the literary paradigm of seduction which 

Davidson, Stern, and Barnes theorize as the major trope connecting the domestic to the political 

sphere in early U.S. fiction. As Barnes explains, “seduction not only signifies the threat of 

illegitimate influence to the vision of democratic union, it indicates the particular mode by which 

patriarchal authority regains access to the American imagination after the fact of revolution” (9). 

Pitted against this succession of destructive influences in Henry’s life is the supreme 

virtue of the novel’s heroine, Ellen Bruce, whom we do not begin to know until the fifth chapter 

of the first volume. At this point, after two long chapters devoted to the Redwood family history 

and the story of Africk, the political allegory which has been quite apparent heretofore yields 

center stage to the domestic overplot. However, the audience’s reading of the remainder of the 

novel has already been oriented by the allegorical scheme of New England republican virtue vs. 

old world-style southern corruption that Sedgwick has so carefully constructed in the 

foundational early chapters. 

Sedgwick returns to republican rhetoric in yet another back-tracking exposition in chapter 

8 of volume I, where she relates the history of the orphaned Ellen Bruce’s upbringing by two 

virtuous foster mothers. Ellen’s biological mother, who claimed to have been legitimately 

married but abandoned, died soon after giving birth. In this way Redwood becomes a kind of 

second-generation sequel to earlier American fictions, picking up where novels of seduction 

typically end. Ellen Bruce could almost be the title character’s daughter Lucy in Susanna 

Rowson’s Charlotte Temple or Eliza Wharton’s infant daughter in Hannah Webster Foster’s The 

Coquette. Where these earlier ruined heroines represent the threat of seduction to the new 

republic, Ellen Bruce represents the hope of a peaceful and virtuous future for the young nation 
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that has not only survived but expanded and even won a second war against Great Britain. After 

describing Ellen’s two foster mothers, who are both virtuous Christians but have complementary 

strengths of character, the narrator tells us that in their alternating arrangement of sharing Ellen’s 

upbringing, “there was a system of checks and balances that produced that singular and felicitous 

union of diversity of qualities which constituted the rare perfection of Ellen’s character” (155). 

The political undertones here are unmistakable. The term “checks and balances” had been in 

wide usage since the early days of constitutional debate, appearing in The Federalist 51 and 

other political treatises as the fundamental strength of a republican constitution. Ellen possesses 

moreover not a combination but a “singular and felicitous union” of qualities which do not 

merely form but more significantly “constitute” her perfection. By playing with this easily 

recognizable political rhetoric, Sedgwick takes her heroine beyond the role of virtuous 

republican woman:  Ellen actually symbolizes the nation, the Union, itself. Before Mellor 

theorized Romantic women writers as “mothers of the nation” of Great Britain, Butler had 

recognized Edgeworth’s Irish heroines as “strange variants of an insufficiently discussed type—

the figure of a woman as a symbolic national leader” (Introduction 51). By crafting Ellen Bruce 

as not simply a national leader or a national mother but as the embodiment of the American 

republic itself—not as it is, but as it may be reformed and perfected. Figuring both the goal and 

the means of reform in terms that are at once universal and feminine, the Unitarian Sedgwick 

makes one of her many contributions to the nineteenth-century phenomenon Ann Douglas 

describes as the “feminization of American culture”:  the reforging of American values along 

feminine and Unitarian lines.  

Whereas Kerber theorizes the role of motherhood in the formation of the new republic 

and Douglas charts the cultural imperialism of liberal Christian women in the nineteenth-century 
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U.S., more recent scholars such as Amy Kaplan have begun to explore “the relationship of 

domesticity to nationalism and imperialism” (582). Writing in the September, 1998, special issue 

of American Literature devoted to the theme “No More Separate Spheres,” Kaplan terms this 

complex ideological relationship “manifest domesticity.” Noting that the “development of 

domestic discourse in America is contemporaneous with the discourse of Manifest Destiny,” she 

explains that the omnipresence of the separate spheres paradigm in American and feminist 

studies has obscured the relationship between the domestic and the political by assuming “that 

nationalism and politics lay outside the concern and participation of women” (583).
102

  Though 

Kaplan’s argument specifically addresses white American constructions of Native Americans, 

Mexicans, and European imperial powers as anti-domestic “others” in need of colonization and 

re-education along white middle-class American principles of domesticity, her work also sheds 

light on Sedgwick’s construction of the slave-owning southerner as unreformed “other” in 

Redwood. When the novel figures the southern Redwoods as in effect “foreigners” in the 

northern states, then the American South becomes just as much of a threat to the continued 

health, expansion, and prosperity of the United States as Mexico, British Canada, or any Native 

American tribe presents.  Moreover, if Ellen Bruce represents the ideal American republic in 

Sedgwick’s text, then Caroline Redwood is not only anti-domestic and morally corrupt but anti-

American and irredeemably “other.” Caroline and the South she represents are at best a diseased 

branch of the American family tree that must be lopped off for the good of the main trunk—

which is, of course, bred from hardy New England stock and firmly rooted in the wholesome soil 

of Christian domesticity.
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 Sedgwick’s conception of the boundaries between the United States and its many 

threatening “others” is not as neatly defined as some of the examples from the later nineteenth-
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century that Kaplan elucidates in her essay. Except for the extreme contrast between Ellen and 

Caroline, other borders and distinctions are less distinct. In Sedgwick’s text not all the slave 

states are hopeless cases; Charles Westall and, in the end, the converted Henry Redwood argue 

for the redeemability of Virginia. Sedgwick imaginatively figures the reincorporation of Virginia 

into the union of properly virtuous states by uniting the northern Ellen and the progressive 

Virginian Charles in an affectionate marriage. Furthermore, the group of travelers from 

Philadelphia that Ellen, the Westalls, and the Redwoods meet up with near the Hancock Shaker 

village represent a third American region, the mid-Atlantic states. The star of this group, Grace 

Campbell, embodies a third American way: a graceful combination of Southern social charm 

with Yankee morality. Grace strongly resembles the reformed Lady Delacour at the end of 

Edgeworth’s Belinda—the new Lady Delacour has cast off her former vices and callousness 

while retaining every bit of her former charisma. 

In Redwood the “other” does not simply exist somewhere out on the frontier or on a 

remote southern plantation, but often right in the midst of northern virtue. The British Captain 

Fitzgerald travels from Montreal to New York in pursuit of Caroline, the alcoholic old Indian 

Sooduck dwells alone in the New York forest surrounded by white American communities, the 

Shaker village exists in the midst of more orthodox New England villages, and the Redwoods are 

temporarily living with the Allens, as are their slaves, Lilly and Ralph. Furthermore, when Lilly 

takes advantage of her geographical dislocation to escape and elope with “the servant of a West 

India planter then at Lebanon” near the end of the novel (270), Sedgwick’s narrator draws our 

attention to the existence of a sizable population of free blacks in Massachusetts: 

Lebanon is a border town, and the boundary line of New-York 

once passed and Massachusetts entered, Lilly was assured of the 

protecting hospitalities of the people of her own colour; and it had 

even been hinted to her, that in case her retreat was discovered, the 
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white inhabitants would be very backward to enforce her master’s 

rights. (II, 270-71) 

 

The narrator then further characterizes the New England states as havens of liberty by discussing 

their refusal to recognize the property rights of slave owners with a one-paragraph digression 

which begins as follows: 

What particular grounds there might have been in this instance for 

the intimations given to Lilly, we cannot say; but it must be 

confessed, that our northern people are quite careless of the duty of 

protecting slave property, and that they manifest a provoking 

indifference to the rights and losses slave-holders. 

 

Significantly, Lilly’s first act as a free woman is to expose her former  mistress’s treachery 

against Ellen. Although this exposure is unintentional—Lilly does not know that the packet she 

removes from Caroline’s dressing-case and leaves behind contains the stolen evidence of Ellen’s 

paternity—her desire for liberty and her refusal to remain loyal to a tyrannical mistress qualify 

her for inclusion in the republic in ways that the aristocratic Caroline herself can never equal.   

The fact that Sedgwick gives Lilly the honor of exposing Caroline and thereby reuniting 

Ellen with her father reinforces the importance of slavery in the novel and brings the political 

allegory, which has been largely subordinate to the domestic plot for hundreds of pages, back to 

the attention of the reader. Before the digression on runaway slaves, Ellen’s true identity is 

already known by the main characters and she has already forgiven the outrageous treachery of 

her half-sister Caroline in a scene that serves as the moral climax of the novel. This scene of 

confrontation and forgiveness is important politically, for it is where the two women who 

symbolize the extremes of North and South reconcile peacefully. Taken superficially, the fact 

that they do acknowledge their sisterhood and mutually forgive one another would seem to 

embody the very idea of regional sympathy, wrapping up Sedgwick’s political allegory rather 

neatly and successfully staving off Africk’s bloody prediction indefinitely.  Such a resolution 
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may or may not have been Sedgwick’s intention in this scene, but whether it works is a separate 

and much more interesting issue. For there is a sustained and barely subdued note of sneering 

irony in the narrator’s relation of Caroline’s repentance and Ellen’s forgiveness that at the very 

least threatens the closure of this happy ending. 

The reconciliation of Caroline and Ellen is ultimately unconvincing because the two 

sisters remain entirely unequal. Interpreted in this light, Ellen’s forgiveness, which seems 

impressive considering the magnitude of Caroline’s offenses and is entirely appropriate from a 

domestic and Christian point of view, amounts to little more than a generous tolerance of 

Caroline’s existence. Ellen loses nothing by forgiving Caroline—in fact she actually adds a 

higher level of magnanimity to her already long list of virtues—but Caroline is utterly humiliated 

by Ellen’s generosity. The text offers us no reason to think that Caroline would have ever 

revealed Ellen’s identity had her scheme not been foiled by Lilly’s inadvertent intervention. 

Caroline’s first response to Ellen upon learning that Ellen knows all is to claim that she “never 

meant . . . to keep those papers from [her] forever,” a response which Sedgwick’s narrator 

characterizes as a “lame and impotent . . . attempt to justify herself” (267).
104

  Ellen remains 

clearly superior to Caroline in every way throughout this scene of forgiveness, which culminates 

in a gesture of extreme humiliation: 

Caroline felt [Ellen’s] delicacy to her heart’s core; she was 

subdued by the pure goodness of Ellen; she felt the influence of the holy 

principle that governed her sister’s mind, and penetrated with a poignant 

contrition like that which made the Egyptian kind exclaim, ‘truly, I have 

sinned against the Lord your God and against you;’ she sunk on her 

knees—the pride and haughtiness of her soul were vanquished—she 

stretched out her arms with an almost oriental abjectness. (II, 269) 

 

The narrator’s comparison of Caroline to “the Egyptian king” and her use of the term 

“oriental” to describe her abject position make it nearly impossible for the reader to see her as 
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Ellen’s sister; instead, these terms serve to further characterize her as more radically foreign and 

“other” than before. The reference to Exodus aligns the true God with Ellen, and Caroline’s 

“poignant contrition” has more to do with humiliation and defeat than with a true change of 

heart. The allusion to the biblical story also assigns an epic and typological importance to the 

novel, as if to suggest that the fate of the United States—a modern-day chosen nation destined 

for expansion and glory—hangs not on Ellen’s persuasive powers but on her “vanquishing” of 

Caroline’s “pride and haughtiness.” Moreover, one must remember that the Israelites were slaves 

in Egypt, that Pharoah only relented after the bloody slaughter of all the firstborn children in his 

land, and that even then he changed his mind and sent his army to pursue the fleeing Israelites 

across the Red Sea, where the Egyptian soldiers finally drown due to divine intervention. 

 Still, Sedgwick’s narrator attempts elsewhere to make the reconciliation of the sisters 

convincing. The idea is that the two set aside their differences in the interest of their father’s 

health. After picking the abject Caroline up off the floor, Ellen magnanimously dismisses the 

past:  “Let us now think of nothing but how we shall best minister to our father’s restoration; for 

this we will unite our hearts and efforts” (270). This is the best hope for the sisters and the 

divided nation they represent:  that the two radically different members will reconcile in the 

interests of the health of the family/nation as a whole. 

Represented by Henry Redwood on the brink of death, this family/nation is in dire 

trouble indeed. Not surprisingly, Henry—whom the sage Aunt Debby shrewdly diagnosed from 

the beginning as having more of an “inward” or spiritual disease than a physiological one—

begins a miraculous recovery soon after learning that Ellen is his daughter and that she and 

Caroline have forgiven him as well as one another. Having sternly resisted the persuasive 
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evangelism of Ellen and Charles Westall for weeks, Henry finally accepts the Christian faith 

when he sees Caroline and Ellen together at his bedside.
105

 

 If Redwood ended with this sentimental scene of family devotion, it would be easy to 

interpret the reconstituted Redwood family as Sedgwick’s metaphor for a troubled nation made 

whole again. But what happens to Caroline in the final chapter is central to my more skeptical 

reading of the novel as a failed allegory of regional sympathy.  Caroline is within minutes of 

marrying Captain Fitzgerald when Charles Westall, fired with righteous indignation at having 

discovered the full extent of her baseness toward Ellen, disrupts Caroline’s clandestine wedding 

to drag her back to her dying father’s bedside. There Caroline realizes that Ellen and her father 

know her guilty secret and the dramatic confrontation discussed above takes place. Though I 

have demonstrated that Caroline’s repentance and reformation are not particularly convincing, 

both the narrator and Ellen repeatedly state that Caroline has changed since her humiliation. The 

most persuasive evidence that Caroline may have begun a true reformation is that she begins to 

regret her rash engagement to Captain Fitzgerald. We learn this from the narrator’s remark that 

during the week between the disrupted elopement and the Fitzgerald’s actual wedding in Henry 

Redwood’s sickroom, “[t]here were some indications that it might not have been impossible to 

persuade the young lady to retract her engagement, but it seems that her friends did not deem it 

expedient to interfere, for they never spoke to her upon the subject” (II, 280).   

The narrator’s gossipy and somewhat comical tone here suggest a wink and a knowing 

smile just between the lines, but the content of this thinly veiled insult to Caroline has serious 

implications for the novel’s resolution. Just a few days earlier, Henry Redwood had sworn never 

to consent to Caroline’s marrying Fitzgerald, whom Henry rightly deemed “a stranger—a 

fortune-hunter—a profligate!” (II, 222). And that was before Fitzgerald eloped with his daughter. 
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Surely Henry does not become persuaded that marrying such a man is in his daughter’s best 

interest. Of course, even though her clandestine marriage is successfully prevented, Caroline’s 

attempted elopement with Fitzgerald seriously compromises her honour and her reputation, so 

her subsequent marriage to the same man has some face-saving value. But the narrator does not 

tell us that Caroline’s “friends” (which in this context means her relatives) are concerned to 

rescue her reputation. Indeed, the entire text has given us every reason to believe that Ellen 

would be the last person who would value her family’s reputation over another human being’s 

happiness—let alone that of her own sister. After all, Caroline may have damaged her reputation, 

but she has not actually succombed to seduction and is therefore not completely ruined. So why 

don’t Ellen and Henry simply encourage Caroline to “retract her engagement” with Fitzgerald?  

The narrator says it is because they did not deem “interference” to be “expedient.” But this 

explanation only begs the question:  expedient toward what end? The only convincing 

explanation is that Caroline’s “friends” are actually quite anxious to get rid of her in the most 

expeditious way possible.   

As the two Redwood sisters kneel to receive their father’s blessing just before Caroline 

marries Fitzgerald, Ellen tearfully remarks, “severed—strangers . . . as we have been on earth, 

we may yet be a family in heaven” (II, 281). If everyone here has truly reformed and reconciled, 

then why can they not be a family on earth? Ellen and Charles have already announced their 

plans to spend the coming year with Henry before establishing an independent household in 

Massachusetts. Therefore it is clear that Ellen, Charles, and Henry already are a family on earth; 

it is Caroline who gets left out of the picture. Ellen’s prayer that she and her father and her sister 

“may yet be a family in heaven” amounts to a statement of fact that they will never be a family 
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on earth—a prediction that the narrator confirms by indicating that after Caroline’s wedding she 

“received the farewell embraces of her friends, and left them forever” (II, 281).   

 Caroline’s ultimate fate in the novel is much harsher than simply marrying a shallow man 

and being permanently separated from her father and sister, however.  Though the narrative 

proper ends with Caroline’s marriage and departure, Sedgwick playfully and rather self-

consciously affixes an addendum to the final chapter. This coda, which consists of a brief 

introduction and a long letter from Debby Lenox to Ellen Bruce Redwood Westall, mainly serves 

to inform the reader that Caroline and her husband died in the West Indies and that Caroline’s 

last words committed her infant daughter to Ellen’s guardianship. The addendum begins with the 

following explanation: 

We fancied we had finished our humble labours, when by a lucky 

chance a letter, written by Deborah Lenox, and addressed to Mrs. 

Charles Westall, ____, Massachusetts, fell into our hands. As it 

was written nearly two years subsequent to the date of these 

memoirs, and contained some interesting notices of the personages 

that figure in them, we immediately transmitted it to our printer. . . 

. Deborah’s epistle has been reluctantly re-written—letters have 

been transposed, subtracted, and added, and we believe its 

orthography is now quite perfect. In no other way would we 

consent to alter it, for we respect the peculiarities of our honest 

friend, and are willing to have the sybil with her contortions” (281-

282).   

 

This lighthearted introduction hardly prepares the reader for the tragic information revealed in 

Debby’s letter. The narrator’s tone here is intimately chatty and rather comical, as it was when 

revealing that Caroline’s friends did not deem it expedient to discourage her marriage to 

Fitzgerald. Taken together, these two intrusions indicate that the narrator takes a certain level of 

smug satisfaction in condemning Caroline to exile and untimely death.  

After carefully constructing the plot of the novel so that it could have ended with the 

healing of a family represented by two marriages, Sedgwick’s attachment of this addendum 
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makes it seem as if she simply could not resist the temptation to kill off Caroline. Her apparent 

delight in so doing is at best darkly humorous if we read the novel strictly as a domestic 

romance, but this black humor has disturbing implications when we understand the novel as a 

political allegory of antebellum anxiety. The fact that Caroline cannot be truly reincorporated 

into the Redwood family does not bode well for the peaceful resolution of cultural and political 

differences between the North and the South. Caroline’s alliance with a British soldier and her 

removal to a British colony only intensify her status as un-American “other” in the novel’s 

political allegory. If the Redwood family symbolizes the United States, then Sedgwick’s choice 

of Redwood as both the surname of her main characters and the title of her novel makes perfect 

sense.  The redwood tree, and the Redwood family tree, are apt metaphors for a strong and 

growing nation, but only after Caroline’s cankered branch is lopped off to remove the threat it 

poses to the rest of the tree.  

Sedgwick’s lack of faith in the redeemability of the South, and particularly of South 

Carolina, in this 1824 novel seems prophetic in light of the tariff disputes between the federal 

government and some states that began just a few years later and eventually festered into the full-

blown Nullification Crisis of 1832. Perhaps this sense of looming constitutional crisis prevented 

Sedgwick from further fictional representations of the political present.
106

 What disturbed 

Sedgwick most about the issue of slavery was its effect on the Union. Harriet Martineau recorded 

an incident of “Miss Sedgwick starting back . . and snatching her arm from mine when I said, in 

answer to her inquiry, what I thought the issue of the controversy must be. ‘The dissolution of 

the Union!’ she cried. ‘The Union is sacred and must be preserved at all cost’” (quoted in Gidez 

288). The combined force of Sedgwick’s belief in the sacredness of the union and her further 

belief in the sanctity of the law was enough to keep her from joining the ranks of the 
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abolitionists, regardless of how convinced she was that slavery was morally indefensible. She 

stuck to her pro-Union guns, even resisting an eleventh-hour conversion. In 1860, having retired 

from writing for publication, Sedgwick apparently felt compelled to apologize for her inaction on 

the slavery issue in a letter to her friend Mrs. Ellery Channing: 

You will not misunderstand me nor imagine that I do not feel 

heartily in the great question of humanity that agitates our people. 

It seemed to me that so much had been intemperately said, so 

much rashly urged on the death of that noble martyr, John Brown, 

by the abolitionists, that it was not right to appear among them as 

one of them” (quoted in Gidez 290). 

The fact that she began what she called a “slave novel” (most likely in the mid-1820s to early 

1830s) testifies to the centrality of the slavery issue to her literary and political imaginary, but 

the fact that she abandoned it without recording her reasons for doing so suggests that she might 

have despaired of the power of domestic-political fiction to contribute to a peaceful resolution to 

the conflict.
107

  

Similarly, as Irish nationalism and popular resistance to Union gathered steam throughout 

the second decade of the nineteenth century, Edgeworth lost faith in the ideal of Union and 

stopped writing Irish fiction after 1817. Her last preserved statement about Ireland occurs in an 

1834 letter: 

. . . it is impossible to draw Ireland as she now is in the book of fiction—

realities are too strong, party passions too violent, to bear to see, or to 

care to look at their faces in a looking glass. The people would only 

break the glass and curse the fool who held the mirror up to nature—

distorted nature in a fever.
108

 

 

Edgeworth lived to see the long-awaited Catholic emancipation become at least a legal reality in 

1829, only to witness the devastation of the Great Famine and the mass emigrations of the 1830s 

and 1840s follow before she died in 1849. The Union of Ireland with Great Britain had proven to 

be too weak, and Catholic emancipation had come too late to strengthen it. Events in America 
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unfolded more violently yet ultimately more hopefully for Sedgwick. She lived to see her worst 

fears about the dissolution of the Union realized and to lose a beloved nephew to the Battle of 

Antietam, but she also witnessed the end of American slavery and the restoration, however 

shaky, of the Union just two years before her death in 1867.  

  In this final chapter I have demonstrated that Edgeworth and Sedgwick shared an ideal of 

political and social union for their respective nations—nations which had recently been 

politically reconfigured into “unions” but which remained insufficiently culturally and 

affectively united. They employed this model of union primarily through domestic-political 

fiction. But throughout this dissertation, I have also demonstrated that their writings bear witness 

to their broader concern, bordering on intellectual obsession, with the trope of union as the 

ultimate synthesis of dialectics in multiple contexts. Acutely attuned to the contradictions 

inherent in the political systems of their respective nations, Sedgwick and Edgeworth used their 

writings to model solutions for easing the tension between oppression and anarchy, freedom and 

order, individual and community, contract and affection, ambition and service, duty and desire—

not only for nations but for individual lives, including their own. 
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NOTES 

 

1. Sedgwick did publish this novel anonymously, however. 

 

2. For an overview of arguments for and against the treatment of Ireland as a British colony, see 

Mary Jean Corbett’s Introduction to Allegories of Union (1-20), in which she reviews and builds 

on earlier work by Declan Kiberd, Stuart Hall, and others. 

 

3.  For basic biographical information on Edgeworth, see Marilyn Butler, Maria Edgeworth: A 

Literary Biography. For Sedgwick’s biography, see Mary Kelley, The Power of Her Sympathy 

and Private Woman, Public Stage, and Edward H. Foster, Catharine Maria Sedgwick. 

 

4. This is not to say that Burney and Austen were somehow entirely apolitical, as important 

critical studies such as Marilyn Butler’s Jane Austen and the War of Ideas and Claudia Johnson’s 

Equivocal Beings, to name just two, aptly demonstrate. However, that Edgeworth and Sedgwick 

comment more directly on specific national political issues in their fiction than any of their well-

known contemporaries. 

 

5. There has long been some dispute about whether Edgeworth was born on Jan. 1, 1867, or Jan. 

1, 1868. Marilyn Butler accepts the latter date. See Christina Colvin and Butler, “A Revised Date 

of Birth for Maria Edgeworth,” Notes and Queries, Sept. 1971. Sedgwick was born Dec. 29, 

1789. 

 

6. Sedgwick dedicated and addressed her autobiography, begun in 1853, to her great-niece Alice 

Minot. Alice’s mother, Kate Sedgwick Minot, was Sedgwick’s niece and namesake who served 

almost as an adopted daughter to her throughout her life. Mary Kelley published excerpts from 

Segwick’s autobiography and journals in The Power of Her Sympathy (1993). 

 

7. Edgeworth’s second educational book, the general textbook Practical Education (written in 

collaboration with her father and first published in 1798) was published in New York in 1801 but 

was designed primarily as a pedagogical manual for parents, and not for the consumption of 

children directly. The novel Belinda appeared in New York in 1801, but none of Edgeworth’s 

stories for children appeared in the U.S. until Early Lessons in 1805. That is not to say, however, 

that Sedgwick could not have had access to the earlier British editions, but I have found no 

evidence to suggest that she did. 

 

8. Improbable as it seems by our standards, there is some indication that Sedgwick may have 

only been referring in this passage to her reading before the age of eight.  

 

9.  See note 12 below. 
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10. All of Edgeworth’s works were first published in London. Many were also published in 

Dublin (and occasionally elsewhere in the U.K.) soon after the London editions.  

 

11. All dates in this column represent the earliest U.S. editions I have been able to find in 

catalogs and bibliographies.  

 

12. Shaw and Shoemaker list an edition of Castle Rackrent published by Martin and Ogden in 

Newbern, North Carolina, in either 1802 or 1803 (American Bibliography: A Preliminary 

Checklist for 1801-1820, vols. 2 and 3). I have found no citation for such an edition in any U.S. 

library or collection, however, which suggests that there may be some sort of an error in the 

record, or, at the least, that this press printed only a very small number of copies. It would be 

unusual but certainly not impossible for a relatively obscure southern press to publish the novel 

more than ten years before a larger northeastern press finally did. In any case, it is unlikely that 

Sedgwick would have had access to this southern edition in Massachusetts. The only other 

citations for Edgeworth’s works published south of Philadelphia are her tale “The Little 

Merchants” in Baltimore in 1811 and “The Cherry Orchard” in Charleston, S.C., in 1820. 

 

13. The University of South Dakota library catalog is the only one that currently lists this edition 

of Belinda, which may indicate that relatively few copies were printed. The earliest citation in 

Shaw and Shoemaker is for 1814 editions in Boston and New York.  

 

14. Edgeworth used the word “tale” in the titles of the majority of her fictional works. Sedgwick 

used the word “tale” in the titles of three of her five major novels:  A New-England Tale, or 

Sketches of New-England Character and Manners; Redwood, a Tale; and Clarence: or a Tale of 

Our Own Times. These three are the most contemporary and the most thematically Edgeworthian 

of her major novels; they are also the three which contain direct references to Edgeworth either 

in the preface or in the narrative. I discuss the tale as a genre in ch. 3. The titles of Sedgwick’s 

two historical novels, Hope Leslie; or, Early Times in the Massachusetts (1827) and The 

Linwoods; or, Sixty Years Since in America (1835), are more suggestive of Walter Scott’s 

historical fiction, most obviously his Waverly, or ‘Tis Sixty Years Since (1814). However, even 

Sedgwick’s historical fiction admits of Edgeworth’s influence, particularly in its treatment of 

heroines and its use of dialect and dialogue to develop characters. 

 

15. Marsha June Watson’s unpublished dissertation broadens our understanding of the 

intellectual scope of Hope Leslie by extensively analyzing Sedgwick’s use of epigraphs and 

textual allusions, especially references to Milton’s Comus and Roger Williams’s A Key into the 

Language of America. It is interesting to note that none of Sedgwick’s chapter epigraphs in Hope 

Leslie refers to a woman writer ( “Intertextuality and American Women Writers,” University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 1997).  

 

16. The love plot involves relationships among individuals within the Clonbrony family, whereas 

the “absentee” plot involves the relationship of that family to the larger society in both England 

and Ireland. The two plots overlap to some extent and have the central figure of Colambre in 

common. They are equally important to the novel in terms of narrative space and emphasis, 
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because Colambre must put both his personal life and his public life in order before assuming a 

role of leadership with integrity and grace. 

 

17. The volume and content of Sedgwick’s preserved correspondence leads me to believe that 

she would have certainly kept such a letter, but it is not among Sedgwick’s papers at the 

Massachusetts Historical Society. I continue to search for it in smaller collections of Sedgwick’s 

letters. Such a letter might have ended up in a collection of Edgeworth’s correspondence, but it is 

not included in any published volume, nor is it listed in the catalog of the most important 

manuscript collection of Edgeworth’s letters at the National Library of Ireland. I continue to seek 

the letter in collections of Edgeworth’s papers in the U.K. as well as in smaller collections of 

Sedgwick’s papers in the U.S. 

 

18. This letter is in the Catharine Maria Sedgwick Papers, Collection 2, Box 1, Folder 6, at the 

MHS. It also appears in Mary Dewey’s Life and Letters of Catharine Maria Sedgwick (161), and 

Edgar MacDonald includes it in Education of the Heart (73-74). 

 

19. Sedgwick and Sismondi (1773-1842) corresponded for many years after this initial letter, and 

Sedgwick later translated at least one treatise of Sismondi’s into English. 

 

20. Edgeworth to Fanny Wilson, Christmas 1841 (quoted in ME 429). 

 

21. In any case, Richard Edgeworth became an “incorrigible scapegrace” who severely 

disappointed his father (ME 71). Interesting from a transatlantic perspective is that he married 

and migrated to South Carolina, where he died in 1796 at the age of 33. Edgar MacDonald, 

editor of the correspondence of Edgeworth and Rachel Mordecai Lazarus, also conducted a study 

of Richard’s descendants, The American Edgeworths, which was privately printed in 1970. 

 

22. Butler records how Day’s views delayed Edgeworth’s debut as an author (ME 149, 172-73). 

 

23. Edgeworth’s portraits of good marriages everywhere support the “companionate marriage” 

model that historian Lawrence Stone has most comprehensively described in The Family, Sex, 

and Marriage in England, 1500-1800. 

 

24. Similarly, at the end of  Sedgwick’s Redwood, Debby Lenox reports that Caroline Redwood 

Fitzgerald’s dying request was that her virtuous sister Ellen Bruce Westall adopt Caroline’s 

daughter and raise her to be like Ellen (287).  

 

25. I refer here to The Parent’s Assistant: or stories for children (3 vols., 1796, and augmented 

to 6 vols., 1800), Early Lessons (10 vols. released over 1801-02), Moral Tales for Young People 

(5 vols., 1801), and the novels Castle Rackrent (1800) and Belinda (1801). For an analysis of 

Edgeworth’s career in terms of production and debt, see ch. 6 of Gallagher’s Nobody’s Story. 

 

26. Edgeworth explained in the Advertisement to the second edition (1798) that she had 

rewritten the “Answer to the Preceding Letter” in order “to improve it, and to assert more 

strongly the female right to literature.” 
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27. Edgeworth’s reading of Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments in 1783 is documented in her 

correspondence to Fanny Robinson, the same former schoolmate who partly inspired the 

character of Julia (ME 150). Throughout her biography, Butler notes the deep influence of 

Scottish philosophy on both Edgeworth’s and her father’s thought and writing. Edgeworth made 

her affinity for Smith’s moral philosophy public in Belinda, where the heroine reads and clearly 

benefits from it. 

 

28. For interpretations of Edgeworth as an agent of patriarchy, see Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, 

Nancy Armstrong, and Jane Spencer. 

 

29. In this point Bilger consciously contradicts Virginia Woolf, demonstrating that the “critical 

‘vein of comedy’ that [Woolf] refers to appealed to  Burney, Edgeworth, and Austen; and 

contrary to Woolf’s opinion, they worked this vein deeply” (9). Bilger acknowledges, however, 

that “rebellious humor” and conservatism can coexist not only in the same writer’s oeuvre, but 

within the same text. Anne K. Mellor uses this kind of subversive humor to develop her 

arguments in Romanticism and Gender (1993) and takes it even further in Mothers of the Nation 

(2000), though she does not focus on comedy exclusively. 

 

30.  See note 1 above. 

 

31. The direct quotations here are from Mellor’s Mothers of the Nation (2000), where she 

summarizes the conclusions that she had more fully worked out in Romanticism and Gender 

(1993). I will address the former work in more detail in chapter 5, and I will explore 

Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s particular use of dialogism in chapter 3.  

 

32. Several leading American scholars preceded Mellor in this conclusion by at least two years, 

when Cathy N. Davidson edited the special issue of American Literature entitled “No More 

Separate Spheres!” (Sept. 1998). Unfortunately, neither of these works makes any mention of 

similar work published or underway across the Atlantic. Certainly there is certainly ample 

justification for separately investigating the existence of non-existence of separate spheres in two 

different nations, while any foregone conclusions in the “like Britain, like America” vein would 

be entirely invalid. However, in the case of theorizing separate, gendered spheres of cultural 

production, the methods used and the theses developed in these two particular works are so 

similar as to point up the usefulness of transatlantic studies generally. 

 

33. See note 13. 

 

34. “Old Maids” has continued to attract readers in our day. It was the first Sedgwick short story 

to appear in a modern anthology, Susan Koppelman’s Old Maids:  Short Stories by Nineteenth-

Century U.S. Women Writers (Boston: Pandora Press, 1984). 

 

35. It is also significant that scholars of British literature increasingly mark the end of the 

Romantic era, or the end of the long eighteenth century, at 1830. In many ways 1830 was also 

the beginning of the end of a particular reform era in Great Britain, since the First Reform Bill 

was enacted in 1832. This partial coincidence and partial juxtaposition of similar historical eras 

in the Great Britain and the United States also corresponds to the mature careers of both 
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Edgeworth and Sedgwick, which substantially overlap but also clearly reflect the two-decade 

difference in their ages.  

 

36. Catherine Sedgwick to Eliza Pomeroy, Dec. 1, 1822. Partially quoted in Kelley, PHS 23.  

 

37. These events are recorded in numerous letters among Sedgwick, Kemble, and Sedgwick’s 

brother Charles and sister-in-law Elizabeth during the 1830s and 1840s. Kemble divorced in 

1849 and subsequently made her permanent home in Lenox to be near the Sedgwick clan (see 

also PHS 84n48). 

 

38. I do not mean that Sedgwick made a conscious, positive choice never to marry; but rather 

that she simply chose not to accept any of her proposals. At the age of 44, she recorded in her 

journal that she had heard “that romantic imaginative persons formed a beau ideal to which 

nothing in life approximated near enough to satisfy them.  This may account for my never 

responding to the sentiments of those who sought me . . . .”  She also writes, “my constitutional 

timidity has perhaps had something to do with keeping me single, but if I had had the power to 

marry a man that I truly loved this would have been a slight hold back . . .” (PHS 142). 

 

39. Canto 4 of Byron’s Don Juan reads, “O ye, who make the fortunes of all books! Benign 

Ceruleans of the second sex!” (l. 108). The term “benign cerulean” became a synonym for a 

bluestocking. 

 

40. Sedgwick often wrote historical romances, but, unlike those of her beloved Sir Walter Scott 

and her young contemporary Nathaniel Hawthorne, her romances contain nothing of the 

supernatural or the fabulous in her fiction. The closest she comes to supernaturalism are the 

scenes involving Crazy Bet in A New-England Tale; her subsequent fiction stays well within the 

limits of the humanly possible.  

 

41. The Rosamond stories are all interlinked but they originally appeared in different collections, 

including The Parent’s Assistant (1796), Early Lessons (1801), Continuation of Early Lessons 

(1814), and Rosamond: A Sequel (1821). 

 

42. See ch. 1 of this dissertation, pp. 20-21. 

43. Letter from Edgeworth to Mrs. Stark, Sept. 6, 1834; quoted in Butler, Maria Edgeworth, 240-

41, and “Introduction” to Castle Rackrent and Ennui, 4. Edgeworth here refers not to the first 

time she lived in Ireland as a very young child, but to her return to Edgeworthstown from 

English boarding schools as a teen in 1782. 

 

44. Marilyn Butler discusses how Patronage features few actual but many supposed characters 

from real life (255-58). 

 

45.  A fuller picture of Sedgwick as a conversationalist is likely to emerge from Charlene 

Avallone’s current work in progress about early nineteenth-century conversational culture in 

New York City. 
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46. In “The Philosophy of Composition,” Poe excepts novels from his requirement that poems, 

plays, and other works be short enough to read in a single sitting (Lauter 2451). 

 

47.  See Scott’s introduction to Waverley, Bryant’s review of Redwood, Kelley’s Private 

Woman, Public Stage, and Snell’s The Regional Novel in Britain and Ireland. 

 

48.  The Bibliotheque Britannique was devoted to science as well as letters. At least one cultural 

historian of the Napoleonic era has described the journal as “certainly the most important cultural 

link existing between England and the Continent during the Napoleonic Wars” (H. W. 

Hausermann, The Genevese Background, 31). See also Butler, Maria Edgeworth, 186. 

 

49. Letter from Maria Edgeworth to Mrs. Ruxton, Jan. 1, 1814. 

 

50. Letter from Richard Lovell Edgeworth to Galignani and Maradan, the French publishers of 

L’Absent, July 15, 1815. 

 

51. See W.J. McCormack, Ascendancy and Tradition in Anglo-Irish Literary History (97-168); 

Brian Hollingworth, Maria Edgeworth’s Irish Writing (1-4); and K.D.M. Snell, The Regional 

Novel in Britain and Ireland 1800-1990 (1-14). 

 

52. By 1832, Edgeworth’s London editors acknowledged a distinction between what they 

considered to be her tales and her novels by publishing an eighteen-volume collection of her 

works entitled Tales and Novels by Maria Edgeworth. It is not always clear, however, which 

were which. Her publishers may have taken Edgeworth’s own word for it by considering her 

titles that included the word “tale” as such (see my chart on pp. 8-9 for full titles of Edgeworth’s 

individual works as well as her series) and by designating the others as “novels” by default, but 

this seems unnecessary and unlikely. It is more likely that by that time her readership in general 

had come to identify her Irish fictions and shorter works as “tales” and her longer society fictions 

(such as Belinda, Leonora, Patronage, and Harrington) as novels. 

 

53. Belinda actually features just as many colorful characters and sub-plots as the Irish tales do, 

they just happen to be English and not Irish.  

 

54. Sedgwick modeled Crazy Bet largely after Susan Dunham, also known as “Crazy Sue.” 

According to Edward H. Foster, Dunham fell in love with a man her father forbade her to marry, 

then soon after became intensely and charismatically religious after attending a revival. The 

combination of disappointed romantic hopes and intense faith either caused or contributed to a 

lifelong mental illness that compelled her to roam Sedgwick’s native Berkshire County for fifty 

years, visiting the homes of the sick and dying dressed in mourning. She also reportedly spent 

many of her nights singing, praying, shrieking, and moaning in graveyards. However, Foster 

points out that “many homes in the county welcomed her whenever she passed through, 

including that of Catharine Sedgwick’s father” (52). Sedgwick almost certainly combined her 

first-hand observation of Susan Dunham with fictional precedents of insane women such as Meg 

Merrilies of Scott’s Heart of Midlothian. 
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55. In both Marilyn Butler’s combined edition of Castle Rackrent and Ennui and in the Pickering 

Masters edition of Castle Rackrent in Vol. 1 of The Novels and Selected Works of Maria 

Edgeworth (eds. Jane Desmaraid, Tim McLoughlin, and Butler), footnotes to the novel’s preface 

indicate that it may have been written by Richard Lovell Edgeworth alone or at least 

collaboratively with Maria. But neither of these notes provides any justification or basis for the 

claim.  

 

56. Memoirs of the family of Edgeworth since the Revolution in 1688 (3 vols.) and The Black 

Book of Edgeworthstown record centuries of the family’s history. H. J. Butler published an 

edition of these histories, The Black Book of Edgeworthstown and Other Edgeworth Memories, 

in 1927. 

 

57. OED 1971 vol. IX, T-Th, p. 52. 

 

58. OED 1971 vol. 9, 134. 

 

59. See Myers, “Shot from Canons: Or, Maria Edgeworth Mothers the Bildungsroman.” 

 

60. Some of Edgeworth’s heroes, however, such as Colambre and Ormond, do undergo a more 

transformative process of character development, as do the heroines of Sedgwick’s historical 

fictions, Hope Leslie and Isabella Linwood. 

 

61 . In this respect these novels might accurately be described as prufungsroman, or novels about 

testing the heroine’s strength of character, though there is always some element of bildung as 

well. 

 

62. Letter ME to Rachel Mordecai Lazarus, July 16, 1826.  

 

63.  For accounts of the Union debates and Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s role in them, see  

Memoirs of Richard Lovell Edgeworth, vol. 2, 133-42; Kerby Miller 83-89; Butler ME 181-84; 

Brian Hollingworth 38-42; and Julian Moynahan 16. 

 

64. Richard Lovell Edgeworth himself followed Burkean principles of estate management 

(McCormack 18-96). 

 

65. Both Edgeworth’s and Sedgwick’s didactic tales for children also fit within these general 

characteristics of social conscience fiction. However, because these aim at a radically different 

audience than their works for adults, they fall beyond the scope of this study and deserve 

separate treatment elsewhere. See Myers, “Shot from Canons.” 

 

66.  Mary Leadbetter was an Irish Quaker connected to Edgeworth through their mutual friend, 

Mrs. O’Beirne, wife of the Bishop of Meath. Another friend of Edgeworth’s, the Scottish writer 

Elizabeth Hamilton, had published a work similar in spirit, The Cottagers of Glenburnie, in 1808 

(Butler, ME 211-12).  
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67. This “dear old minister,” Stephen West, replaced Jonathan Edwards as the Congregational 

minister in Stockbridge in 1758 and served there for nearly sixty years (AB 50n8). 

 

68. Miller, Emigrants and Exiles, ch. 6 (193-279).  

 

69. The subtitle “An Irish Story” disappears from “The Post Office” in Tales & Sketches (1844).  

 

70.  See Miller, Emigrants and Exiles, ch. 7 (280-344), and Arthur Gribben, ed., The Great 

Famine and the Irish Diaspora in America (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999). 

 

71.  “The Irish Girl” appeared in United States Magazine and Democratic Review (Washington, 

1842, vol. X: 129-140) and The Dollar Magazine (New York, Willis and Weld, 1842) before 

appearing in the second volume of Tales & Sketches. 

 

72. For social history of Irish women immigrants, see Hasia Diner, Erin’s Daughters in America: 

Irish Immigrant Women in the Nineteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1983). 

 

73. Sedgwick here alludes twice to Edgeworth’s The Absentee. The distinction here between 

shanties and cabins in Ireland recalls a lengthy passage wherein Colambre, who has always 

assumed his father’s tenants live in filthy shanties, is pleasantly surprised to learn that they live 

in sturdy, comfortable, and well cared-for cabins. The reference to an Anglo-Irish benefactor 

named Grace is probably a nod to the Clonbronys’ ward Grace Nugent, whom the tenants revere 

for her charitable acts and sincere kindness toward them. 

 

74.  Sedgwick’s footnote attesting to the social realism of her depiction of anti-Irish prejudice 

strongly resembles a similar passage in Charlotte Smith’s novel Desmond (1792). Desmond 

recounts numerous instances of aristocratic cruelty to the lower classes in pre-revolutionary 

France, in some instances maiming or killing pedestrians by careening through crowded streets 

in huge carriages. Smith inserts a documentary footnote to establish that Desmond’s accounts are 

not exaggerated. Her note ends with, “The charioteer drove on; saying, with all possible sang 

froid—‘Eh bien, tant pis pour lui’—Well then, so much the worse for him.” 

 

75. Patricia Craig historicizes the notion of an Irish “character” in her introduction to The Oxford 

Book of Ireland (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 

 

76. Sedgwick here compares the deacon’s wife to Mause Headrigg, a character in Sir Walter 

Scott’s Old Mortality marked by her outspoken indignation (AB 51n9). 

 

77. I do not mean to suggest here that ethnic stereotyping is ever completely harmless, only that 

Sedgwick seems to have granted certain cliches in the interests of countering others that she 

deemed more potentially harmful. 

 

78. This story, first published in The Atlantic Souvenir in 1826, seems to have been one of 

Sedgwick’s most popular short works. It appeared in a British edition in 1830 as part of Mary 
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Russell Mitford’s three-volume collection, Stories of American Life by American Writers. It 

appeared a third time in Sedgwick’s Tales & Sketches in 1835.  

 

79. The growth of Harrington’s anti-Semitism, and his subsequent casting off of anti-Semitism, 

parallels and echoes the anti-Irish prejudice and subsequent reform of Horatio, the hero of 

Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806).  

80. When Edgeworth has her character Macklin describe his first performance of the role, she 

draws almost verbatim from William Cook’s Memoirs of Charles Macklin (1804). That the real 

Macklin was actually an Irishman must not be overlooked, though Edgeworth does not point this 

out in her novel. 

 

81. Kathryn Kirkpatrick also uses this quotation from Dabydeen’s work in the introduction to her 

1994 edition of Belinda. 

 

82. Anna Barbauld was far less liberal about Juba’s marriage, despite the fact that she was far 

more outspoken against slavery than Edgeworth. In Barbauld’s 1810 edition of Belinda for 

Rivington’s The British Novel collection, all references to Juba are erased from the description of 

Lucy’s marriage. She marries an Englishman, one nondescript James Jackson, instead. For a 

detailed discussion of all revisions of Belinda for Barbauld’s edition, see Kathryn Kirkpatrick’s 

“Note on the Text” of Belinda (xxvi-xxxii). 

 

83. Because of the current academic interest in slave narratives and fictions of slavery, “The 

Grateful Negro” is one of the few short works by Edgeworth to appear in a modern edition. 

References here are to the text of the first edition, reprinted in Anne Mellor and Richard Matlak, 

British Literature 1780-1830 (New York:  Harcourt Brace, 1996).  

 

84.  Edgeworth’s dialogic method here and throughout her Popular Tales builds on the 

foundation of Hannah More’s phenomenally popular series of Cheap Repository Tracts (1795-

1799).  

 

85. Jefferson, “Letter to Benjamin Banneker” Aug. 30, 1791, and Jefferson, “Letter to 

Condorcet” Aug. 30, 1791, in Lauter, et al, 996-997. 

 

86. Karen Woods Weierman’s current unpublished work on Sedgwick and slavery may shed 

further light on this marginal note that seems to refute so many other passages in Sedgwick’s 

writings. However, unless new information emerges to date this manuscript and the marginal 

note, any conclusions will be remain highly speculative. 

 

87. Again we see further parallels to Edgeworth’s characters. In “The Grateful Negro,” Caesar is 

described as a “Koromantyn Negro” and therefore “frank, fearless, martial, and heroic” (549). 

He is also the “best negro in Mr. Jefferies’s possession” (547). And Mr. Redwood’s overseer is 

as cruel as Mr. Jefferies’. 

 

88. The similarities between both Africk’s dying scene and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s portrayal of 

both little Eva’s and Uncle Tom’s deaths in Uncle Tom’s Cabin three decades later (1852), 

testify to the power and efficacy of Sedgwick’s strategy. Stowe was not the only leading mid-
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century novelist to take a cue directly from Sedgwick; as Nina Baym has indirectly indicated, 

Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850) in many respects reads like a “revised and 

expanded” version of Sedgwick’s A New-England Tale. 

89. See Cathy Davidson’s special issue of American Literature, “No More Separate Spheres!” 

(Sept. 1998), as well as Tompkins, Stern, Barnes, and Gillian Brown. 

 

90. The Allen farm is near the western border of Lake Champlain, in the northeasternmost corner 

of New York near the borders with Quebec and with Vermont. Lawrence Buell has written that 

Redwood “undertakes a much more ambitious social analysis [than A New-England Tale] by 

bringing together a group of figures who comprise in microcosm the contrasts between New 

England, the Middle Atlantic States, and the South,” as well as the nearby Shaker settlement, in a 

frontier community in the Lake Champlain area (295-96).   

 

91. Barnes discusses Billy Budd in her concluding chapter as a critique of the model of sympathy 

endorsed by its predecessors (115-26), including Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World, Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Maria Susanna Cummins’ The Lamplighter (115-26). 

 

92. I refer specifically here to Cathy Davidson’s Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel 

in America, Susan K. Harris’s Nineteenth-Century Women’s Novels:  Interpretative Strategies, 

and Nina Baym’s Woman’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820-

1870. 

 

93. Douglas Anderson brilliantly analyzes Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity” in A 

House Undivided (8-39), and relates Winthrop’s familial vision to those of Crevecoeur, 

Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson (40-70). In order to build a persuasive argument for 

bonds of filial sympathy to unite Anglo-Americans in revolt against Great Britain, Paine first had 

to debunk existing notions of Britain as the “mother” country. See Paine, Common Sense; 

Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims, esp. chapters 3 and 4; and Barnes, States of Sympathy, 3, 

29-39. Russ Castronovo uses the family/nation trope to slave narratives, the history of slavery 

and freedom, and the development of American national identity in Fathering the Nation: 

American Genealogies of Slavery and Freedom (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). 

 

94. Mellor distinguishes her theory from Rita Felski’s conception of a “counter” public sphere as 

well as from formulations of “competing” or “alternative” public spheres put forward by Bruce 

Robbins, Geoff Eley, and others (3).  

 

95. Corbett primarily relies on materials collected in R.B. McDowell’s The Writings and 

Speeches of Edmund Burke. Vol. IX: The Revolutionary War, 1794-1797, and Ireland (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1991). 

 

96.  We may extend the comparison between Redwood and Crevecoeur’s Letters further by 

noting that the imperfection he hints at early on turns out to be slavery in South Carolina. His 

“Charles Town” incident is even more horrific than Sedgwick’s story of Africk, but both writers 

employ the same narrative strategy of subtle foreshadowing followed by outrageous proof of 

moral corruption. 
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97. Sedgwick displays a deep distrust of South Carolina in Redwood and in numerous instances 

throughout her personal correspondence. When she wrote and published Redwood, John C. 

Calhoun of South Carolina was vice-president under Sedgwick’s fellow Massachusetts native 

John Quincy Adams, whom Calhoun would soon battle (along with the eventual winner, Andrew 

Jackson of Tennessee) for the presidential election of 1828. Her distrust in 1827 was almost 

prophetic, as Calhoun and South Carolina would bring the nation to the brink of civil war during 

the Nullification Crisis of 1832, and South Carolina would eventually become the first state to 

secede from the union in 1861. 

 

98. I discuss in detail my cynical reading of Caroline’s repentance and her family’s forgiveness 

near the end of this essay. 

 

99. See Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims. 

 

100. William Cowper, “The Negro’s Complaint” (1778), in Anne Mellor and Richard Matlak, 

eds., British Literature 1870-1830, 62-63. 

 

101. Sedgwick frequently critiques wifely submission in her novels and short fiction, this is one 

way in which her heroines do not fully participate in the “cult of true womanhood” as theorized 

by Barbara Welter in Dimity Convictions. 

 

102.  Kaplan’s argument deals primarily with issues of race and the construction of American 

domestic identity in contrast with constructions of black, Native American, and Mexican cultures 

in particular as anti-domestic.  Sedgwick’s use of Sooduck, the alcoholic and criminal old Indian 

in the forest, as the Reuben’s accomplice in the kidnapping of Ellen and Emily exemplifies this 

construction of the other as anti-domestic.  At the same time, the fact that Sedgwick includes this 

striking minor character in the novel at all brings to mind Stern’s reading of such marginalized 

characters in early American fiction as representing the “Gothic underbelly” of nationalistic 

enthusiasm (Stern citation).  

 

103. Sedgwick herself uses the image of the family tree early in the novel, when Mrs. Allen 

describes Edward’s grief over Emily’s joining the Shakers: “his root withered when this branch 

was lopped off” (86). 

 

104.  Sedgwick’s narrative pronouncement here that “self-justification is the natural tribute, even 

in the most hopeless circumstances, to the law of rectitude written on the heart” (267) may be an 

allusion to Maria Edgeworth’s essay on “Self-Justifcation” which appeared as the second part of 

Edgeworth’s first published book, Letters for Literary Ladies. 

 

105.  Henry does not actually declare his belief at this point, but the text makes it clear that he 

experiences conversion.  Sedgwick’s narrator tells us that he “raised his eyes – peace, gratitude, 

and devotion, spoke in them,” to which Charles Westall declares that “This is heaven’s own 

peace . . . the world cannot give it – the world cannot take it away” (272). 

 

106. Clarence (1830) is set in the present but is more of an economic than a political allegory; it 

focuses on money, family, and class, rather than community, region, and nation.  
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107. The manuscript of this unfinished novel is in the Catharine Maria Sedgwick I Collection, 

Box 6, item 8, at the Massachusetts Historical Society. 

 

108.  Marilyn Butler’s biography of Edgeworth, Terry Eagleton’s Heathcliff and the Great 

Hunger, and Corbett’s Allegories of Union all comment on this passage, which says as much 

about the nature of domestic-political fiction as it does about the political situation in Ireland in 

1834.  
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