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ABSTRACT
MARIA EDGEWORTH: POWER, AUTHORITY AND DIDACTICISM
AT THE MARGINS OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT
By
Andrea Alice Kaitany

This study presents evidence for viewing Edgeworth as a
major figure in Enlightenment thought through a consideration
of her educational theory and didactic fiction. Through the
rhetoric of science Edgeworth created an authoritative writing
voice for herself as a rational domestic observer. Using the
authority gained from her minute observations of domestic
life, Edgeworth explored the ways in which gender and class
figured in the power arrangements of both the domestic and the
public spheres.

Edgeworth exploited the established rhetorics of science
and politics to question the exclusion of women from rational
discourse. The power relationships within the family,
Edgeworth suggests, are the model and the mirror for public
relationships. But rather than a comfortable picture of the
middle class family, Edgeworth shows us a family in which a
gender-based dichotomy of virtue and values is at the root of

confusion, deception and incomprehensibility.

Through an examination of Practical Education, Letters
for Literary Ladies, Leonora, Belinda, and Helen the study

demonstrates Edgeworth’s deft interrogation of Enlightenment

views of power, authority and didacticism.
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INTRODUCTION

The growth of feminist criticism, and particularly the
insistence of feminist critics that "minor" women writers hold
crucial information on the understanding of intellectual
history, has resulted in new life for Edgeworth and her
contemporaries. Some women writers, like Aphra Behn and
Frances Burney, have even gained grudging acceptance into the
academic canon. As work on women writers gains academic
legitimacy, book chapters, articles and dissertations on
Edgeworth gradually proliferate, along with those devoted to
other "minor" women writers. Yet, as Mitzi Myers has noted,
Edgeworth’s work continues to suffer in comparison to some of
her contemporaries due in part to twentieth-century literary
tastes (Myers 70). Many critics seem to avoid careful study
of Edgeworth, assuming as Dale Spender has commented on
Edgeworth’s status as a "didactic" writer:"When William
Shakespeare explored the flaws of character it was called
tragedy; when Maria Edgeworth undertakes a similar exploration
it is called didacticism" (Spender 241). Elizabeth Harden
paraphrases the attitude of many twentieth-century critics
when she notes that Edgeworth’s strong social concerns may
have lessened the "artistic" value of her work. "Since she

utilized fiction largely as a teaching device for propagating
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her father’s educational theories and methods, a study of her
art may at first seem a useless undertaking" (10).?

Edgeworth was never as thoroughly "forgotten" or
repressed as some of her contemporaries, as may be noted by
the selections of letters and brief biographies beginning with
Frances Edgeworth’s Memoirs (1867) and continuing to appear up
to the publication in 1972 of Marilyn Butler’s exceptional
literary biography. But the publication of Butler’s work,
coinciding with a general resurgence of interest in early
women writers, marks the commencement of a new phase in
Edgeworth scholarship. Butler'’s work is carefully researched
and concisely written. The author’s main intent is to re-open
critical consideration of Edgeworth. Butler’s biography
predates much of the feminist and new historical theory and
criticism that underpin my own work and make Edgeworth’s
combination of social and cultural circumstances with her
literary career so fascinating to me. As Butler herself
mentions in her introduction to the 1987 reissue of Jane
Austen and the War of Ideas, contemporary critical context is
crucial to any project and she notes that specific
consideration of or engagement with issues raised by Marxist
and feminist criticism would have modified her previous
projects, including her biography of Edgeworth. Nevertheless,
Butler’s careful examination of Edgeworth’s political and
cultural contexts has created a solid foundation for further

readings and discussions of Edgeworth, including my own.
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My goal in the present study is not to vindicate
Edgeworth’s reputation as an "artist." Rather, following
Butler’s 1lead, I would 1like to demonstrate Edgeworth’s
importance to our understanding of many issues that we now
view as crucial in developing our own world view. Critics are
continuously elucidating the many ways in which fiction
explicates a particular time and particular social and
cultural values.? Recently, Nancy Armstrong has constructed
a coherent theory for explaining the interaction between women
writers of didactic fiction and the development of a whole
society’s world view. Armstrong’s argument, that the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were the setting for
crucial developments in Western cultural history (Armstrong
37), is in fact the starting point of my argument. The
coincidence of the French Revolution, industrialization and
the development of modern scientific paradigms was the
crucible of not only the English Enlightenment, but of the
modern liberal humanist perspective.?® Edgeworth’s educational
theory and fiction, written at the center of this paradigmatic
shift, provides us the opportunity to explore the shift in
world views through the applied observations of a highly
conscious, deliberate and insightful thinker. Through careful
reading of Edgeworth’s works, one can gain insight into the
interrelationships among the issues of gender, class and
scientific and political authority as Edgeworth explores and

exploits her own position and that of her female characters.
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Armstrong’s theory that "women’s fiction" of the late
eighteenth century is deeply implicated in the development of
modern forms of power and political organization is itself a
powerful tool. I must note, however, that I am attributing to
Edgeworth a far greater individual role in dissecting and
examining the real application of social theory than I think
Armstrong allows. Armstrong states that in women’s fiction of
the period, "gender collaborates with class to contain forms
of political resistance within liberal discourse" (26). I
will demonstrate how Edgeworth did indeed use the rhetoric of
political liberalism to legitimize her own views on social
organization. But I disagree with Armstrong when she
characterizes the work of Edgeworth along with other women
writers as having "worked together in an unwitting conspiracy
that would eventually authorize modern institutional
procedures" (37). Edgeworth must be given credit for her
unusual ability to use common generalizations about gender and
class at the same time that she questions and explores the
limits of those concepts. As I will illustrate through
careful reading of Practical Education and several of
Edgeworth’s "domestic" novels, Edgeworth continually examines
her own reasoning and that of others for evidence of hypocrisy
or even "unwitting" complicity with systems of thought that
would diminish women’s intellectual and moral capability or
responsibility. Her insistence on examination, in fact, leads

her to doubts and ambivalence concerning the 1liberal
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scientific political agenda as her career progresses.
Therefore, I have deliberately suggested in my title that
Edgeworth’s work explores the margins of Enlightenment
thought, those places where confusion and discontinuity become
most evident. Acknowledging these differences from Armstrong,
however, only emphasizes my conviction that she is correct in
assigning major political importance to late eighteenth-
century women’s fiction.

An illustration of the difficulties of categorizing
Edgeworth within Enlightenment thought may be found in
Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace’s study Their Father’s Daughters.
Following the established critical tradition of attributing
much of Edgeworth’s ideology to the direct interference of her
father, R.L. Edgeworth, Kowaleski-Wallace makes the case for
Edgeworth as a promoter of "new style patriarchy" that
educated women and children in deference to patriarchal
authority "without any visible coercive force" (17). She
argues that this new patriarchy is particularly effective
because "no obvious signs of tyranny or repression exist and,
on the other hand, the girl child has internalized the voice
of paternal authority as her own" (21). Kowaleski-Wallace
argues that when educational theorists such as the Edgeworths
hold out for women the possibility of near social equality
with men, it is always at the price of accepting and
supporting the legitimacy of the patriarchal dichotomy of

rational versus irrational. Women may be accepted as
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"rational," but "the categories that resulted in the
problematic categorization of the female character in the
first place" (107) are never questioned. It is clear that
Edgeworth is committed to the Enlightenment ideal of
rationality. However, it is unfair to argue, as Kowaleski-
Wallace does, that this commitment is a sign that Edgeworth’s
only project is to "make claims for women in response to an
agenda already set by the fathers" (108). In order to
understand Edgeworth’s response to gender issues, one must
also account for her class and political affiliations. Gender
is an important component of identity, but for Edgeworth, as
for most people, gender identity interacts with other measures
of identity such as her association with the non-aristocratic
scientific reformers of the Birmingham Lunar Circle. The
Edgeworths and others clearly saw themselves as members of an
emerging "rational" class. Further, Edgeworth herself was
aware of the ways in which various levels of authority -
familial, social, and political- could interact. As she wrote
to an American friend in 1831, at the time of the Nat Turner
rebellion, "The instructors of the people do not seem to
consider sufficiently that it is not sufficient or rather it
is too much to set the intellect marching unless they clearly
know and can direct to what good purpose it is marching; to
give power without the certain and good direction of that
power is most dangerous either in mechanics or education--or

legislation" (Education of the Heart 213). This comment
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clearly indicates that Edgeworth was aware that there were
parameters of power within which a writer of educational
theory and fiction "should" work. She was also aware of the
greater social and political issues implicated in writing
didactic fiction. My project will be to examine Edgeworth’s
concept of those "parameters of intellect" as she uses the
rhetorics of science and politics to explore the education of
the individual.

The rhetoric of science is of particular interest.
Edgeworth’s father was an inventor and theorist who suggested
the use of a "scientific" model involving direct observation
for the formulation of Edgeworth’s educational theory.* As I
will detail in my reading of Practical Education, Edgeworth
used the emerging rhetoric of science in ways parallel to
Priestley and other "natural philosophers" who were also
social reformers. While Edgeworth’s gender may seem a
liability when considered in 1light of our general
understanding that female authorship was not widely accepted
at this time,® early modern science did in fact legitimize
rhetorical space for women in two ways. First, as women
educated the young, it gradually became expected that mothers
and other educators should have at least some basic knowledge
of the natural sciences to ensure that they passed on accurate
information to their children. Second, as Anne Shteir has
documented, a general knowledge of science was seen as "an

antidote to frivolity and an alternative to the dangers of the
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card table" (2). Many women, as Shteir illustrates, published
"conversations" or "letters" that explained basic scientific
facts and principles, presumably to be read by other women.
Edgeworth’s Practical Education, however, is something quite
different and more charged with specific political references
than the work of such popularizers of science as Sarah Trimmer
or Priscilla Wakefield. Edgeworth’s work does more than
explain scientific principles. Using her supposedly gender-
specific opportunities for close domestic observation of
children, Edgeworth creates new scientific theory about the
most effective and useful methods of education. She claims
the authority of a scientific observer and theorist for
herself. Edgeworth’s successful adoption of a voice of
authority traditionally reserved for men is an area that has
been overlooked for too long by critics. In assuming this
voice of cultural authority, Edgeworth creates a new status
for herself: the woman as scientific domestic observer. As a
number of critics have noted® , the observer is a politically
and culturally powerful icon in 1late-eighteenth-century
culture. Having assumed this authority in Practical
Education, Edgeworth explores both the powers and limitations
of this status through many of her fictional works.

In exploring the interlocking themes of gender, class and
scientific authority in Edgeworth’s works, I have chosen to

focus on Practical Education, Letters for Literary Ladies,
Leonora, Belinda, and Helen. These works deal directly with
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hierarchy. Edmund Burke is the leading spokesman for this
group. They saw the French Revolution and its aftermath as
illustrations of the result of the breakdown of traditional
civil order. On the other hand, reform-minded Britons such as
Joseph Priestley saw the French Revolution as an example of
man’s ability to rearrange and restructure his political
organization to better meet his social needs. Even when
disillusioned by the events of the Reign of Terror, these
reformers tended to trust that man’s inherent rational
abilities would allow people to eventually reformulate their
political systems on a more equitable basis. Rather than
trusting to accepted wisdom, the reformers wished to use
"objective" observations of physical and social occurrences to
analyze causes and consequences. They used the metaphor of
unveiling and exposure that dominated the newly emerging
scientific rhetoric to explain their impatience with
traditional political hierarchy. The basis of traditional
social hierarchy was obscure, and therefore not available for
direct examination. Using the "natural philosopher’s"
argument that causes should be discoverable through direct
rational observation, the reformers argued that only political
and social authority that could withstand rational scrutiny
could be considered legitimate. To prepare the young men of
the manufacturing classes to make these observations

accurately and rationally, Priestley and others advocated
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specific educational programs focusing on practical subjects
such as accounting and modern languages.

Although the educational concerns of Priestley and other
proponents of "rational" liberal political and economic reform
were generally focused on the education of the young men of
the manufacturing class, the increased status they accorded to
individual observation opened new possibilities for women
writers. Association with revolutionary sentiment could be
dangerous for any writer, but particularly for a woman, as
evidenced in the ©personal attacks 1leveled at Mary
Wollstonecraft and Helen Maria Williams. But the rhetoric of
scientific observation could provide a relatively safe entry
for women writers into discussions of power and authority.
Maria Edgeworth, along with Priscilla Wakefield, Sarah
Trimmer, Anna Laetitia Barbauld and a number of other female
educational theorists, found an authoritative writing voice in
the discourse of scientific rationality. Edgeworth developed
this strategy in Letters for Literary Ladies and Practical
Education and then explored ways of applying it to didactic
fiction in her later works.

My examination of Belinda and Leonora emphasizes
Edgeworth’s concern with the use of domestic observation to
empower individual women. Belinda is able to help both
herself and Lady Delacour to establish satisfactory domestic
relationships through her reliance on rational observation and

prudent analysis. While Leonora’s rational judgment cannot
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control her husband’s attraction to Olivia, Leonora’s
determination to follow her own rationally formulated moral
principles gives her a powerful sense of self-esteem. 1In the
end, Mr. L-- is forced to recognize and submit to his wife’s
greater moral authority. But the sense of the power of
women’ s domestic observation and consequent moral authority to
control women’s circumstances became more problematic in
Leonora than it was in Belinda. Leonora illustrates
Edgeworth’s growing doubts about women’s ability to use
rationality and observation to order their social
circumstances. Mr. L--s8 behavior suggests the difficulties
created by the unmerited authority granted to men in the
domestic setting, as well as their greater physical mobility
and access to economic and political power. This male
authority is what tempts women like Olivia to use their sexual
attractiveness to gain illegitimate power. The dangers of
men’s domestic power, and its implications for women’s access
to legitimate authority both in the domestic and public
spheres was to become an increasing concern for Edgeworth.

In her final novel, Helen (1834), Edgeworth remains
faithful to her Enlightenment ideals of rational judgment and
individual perfectibility through education. However, through
her portrayal of the gradual moral disintegration of Cecilia,
and of Helen’s inability to act according to her own judgment
to assist her friend, Edgeworth reveals an increasing

pessimism about the power of women’s rational abilities to
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affect circumstances in a domestic sphere in which all real
power and authority belong to men. While individual women in
the novel possess substantial moral and rational capacities,
in Helen women are systematically denied access to
authoritative language. Further, women’s  powerless
circumstances encourage them to exploit illegitimate means of
affecting change.

My examination of Edgeworth in terms of her views on
power, authority and 1language admittedly arises from an
attempt to understand the dynamics of our own time as well as
her own. In "The Madwoman and Her Languages," Nina Baym
questions whether some modern feminist critics are actually
supporting the suppression of women’s voices in their
insistence that language is a male domain. Baym accuses these
critics of restricting women to a "non-linear, exploded,
fragmented, polysemic idea of our speech [that] is congruent
with the idea of the hopelessly irrational, disorganized,
'weaker sex’ desired by the masculine Other" (158). It is
this very conflict, the difficulty of negotiating between male
control of the "tools" of rational thought’ and the need for
women to express concerns that are uniquely their own, albeit
in the common language of rationality, that Edgeworth
addresses with inspiring vigor and clarity. Edgeworth speaks
for the liberal humanist tradition in feminism that is as
alive and vital today as it was in her own time. In fact,

Annette Kolodny'’s definition of feminist criticism could be
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criticism could be read as a description of the elements of
Edgeworth’s thought that I wish to explore:"an acute and
impassioned attentiveness to the ways in which primarily male
structures of power are inscribed or encoded..."(111).
Edgeworth’s work was dedicated in large part to reclaiming the
language of rationality to describe women’s exéerience, a
project shared by many women writers of her time whose fiction
is overly "didactic" for our taste. In her attempt to create
an authoritative female voice through rational and scientific
observation and judgment, Edgeworth also succeeds in carefully
cataloging and examining the workings of male power in the
domestic and public spheres. As a feminist critic in an era
of resurgent political conservatism, I read Edgeworth with the
hope of discovering the roots of current debates concerning

the power relationships that connect gender and rationality.



Chapter 1

MARIA EDGEWORTH AND THE RHETORIC OF PERFECTIBILITY

Maria Edgeworth is a major cultural figure of the rich
and turbulent period in England from the start of the French
- Revolution to the end of the Napoleonic era. As a widely read
author of both didactic fiction and education theory,
Edgeworth was personally concerned with the debates
surrounding the aims of education for women and the
relationship of education to emerging issues of legitimate
political authority, the increasing precedence of middle class
domestic and economic values, and the growing prestige of the
rhetoric of science. Through her father, a member of the
Birmingham Lunar Society, Edgeworth met and corresponded with
Joseph Priestley, Erasmus Darwin, Thomas Day, Jbsiah Wedgewood
and other early scientists and "natural philosophers" who not
only investigated the physical world but took an active and
often radical part in political debate. These men combined a
keen interest in empirical investigations of the physical
world with boundless optimism about systematic "rational®
changes in England’s political and social structures. Through
her familiarity with the reformist politics and enlightenment
rhetoric of scientific perfectibility espoused by Priestley

and his circle, Maria Edgeworth developed her view of

15
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While Priestley and others applied their political and
scientific theories to educational projects for young men,
such as the dissenting academies, and to the education of the
lower classes through regulation of working conditions and
wages, Maria Edgeworth concentrated on acceptably "feminine"
concerns, the domestic education of children and young women.
Yet, Edgeworth used her subject matter as both a point of
entry into political debate and as a lens for viewing the
larger issues of social authority. Through attention to
domestic concerns and gender relations, Edgeworth created an
authoritative writing voice for addressing issues of economic
and political power and authority. Her focus on education
provided a site for viewing the roots of political and social
theory in domestic relationships. Through her educational
theory and didactic fiction, Edgeworth explored the social
implications of the emerging rhetoric of scientific and
political perfectibility. By assuming the scientific
authority of the rational observer, claiming her familiarity
with the domestic as the source of her rational authority,
Edgeworth was able to create a powerful voice for exploring
and criticizing the arrangements of power and authority that
extended from the domestic into the public sphere.

In this study, I will examine Edgeworth’s educational
theory and didactic fiction to reveal her attitudes toward
issues of s8social authority and political power. Nancy

Armstrong has argued persuasively that we should consider
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"gsexual relations as the site for changing power relations
between classes and cultures as well as between genders and
generations" (10). However, contrary to Armstrong’s argument,
Edgeworth did in fact use fiction to break down "the rule that
separated moral authority from political authority on the
grounds that each sprang from separate, gendered spheres of
knowledge" (Armstrong 44). Therefore, I do not agree with
Armstrong in her assessment of the causal relationship between
women’s fiction and middle class hegemony, but I think it is
important to follow Armstrong’s lead in taking didactic
fiction seriously as both art and as a social force. Like
many of her contemporaries, Edgeworth wrote with conscious
social intent. Furthermore, her wide exposure to critical
intellectual debates of the time informed her social theory
and her fiction in ways that give her unique options for
viewing her society and the status of women.

Any project designed to consider Edgeworth’s position
relative to gender must consider how that position is affected
by cultural and economic factors as well as emotional ones.
Edgeworth’s sense of herself as an acute observer is firmly
grounded in her belief that her own social class and
educational experiences helped to create her point of view.
Therefore, in examining Edgeworth’s work, one must assume the
existence of an author who has already traversed the ground of
historical and social context that one proposes to criticize.

Edgeworth was acutely aware of and interested in her own
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psycho-social and political position and its attendant
privileges, obligations and restrictions.

In order to prepare for an examination of Edgeworth’s
first major work, Practical Education (1798), it is necessary
to begin with the historical and social background which
formed the basis for the educational theory presented in that
work. My examination of Edgeworth’s later works will consider
the ways in which she not only supported the ideas presented
in Practical Education, but diverged from those ideas as her
later experience and understanding of historical and cultural
events modified her earlier views.

The ideas shared by Maria and her father were firmly
grounded in the late eighteenth-century culture of 1liberal
optimistic belief in the perfectibility of the individual and
society. Specifically, many of their major ideas were derived
from R. L. Edgeworth’s lifelong association with the group of
midland industrialists and "natural philosophers" who called
themselves the Birmingham Lunar Society. This group of
intellectuals, mainly wealthy but untitled dissenters, were
linked through a complex set of beliefs concerning human
perfectibility. Generally, they believed that science,
industry, and the social leadership of untitled industrialists
could lead to the rational reform of individuals and of
society.

Joseph Priestley exemplifies the combination of concerns

with science, education, and political authority that
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characterized English Enlightenment thought, particularly that
which characterized the Birmingham Lunar Circle. A dissenting
minister, Priestley is perhaps best remembered today for his
scientific experiments involving oxygen. But in his time the
most notorious aspect of Priestley’s reputation was his
radical political stance (Kramnick 73). Despite his clerical
status, Priestley expressed publicly and specifically that
temporal happiness and contentment were his major concerns, as
they should be those of every Christian. A religious life was
one lived according to the middle class values of hard work,
regularity, frugality and temperance (76). God’s purpose for
mankind was that they be useful and productive in life to
prove their wvalue and worthiness. With this goal in mind,
Priestley felt each person should look for the best means of
attaining this happy and productive situation. The means he
believed in most firmly were social reform and the cooperative
advancement of science and industry. Many of Priestley’s
educational and political concepts, 1like those of the
Edgeworths, can be traced to Locke, who saw, as would
Priestley, a clear relationship between the materialist
psychological theory Locke developed and the belief in a
"rational" or "scientific" government (Kramnick 86). Locke’s
theory of psychology argued that each individual is born, not
with inherited ideas, but with a mind capable of receiving
sense impressions and associating various sense impressions

with each other to create chains of "association" that
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constituted the beginnings of abstract thought. Therefore,
each individual was not born but "created" or formed by his or
her experiences. As was implied by Locke’s pupil and later
critic, the third Earl of Shaftesbury, if one’s ideas of
goodness and morality are not inborn but learned, "birth" no
longer can be accepted as legitimating the class éystem. of
course, the legitimation of political authority is addressed
in Locke'’s Two Treatises of Government in which he argues that
the ruler’s power is conditional on that ruler’s ability to
preserve the common good, that is, the property and safety
rights of individual subjects.

Like Locke, Priestley believed that individuals were
formed by their experiences, that is their deliberate or
accidental education, and that government, in turn, was not a
hierarchy ordained by God, but a system created by individuals
for their mutual benefit (Kramnick 87). Thus, Priestley
became intensely interested in the dual issues of individual
education and the role of the individual in shaping the
government. Individuals educated to understand "rational" and
"gcientific" wvalues would be able to insure that their
government was likewise rational and would in fact be so able
to conduct their own lives that government need only assume
the most 1limited role of "keeping order and protecting
individuals from harm" (Kramnick 87). All other functions
(religious, cultural and economic) were to be the province of

the individual.
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This view of the state led Priestley to enthusiastic
support of the French Revolution and its overturning of what
he saw as the "superstitious respect for kings and the spirit
of chivalry." But Priestley was not an anarchist. He had
very definite opinions about the necessity for order in
society and the means for attaining it. Science and
rationality would allow for continuous improvement in
mankind’s physical and moral state; therefore, those who were
most rational could best direct the ordering of society. 1In
Priestley’s schema, the upper middle class who were applying
themselves to the development of industrial and scientific
knowledge and the "logical" reform of society were the ideal
model. Order in society would no longer be created through
belief in Burkean values of hereditary loyalty and authority.
Rather, by virtue of the knowledge of scientific principles,
men of Priestley’s class would gradually assume social
authority currently held by the aristocracy, and would reform
the poor by instilling in them values of the mercantile middle
clagss. Privately funded education would be the means to this
reform.

For young men of the manufacturing class (Priestley was
relatively unconcerned about young women’s education)
education would begin at home and be completed at one of the
dissenting academies, which he helped to found, emphasizing
"practical" subjects such as accounting and modern history

instead of classical subjects. In addition to learning the
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skills needed for the "business of civic life," the young man
of the middle class would learn about science so that he could
use his leisure time to make discoveries for the material
comfort of mankind. Priestley argued that the upper classes
had a moral obligation to devote their leisure to scientific
research to improve the life of all members of society, since
this leisure was the result of the middle and upper classes
having others "do all the drudgery of 1life for them"
(Priestley 19). Clearly, Priestley did not envision a
classless society, but one in which a more "rational"
relationship among the classes would obtain. The young middle
class "gentlemen" who would reform society would gain from
their study of science not only the ability to master and
control the natural world, but a more properly humble attitude
than that which was cultivated by the typical aristocratic
education in classics and literature. In comparing the study
of the arts to that of science, Priestley elaborates on the
moral benefits of scientific study. "It is only an
acquaintance with the more liberal and manly science, and an
extensive view of what has been attained, and what yet remains
to be attained by man that inspires true dignity and
generosity of sentiment; which is always accompanied by an
humility and diffidence, that is inconsistent with anything
like pride or contempt of others" (Priestley 59).

In the reference to "manly" science here, as well as in

the emphasis on self-deprecation, one can find suggestions of
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reference to what Priestley and others saw as the decayed
aristocracy, full of false pride and "effeminized" by its
reliance on traditional authority rather than action.
Throughout his writing, Priestley makes frequent reference to
the idea that aristocrats, who do not have to "work" for a
living, can never be as happy or as good as the "middle
classes" since "...an obligation to the constant but moderate
exertion of our faculties, even for our support, at least for
an easy support, is generally much more favourable to the real
enjoyment of life...it is a greater obligation to virtue"
(130). The middle ranks would gain political authority not
through aristocratic force or lower class mob violence, but
through the sheer superiority of their ideas and their energy
in promoting them. As Ludmila Jordanova has noted of men like
Priestley, "Many shared a view of science and medicine as
motors of social advance, and hence as harbingers of a
rational future to be managed by people like themselves"
(Jordanova 40). But it was this managerial ability, this
legitimate authority to define the common good, that Priestley
attributed to scientific principles and that created a paradox
in his scheme of universal improvement.

As Kramnick notes, for Priestley reform was "a passion
more pressing even than freedom" (97). He had no confidence
that the poor, generally so deficient in moral and rational
educational opportunities, would freely choose to take part in

their own improvement. In order for the 1lower class to
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benefit from the improvements that science would make in the
political and economic realms, they must learn middle class
values. The poor must be educated out of their old habits of
laziness and profligacy to new habits of "industry, sobriety,
honesty..." (Priestley 128), 1in short, all the values
necessary to reliable workmen in the factories of the new
industries. For Priestley and his associates in the
Birmingham Lunar circle, this education of the poor could take
a variety of forms. In the factories of the new
industrialists, time clocks, bells and whistles would
encourage the workers to regulate their time, arriving
punctually and 1limiting breaks to the allotted time.
Priestley even suggested that to teach workers the unfamiliar
habit of putting money aside for savings, factory owners might
make saving compulsory, withholding part of each workers’
wages as part of an owner-regulated savings plan (Kramnick
95) . Priestley also supported Thomas Percival, whose reformed
fever hospitals included plans for enforced hospitalization of
the infected with solitary confinement and strictly regulated
sanitation as a large part of the treatment (Kramnick 94).
Priestley and his associates, including R. L. Edgeworth, saw
traditional poor relief as an encouragement to vice and
laziness, as it did nothing to change the habits and beliefs
that supposedly caused one to become impoverished. The
paradox, as Kramnick notes, was that such regulation did not

fit the liberal political ideal of a free people choosing the
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government and regulations that they felt would be to their
greatest benefit. But Priestley and others felt that this
regulation was a necessary intermediate step in order for the
poor to be taught what was truly in their own best interest.
Their goal was for the poor to eventually become "truly
autonomous individuals who internalized the values of a truly
free and therefore human person" (Kramnick 95).

Nevertheless, the paradox in the liberal ideology, that
only the truly educated could be "truly" free, was indicative
of the persistent and unavoidable darker side of social
revolution that Priestley and his circle never fully
recognized, much less resolved. This was that in order for
the social engineering projects of the reformers to succeed,
poor individuals would need to be more closely controlled and
supervised than ever before. To gain the social benefits of
middle class values, they would have to be educated into
relinquishing most of their personal freedom. The complicated
and unpleasant class issues that shadowed the liberal ideology
of the rising middle class were not the only difficulty. The
issue of gender, one that Priestley tried consistently to
ignore, played a major role in the formation of the liberal
progressive agenda.

One way to shed more light on the complex
interconnections of the ideas of science, revolution and
gender that informed the ideology of men like Priestley and

that strongly influenced R. L. and Maria Edgeworth is by
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examining the highly visible development of these ideas in
France during the same period. While French and British ideas
differed in a variety of ways, Britons of all political
persuasions saw France’s political and cultural fate as
symbolically and 1literally interconnected with their own.
Conservatives like Edmund Burke feared that the bfeakdown of
civil order that characterized the French Revolution would
"infect" Britain, encouraging civil unrest and disrespect for
authority among lower class Britons. Reformers, on the other
hand, used the French Revolution to bolster their criticisms
of the British political and economic systems. As Thomas
Paine argued in his famous defense of the French Revolution,
both the French and the British people retain the right to
change their government. "The circumstances of the world are
continually changing, and the opinions of men change also; and
as government is for the living, and not for the dead, it is
the 1living only that has any right in it" (Paine 281).
British radicals and reformers viewed the French Revolution as
an illustration of one form of the process that could exchange
obsolete forms of social organization for new, more rational
ones. Because of these perceived interconnections, an
understanding of some of the major ideas concerning the
interrelated issues of politics, gender and education current
in France before and during the Revolution is extremely useful
in understanding how members of Edgeworth’s reformist group

formed their world view.



27

Jean-Jacques Rousseau is an obvious starting point for
discussions of these topics. The contractual nature of his
political theory as expressed in The Social Contract, which
implies a universal right to citizenship, presents for us
today a startling contrast to the sexist essentialism of his
educational novel Emile. Rousseau exploited gender issues to
support his political and social schemes, but he did so in a
way that reinforced gender hierarchy while it collapsed other
forms of societal order. In his political and educational
writings, Rousseau adopted the position of the scientist, then
an emerging voice of authority in France and England. In
selecting this voice for his writing, I will show that
Rousseau, like Priestley and many other writers who followed
him, attempted to give his writing the aura of objective
truth. Like many of his contemporaries, Rousseau represented
scientific metaphor as transparent and, therefore, incapable
of error while the content of his works reveals the way that
the scientific metaphor could be enlisted in the service of
gender biases.

In Rousseau’s work, one can find some of the complicated
interconnections of freedom and repression which would haunt
the French Revolution from its euphoric beginnings to its deep
descent into the Terror, interconnections that would likewise
confuse the liberal progressive ideology in Britain. In
Emile, his major educational treatise, Rousseau establishes

contradictory aims. He contends that Emile must be given
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perfect freedom to develop as nature intends, and yet for this
development to take place he states a variety of demanding and
complicated requirements to be met by the child’s governor (or
for the governor to demand of others). In order for Emile to
grow up without the typical vices of society, he must not be
taught, as most children are, to love dominion. Therefore,
his nurse (Rousseau assumes that in the absence of the mother
the child must be cared for by some other woman) must meet the
child’s physical needs as perfectly as possible, giving him
wholesome milk from her breasts, clean comfortable clothing,
and freedom of movement. But she must never do anything for
Emile that is unnecessary. The nurse, who is clearly to be
dominated by the child’s father or governor, must never soothe
or restrict the child for her own convenience. She must not
allow him [sic] to develop regulated periods for sleeping,
waking or eating (Book I, 63). Thus, in order for the child
to have perfect freedom, the nurse must have no freedom at
all. Rousseau states, "Do not reason with nurses. Give
orders, see that they are followed..." (Book I, 61). Only a
social order centered around the needs of the upper class male
could assume that a woman, particularly a lower class woman,
would, in a "natural" state have no desires that might be in
conflict with the continuous needs of an infant. That the
infant is never made aware of the personal autonomy of his
female care giver is itself a form of social ordering.®* The

further one examines Rousseau’s philosophy of "natural"
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education, the more one realizes its constructed and
"artificial" nature, each "natural" experience being dependent
on the cooperation and planning of a number of individuals.

In Book II and in subsequent books, as Rousseau deals
with the education of the male child and male adolescent, the
governor takes the place of the nurse, becoming the direct but
invisible controller of the child’s experiences such that the
child learns what the governor desires without becoming aware
that his experiences are being carefully directed toward
particular outcomes. While Rousseau refers frequently to the
fact that his pupil will learn only from necessity, this
necessity, 1like that experienced by the worker in the
"gcientific" factory, is carefully controlled and crafted by
the governor. Yet, while one may wonder at Rousseau’s
apparent deception of the child whom he wishes to educate
"according to nature," the basic premise here that one must
learn through direct experience and observation is perfectly
in line with ideas about pure science that were emerging at
this time. One should not accept as true what one learns from
authority, but only what one learns from personal experience.

In Book IV, Rousseau explains that as the child’'s
passions begin to develop, the child is able to truly feel for
others’ suffering and to understand the value of others’ care
for him. Emile is then brought through his new understanding
to see with gratitude all that his governor has done for him

and to put the direction of his new desires into the
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governor’s care. Thus, the governor still retains control,
but it is now through the pupil’s consent. If this is
reminiscent of contractual political theory, it is also
similar in some ways to the benevolent direction which
Priestley and others saw as the duty of the factory owner,
hospital manager or 1landlord. The passions of the poor,
whether these be expressed through their desire to spend their
money on alcohol, their (presumed) desire to 1live in
unsanitary conditions, or their desire to spend their leisure
time on things other than land improvement, must be carefully
governed and directed, at first without their having any
choice about it and eventually, when they are well-educated,
through their consent.

It is not until Book V, that the governor turns his
attention to the education of Sophie, Emile’s female
counterpart. As has been noted by many critics, Rousseau’s
paradigm of male/female difference is not original. Londa
Schiebinger, for example, has demonstrated the ways in which
contemporary anatomists and other "natural philosophers" were
using their emerging disciplines and the supposed
unquestionable truth value of direct observation to support
cultural views of women as passive, weak and yet ironically
more "natural" because less capable of abstract
generalizations than men. Scheibinger’s study details the
development between the 1730s and the 17908 of the "female

skeleton" (191). Anatomists, aiming to produce the most
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"accurate" representations of the male and female skeletons,
selected the models for their drawings with great care, with
the result that their drawings, while based on the "objective"
evidence of real skeletons, reinforced current ideas about
inborn sexual characteristics, such as the "fact" that women
had smaller skulls in relation to their body size and narrow
ribs in comparison to wider pelvises as compared to males
(Scheibinger 196). The skewed nature of the "scientific"
evidence about sexual difference is important because Rousseau
uses some of this evidence to support his widely influential
discussion of male\female difference. Even more important, he
uses personal observation from universal nature, a form of
evidence which the anatomists and other natural philosophers
were promoting as the sure road to "truth," to support his
views of male and female. Thus, Rousseau’s discussion of
Sophie, and of women in general, should not be seen only in
terms of the emerging values of sensibility? but should also
be seen as an influential example of the use of the scientific
voice of authority to establish sex differences which would
provide the basis for the theory of separate "spheres."

The woman, Rousseau argues, is naturally weaker than the
man. To compensate for this physical weakness the woman
learns to manipulate men, in other words to deceive, in order
to make herself more desirable. Paradoxically, her weakness,
her ability to create desire in men, causes the woman to be

able to control men’s actions. Women govern men through the
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use of their "femininity" which consists mainly of weakness,
inability and deception. If women abandon these natural
characteristics to cultivate "masculine" strength, vigor and
reason, they will never be able to match men, but they will
lose their ability to control male behavior. "The more women
want to resemble them, the less women will govefn them, and
they will truly be the master" (Book V, 363). However, in the
course of his argument, Rousseau succeeds in having it both
ways. Women cannot ever really give up their supposed
"dominion" over men because their power over men is "natural."
"Women possess their empire not because men wanted it that
way, but because nature wants it that way" (Book V 360). In
exchange for this involuntary "dominion, " a woman is obligated
to be sexually faithful to the father of her children. This
is a "natural” moral obligation because without the father’s
absolute certainty that all the children of his spouse are
also his own, the family, the core of society, will
disintegrate. Rousseau thus elides the patriarchal family
with nature, the source of authority. However, in order for
the man to have perfect faith in his partner, she must give
"the most scrupulous attention to [her] conduct, manners, and
bearing" (362). Thus, Rousseau prescribes for women an
existence of continual attention to appearance and effect as
opposed to the man’s attention to action and concrete objects.
The increasingly authoritative rhetoric of science privileged

the supposedly detached observer’s familiarity with physical
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objects. As this rhetoric gained cultural ascendancy, the
assignment of women to the province of artistic effect would
provide a clear basis for excluding them from scientific
discourse. If women were associated with false appearances,
and distinguished for their ability to conceal reality, then
they could have no voice in a discourse that values fact over
"appearance," making the greatest virtue the ability to
separate the two. One whose whole attention is focused on
creating false appearances cannot claim authority as an
objective observer.

Thus, in Emile, Rousseau combines a concern for emotional
sensibility in women with an appeal to the rationality of
science in education and, by extension, politics. The
Edgeworths and others who, like them, saw individual education
as an important component of social change did not always
agree with Rousseau. In fact, among those concerned with
women'’s education, rejection of many of Rousseau’s assumptions
about "natural" woman was typical. Nevertheless, Rousseau
articulated three important theses that, in various
combinations, were to become crucial to British cultural
debates in the next century. First, Rousseau’s works
illustrate the connection between contractual politics and
individual education that was to become crucial to men like
Priestley and Josiah Wedgewood in the foundation of the
dissenting academies and the formulation of educational

theory. Second, Rousseau privileges information gathered
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through first hand observation. The ability to observe and
judge accurately from primary evidence of the senses is, in
Rousseau, the distinguishing characteristic of a rational,
well-educated man. For Maria Edgeworth, the status of the
objective observer was to become a major intellectual
preoccupation. Finally, in his portrayal of Sophie, Rousseau
combined new scientific terminology with ancient stereotypes
to exclude women from the ability to act as observers. With
the "objective" justification of their smaller and weaker
bodies, Rousseau placed women in the category of object,
equating femininity with irrationality, deceptive appearances,
and, paradoxically, with nature.

The new philosophers in both England and France believed
that observation and experimentation could 1lead to
understanding and improvement of both the natural and the
political worlds. "Human beings and social institutions were,
like the human body, material contrivances whose operations
were knowable and manageable" (Kramnick 95). To "know" a
thing was to be able to control it, and for the new natural
philosophers the essential process of knowing was observation.
In a fascinating exhibition of Western thought’s gendering of
experience, both the political and the scientific were
expressed in terms of revelation of female bodies to the eyes
of the male observer. For example, the exposed female breast
is one of the most prevalent images associated with

revolutionary rhetoric. As one critic has noted, "In
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imagery... the ideal woman was Liberte’, fertile, sensual, her
supple breasts exposed, evoking the natural order, whatever
that was meant to be, or she might be seen as the fountain of
regeneration of 10 August 1793, the colossal statue of
Egyptian antiquity, clasping her breasts from which a renewing
water flowed" (Connor 226).° In Britain, revolution was often
depicted by conservatives as a half-naked, "unnatural" woman
(Bindman 157,159). The way in which the discourses of both
"new" science and revolutionary politics developed along lines
of gender dichotomy is one example of the pervasiveness of the
theses described above. Both relied heavily on metaphors of
openness and revelation. This use of metaphor allowed for the
expression not only of the attitude of the active scientist or
revolutionary and his passive subject, but it could also, as
can be seen in conservative reactions to these ideas, elide
into fears of the new revelations as the opposite of
rationality. The traditional association of the female with
the uncontrollable and insatiable could be used to subvert the
revolutionary rhetoric which relied on the metaphor of
exposure and unveiling for its legitimacy.

One cannot, of course, ignore the fact that many British
advocates of education and political rights for women, such as
Mary Wollstonecraft and Helen Maria Williams, used the
opportunity offered by revolutionary rhetoric to push open the
doors of human rights for women. These writers, and others,

including women such as Olympe de Gouges in France, saw the
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possibilities of the new theories for improving the status of
women and put those possibilities in writing. These women
founded their claims on the new political rhetoric of
revolution. Unfortunately, the reactionary period in England
that followed the euphoria of the 1770s and early 1780s led to
much of this work being discredited in the 1790s. Not
surprisingly, much of the criticism of Wollstonecraft and
Williams centered around their failure to behave as properly
"domestic" women. As Gary Kelly has pointed out, the role of
women in the category of "woman" was never unproblematic for
English radicals and liberals. While the domestic woman could
represent the ideal of the genteel middle class family, the
domestic woman’s greater "sensibility" was always threatening
to overcome the confines of her appropriate sphere. While the
virtuous mother should be sensitive and feeling, this very
quality contained the threat of "social transgression, crime
or ‘madness’..." (Kelly 8). Thus, women like Wollstonecraft,
who argued that given their rationality women ought
"naturally" to put their reasoning abilities to use, even in
opposition to men, threatened the delicate balance between
individual freedom and feeling and social order that men like
Priestley attempted to construct.

Within this debate, as within all Enlightenment thinking,
the issue of education became the site where contested
meanings were played out. If one were to assume certain

things as naturally given, as did Rousseau, then education for
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men and women must "naturally" differ. Implied in Locke’s
theory, however, is the suggestion that the mind is originally
blank, that culture is what determines the mind’s
characteristics. Wollstonecraft, in opposition to Rousseau,
draws out the possibilities of this argument in Vindication of
the Rights of Woman. Like Priestley, Wollstonecraft feels
that her own group, the middle class, "appear[s] to be in the
most natural state" (81l). She carefully flatters the middle
class disdain for aristocratic "affectations" in attempting to
create a dichotomy in which the middle class woman can share
the superior traits of the middle class man. With maxims such
as "elegance is inferior to virtue" Wollstonecraft appeals to
the desire of a middle class audience to see themselves as
morally superior to the upper classes, even if they do not
have command of the same social graces. As Thomas Paine does
in The Rights of Man, Wollstonecraft attempts to create a
parallel between her supposedly "simple" and "rational" prose
style and that of others (presumably Burke) who are concerned
about "rounding periods, or in fabricating turgid bombast of
artificial feelings" (82). Likewise, she sets the stage for
discrediting Rousseau’s view of women’s nature by asserting
that Rousseau’s preference for a "state of nature" or solitude
is the result of his not considering the need for systematic
social reform. She implies that society properly organized
can be the source of, rather than an impediment to virtue.

This, of course, correlates with the 1liberal position,
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discussed earlier, that sees benevolent social control as the
route to universal virtue. Having established her social
position of authority as a member of the "rational" class,
Wollstonecraft goes on to claim full membership in that class
for women as well as for men. Following Lockean psychology,
women as well as men can become rational if properly educated.
Wollstonecraft’s ideas met with strong reaction at the time,
and citing them eventually became socially unacceptable,
particularly after the posthumous publication of her memoirs
by Godwin. However, her combination of middle class values
with the idea of rational education for women to prepare them
for useful and virtuous lives was found to be a useful
strategy by many later writers on education for women. As I
shall examine in the next chapter, Wollstonecraft'’s strategies
were one of a number that were employed to delineate the place
of women in the discourse of rationality.

Up to this point I have attempted to illuminate some of
the interconnections of politics, science, education and
gender that were influential in the liberal and radical middle
class circles inhabited by Maria Edgeworth and her father and
which seem important in shaping Maria’s identity as a woman
writer of didactic fiction and educational theory.
Edgeworth’s major statement of educational theory, Practical
Education, which will be examined in detail in the next
chapter, clearly bears the impress of this time period, as, to

a certain extent, do all her works. But although Maria
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Edgeworth’s writing career began in the French Revolutionary
period, by the time she published her last major work, Helen
(1834), reaction and counter-reaction had substantially
altered both the rhetoric of British politics and, likewise,

the place of a woman writer within society.



Chapter 2

PRACTICAL EDUCATION AND POWER RELATIONSHIPS

In the previous chapter I have explored the way in which
the topic of education became the site of political argument
in Edgeworth’s time. For the writers I have discussed,
education is of crucial importance because the individual’s
education produces the social organization. For Rousseau,
only the "natural" man such as Emile is properly prepared to
enter into the social contract. For Priestley, an education
appropriate to each individual’s social class ensures the
adoption of middle-class +values 1in society. Mary
Wollstonecraft uses the class characteristics outlined by
Priestley and other middle class reformers to create a space
for women as members of the "rational" class. Thus, although
each of these three authors focuses on different aspects of
the educational process, they all demonstrate ways in which
the political issues of class and gender could be organized
around the topic of education.

While a number of critics have pointed out the often
overlooked political component of eighteenth and nineteenth-
century women’s fiction, women’s nonfiction educational
writing of the same time period has often been read as an
example of women working in an acceptably "feminine" genre.?
The underlying assumption is that children’s education is a

domestic issue residing safely outside the male sphere of

40
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politics and broad social activity. However, if one accepts
the evidence I have provided from Priestley and Rousseau that
education is not a tangential issue but actually a central
focus of cultural debate,works such as Edgeworth’s_ Practical
Education can be viewed as a major means by which women
expressed their opinions not only about childrearing but about
the ways in which society should be molded politically and
socially.

Wollstonecraft’s educational writings have received a
great deal of attention from recent scholars, but contemporary
readers, such as the Edgeworths, would have been familiar with
a wide range of educational writings by women that contained
material with political implications. One of the most
respected women of letters who produced educational theory,
Catherine Macaulay, was glowingly reviewed by Wollstonecraft
in the Analytical Review, providing a major influence for
Wollstonecraft’s own work. It is clearly established that
Maria Edgeworth also read Macaulay'’s letters by the fact that
Edgeworth uses an anecdotal example from her Letters in

ical E ion. The basic assumptions underlying
Macaulay’s Letters on Education (1790) formed the basis of
most writing on education by women of liberal political views
like those of Edgeworth.

Macaulay’s basic premise could, in fact, stand as a motto
for most of the liberal dissenters of the time. "I shall

insist, that God has made man capable of arriving at a high
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degree of perfection; but that the progress we make to
excellence needs must be slow, as it solely depends on
experience, and is liable to interruption from ignorance and
passion" (186). The purpose, then, of education is to
eliminate ignorance and allow an individual to control his or
her passions so that perfectibility can proceed. This was
considered a radical line of argument. It should be borne in
mind that in the eighteenth century, the idea of human
perfectibility was seen as contradicting some religious
doctrine. According to Augustinian arguments of the time, man
is inherently flawed through original sin; therefore, to argue
that man can reach a state of perfection, or even aspire to
such, is to deny the need for divine grace.

The reformer’s view of man’s potential, however, led
easily into the need for social and political reformation.
Macaulay ultimately argues against mass educational schemes
and in favor of private (home) education, but she outlines the
unsatisfactory state of modern society which leads one to
contemplate such wide educational systems. She holds the upper
classes largely responsible for the state of society as they
have neglected their duties of public service, causing the
poor to languish without the benefit of education. She speaks
thus of the poor: "when I have beheld a multitude of little
wretches consigned to care and penury and wickedness, and
educated for the purposes of destruction; I own to you that I

have turned my thoughts from the disgusting contemplation, and
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have endeavoured to amuse myself with speculative systems of
public education" (16). But Macaulay rejects large public
education schemes because she sees the individual as the major
force in society and she feels that only through individual
responsiblity and virtue is reform possible. Personal virtue,
she argues, is best taught at home, on an individual basis.
Like Priestley, Macaulay sees the basis of social reform as
the retraining of individuals of all social classes in the
adoption of appropriate middle class values of hard work,
honesty, sobriety, and cleanliness.

Macaulay faults Rousseau for his failure to emphasize the
role of duty and service, suggesting that his focus in Emile
on casual rather than formal 1learning may encourage
"inveterate habits of idleness." She argues that, "We were not
born to play all our 1lives; industry, both corporal and
mental, is necessary to our happiness and advancement, both in
this, and a future state..."(46). Rousseau is also deficient,
according to Macaulay, in his lack of attention to the matter
of honesty in children. Macaulay disagrees with Rousseau’s
premise that children practice deceit unintentionally. She
instead suggests that, "children will frequently promise, with
an intention to deceive; and this kind of deceit ought never
to go unpunished" (87). Furthermore, in support of her
underlying assumption that deceit is a negative social skill
children acquire at a very early age through experience, she

states a decidedly upper class view of the lower classes’
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ignorance; "among the common people, the vice of 1lying is
prevalent to such a degree, as to destroy in great measure
that confidence which is necessary to the purposes of social
life" (84). Thus, lack of education leads to deceit. Both
children and members of the lower classes become so deceitful
that they are not only untrustworthy and in need of
correction, but ultimately incomprehensible because they are
completely untrustworthy to the "rational" and "mature" upper
classes. Edgeworth will explore how power, both social and
economic, leads to this situation in which persons seek
intentionally to be incomprehensible to those with authority
over them. She will also argue that it is the duty of the more
mature and rational individual to seek to understand the
motivations of both children and members of the lower classes.
However, for Macaulay it is enough to note deliberate
incomprehensibility as a fault of education that can be
corrected through proper educational experiences (punishment,
in the case of children).

In addition to stressing the importance of the work
ethic and honesty, Macaulay identifies specific class
differences in her educational plan. Because the upper and
lower classes have different lifestyles and duties, they need
different sorts of education. The lower classes need only be
"civilized in such a manner as to be innoxious in their
conduct as citizens," that is, they must be able to understand

and obey the laws, since the hard work of earning a living
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will "tame the turbulence of the imagination" (236). On the
other hand, Macaulay identifies upper class leisure as a
danger because it allows time "to indulge all the caprices of
fancy" (237). Along with this greater opportunity for
corruption by excessive "fancy," the wealthy also have greater
duties, as they are responsible for drafting laws, setting an
example for the lower classes, and establishing national
customs (237). Macaulay, while arguing against "political
distinctions" among citizens, believes that "inequality of
property" is an unavoidable result of living in an organized
society (167). Thus, in economic terms, Macaulay argues for
a laissez faire arrangement, in which some people will
inevitably accumulate greater wealth than others. In social
terms, on the other hand, she argues for greater
responsibility and the adoption of middle class values such as
the work ethic, honesty and moderate habits on the part of the
upper classes. Members of the upper class can then use
careful direction of their charity and social influence to
encourage the adoption of these same values by the lower
classes. In some ways this role modeling and social control
by the middle and upper classes takes over many of the
traditional duties of the sovereign, altering the perception
of who or what represents the values and interests of "the
people." Further, Macaulay'’s emphasis on the moral and social
education of the lower classes suggests a broader definition

of who "the people" are as compared to an earlier view which
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would have counted only property owners as individually
important. In her views on the need for social reform and her
discussion of the means for attaining that reform, Macaulay
presents an eloquent summary of the logic of most of the
British industrialist class reformers such as Priestley and
the Edgeworths.

Class differences are important to Macaulay, but her
views on gender are perhaps her most radical and interesting
contribution to the field of educational theory. As noted
earlier, Macaulay feels that the ability to regulate the
passions and to appropriately fulfill one’s social duties are
two of the most important goals of education. She argues that
the current system of female education does neither of these
things and causes women to suffer greatly due to their poor
preparation for 1life. Macaulay bases her discussion of
women’s education on the premise that mentally women and men
are the same. She supports this by reference to Lockean
psychology, which posits that the mind has no innate ideas or
affections and is, therefore, wholly formed by the
individual’s experiences (203). Dismissing Rousseau'’s
description of female character as flawed by "enthusiasm and
the love of paradox," Macaulay blames women’s intellectual
inferiority, as well as a great part of their physical
weakness, on their "absurd" educations (207). This education
teaches women that the purpose of their lives is to attract

male attention, and that the only sure way to do so is through
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physical attractiveness (208). As a result, women are too
morally and mentally weak to protect their own interests
through legitimate means, or even to understand where their
best interest lies. Therefore, they use their sexual
attractiveness to manipulate men and gain illegitimate
authority. Thus, Macaulay’s discussion of female education
moves into the overtly political realm as she identifies the
corrupted women of "all the courts of Europe," and states that
"By the intrigues of women, and their rage for personal power
and importance, the whole world has been filled with violence
and injury..." (213). In contrast to the illegitimate power
of the "court woman," ordinary English women suffer from " a
total and absolute exclusion of every political right to the
sex in general" (210). Women’s lack of legitimate political
rights, along with their poor education, leads them to develop
a self-concept solely based on sexual attractiveness, which in
turn leads them to the illegitimate exercise of power. The
power of this argument derives from its 1linkage of the
irrational, effeminized power structure of the royal court as
seen by English reformers with the issue of education, also a
preoccupation of the liberal dissenters. Thus, Macaulay ties
the education of women to the necessity for political and
social reform, creating an apparently common interest between
the two. This line of reasoning was to surface repeatedly in
the work of those supporting educational and political rights

for women. It is one of the underlying assumptions of the
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second correspondent in Edgeworth’s Letters for Literary
Ladies. By the twentieth century, the linkage of women'’s
education with political liberalism has become so commonplace
that it is necessary for us to reflect on the fact that this
connection was not always considered self-evident, nor is it
"natural." Like most political commonplaces, it has a
history, and that history is a part of the idea’s strengths
and weaknesses.

To prevent women from developing the sexualized identity
that leads to the illegitimate use of power, Macaulay outlines
a similar educational program for men and women. Both sexes
should be taught virtue based on "immutable principles" (198)
so that their virtue cannot be corrupted by the accidents of
circumstances. They should have very little learning from
books until they are ten or twelve; up until that time they
should be engaged in active sports to build bodily strength
and in the of study Latin, French, geography, physics, writing
and arithmetic without books (128). More abstract studies and
more literature are to be introduced as the child grows older.
"Accomplishments" such as dancing and needlework can be
retained in the education of both sexes as long as they are
seen as amusements and not serious occupations. If given a
rational mental, moral and physical education, Macaulay
argues, women will be better able to fulfill their social
duties and will be happier."The social duties in the

interesting characters of daughter, wife and mother, will be
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but ill performed by ignorance and levity..."(49). Further,
the separate education of girls and boys not only leads to
girls receiving an inferior education, and thus being
ignorant, but it also leads the sexes to inordinate curiousity
about each other, thus exciting the passions. The antidote is
clear, "Let your children be brought up together; let their
sports and studies be the same; let them enjoy, in the
constant presence of those who are set over them, all that
freedom which innocence renders harmless and in which Nature
rejoices. By the uninterrrupted intercourse which you will
thus establish, both sexes will find, that friendship may be
enjoyed between them without passion" (50). Boys educated with
their sisters will learn to see women as thinking subjects
like themselves, and instead of being the "dupes" of coquettes
will "look for something more solid in women, than a mere
outside" (50) . Thus, Macaulay ultimately represents better
education for women as a means of reform rather than
revolution. She does not envision a change in the social
system which would allow women equal access to political power
with men. She rather wishes to see them more "rational and
happy" in the roles they are called upon to f£ill. Yet, her
equation of female irrationality (caused by poor education)
with illegitimate political authority clearly links domestic
education with the political realm. She introduces the issue

of gender into the political discourse in a way that cannot be
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ignored, given the gender-loaded imagery of both monarchy and
revolution.?

Macaulay’s Letters were published in 1790, at the height
of British liberal excitement about the French Revolution.
Maria Edgeworth’s major treatise on education, Practical
Education, came out in 1798, when British attitudes toward the
French Revolution had wundergone significant changes,
accompanied by changes in the overall social climate and
attitudes about gender and politics. Edgeworth relied upon and
developed the liberal theory of female education laid out by
Macaulay, and yet one can also see ways in which the lapse of
eight years from 1790 saw a change in perspective on the part
of British liberals. One can also clearly see the influence
on Edgeworth of the practical "natural philosophers" as well.
Unlike the reformist politics which suffered from its
associations with what most Britons saw as the ill-fated
French Revolution, scientific discourse and scientific
philosophy grew ever more prestigious and authoritative,
gradually assuming predominance in Western thought and
metaphor.® Reformist politics and scientific authority emerge
as crucially important in Practical Education, although I will
argue that Edgeworth’s relationship to these issues continued
to evolve throughout her career. Edgeworth’s attitude toward
gender is likewise both similar to Macaulay’s and modified to

better appeal to the changed political and social climate.
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1798, the year in which Practical Education was
published, was an eventful one both in politics and in
literature. It can be seen as a turning point for social
attitudes as many of the publications that both illustrated
and helped to produce ideas that would dominate nineteenth

century debates were published in that year. Perhaps best

known is T.R. Malthus’ An Essay on the Principle of Population
ag it Affects the Future Improvement of Society, in which the

author uses the rhetoric of science to argue that "unchecked"
population will always increase faster than will the means of
subsistence. From this, Malthus argues that poor relief
should be administered in such a way as to encourage the poor
to hold their rate of reproduction within their ability to
support themselves and their families. Malthus’ essay
illustrates the sort of engineering approach to social
administration which was to become increasingly important in
the early nineteenth century. Another example of the concern
with forming a better society by reforming the poor is
Pricilla Wakefield’s Reflections On the Present Condition of
the Female Sex also published in that year. Finally, in
considering the important publications of 1798, one should
note the appearance of William Godwin’s publication of the
Memoirs of Mary Wollstonecraft. Along with British reaction
against anything which seemed related to "revolution," the
revelation in the Memoirs of Wollstonecraft’s unconventional

lifestyle and Godwin'’s attempts to portray Wollstonecraft as
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a revolutionary heroine of sensibility contributed
significantly to conservative reaction against women writers
in general and their association with sensibility and fiction
in particular (Kelly 65). In addition to literary productions,
1798 saw the French attempt to invade Britain through Ireland.
For an Anglo-Irish woman writer, responsible for the
distribution of charity and other sorts of relief in her
capacity as her father’s secretary, 1798 was probably more
important for the influences its events would have on her
later ideas and writing than even for the publication of the
educational treatise her father had long anticipated.

Practical Education itself bears witness, however, to
Edgeworth’s political and social concerns, not only in its
content, but in its rhetorical strategies. Edgeworth'’s father
sets the tone in his preface when he states, "We shall not
imitate the invidious example of some authors, who think it
necessary to destroy the edifices of others, in order to clear
the way for their own"(v).* Although this statement refers
specifically to educational plans, the tendency in this first
sentence of the book is for the authors to distance themselves
from any form of revolutionary action. In the chapter "On
Public and Private Education," Maria also attempts to define
herself and her project in terms which will not threaten those
concerned with social order. "We do not set up for projectors,
or reformers: we wish to keep steadily in view the actual

state of things, as well as our own hopes of progressive
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improvement; and to seize and combine all that can be
immediately serviceable; all that can assist, without
precipitating movements" (501). Here Edgeworth integrates the
reformers’ past emphasis on utility with a nonthreatening
emphasis on gradual nonrevolutionary change. In fact, this
sentence illustrates that the term "reformer" was no longer
necessarily associated with ‘'"progressive improvement,"

although men such as Priestley and Godwin would have seen the

two terms as nearly synonymous. By the time Edgeworth was
writing her sections of Practical Education, fear had

developed that violent change would destroy the basis of
society without replacing it with any other coherent system.
The Terror in France had made many liberal reformers in
England question the idea that traditional institutions could
be destroyed without destroying any basis for civil order. I
will argue that Edgeworth’s rhetoric seeks to distance itself
from any type of revolutionary fervor. Yet, encoded in her
educational ideas themselves is a theory of society that
emphasizes some of the same values which were espoused by
Priestley and other more outspoken reformers. While
apparently rejecting violent change and stressing the
"practicality" of working for gradual change of existing
systems, Edgeworth incorporates implicit criticism of those
systems. In its examination of the domestic issue of
education, Practical Education comments on issues of class and

gender with an ambivalence which would only grow deeper as
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Edgeworth’s career progressed.

Edgeworth’s disillusionment with revolutionary politics
did not lead her, as it did some others, to a renewed respect
or support for the status quo. Instead, I will argue that it
led her to a utilitarian philosophy of accommodation; the
individual, wunable to effect positive change through
revolutionary means, should learn to live within the current
system, while parents and teachers should use the education of
individuals to gradually reform society. Edgeworth echoes
Priestley in her belief that necessary social reform will be
accomplished through education. But rhetorically she seeks to
satisfy a readership grown skeptical of the claims of social
reformers of any type.

Edgeworth’s rhetorical strategy for satisfying this wary
readership has two major components. The first, as I have
noted, is to distance herself from any revolutionary
tendencies, while carefully avoiding any specific reference to
the contemporary sources of this revolutionary theory.
Instead, while citing Priestley, Rousseau, Macaulay and Godwin
as authoritative sources on education, Edgeworth issues
historically nonspecific disclaimers of revolutionary intent.
An example is this statement in the section in which she
criticizes universities. "Far be that insanity from our minds
which would, like Orlando, tear up the academic groves; the
madness of innovation is as destructive as the bigotry of

ancient establishments" (515). 1In this quote, the threat of



55
chaotic, revolutionary change is associated with the distant
past, and with the forces of reaction ("the bigotry of ancient
establishments"), thus placing it at a safe distance from the
reasoned and gradual progressive change advocated by Edgeworth
and, she implies, by the authorities she cites.

In addition to placing revolutionary change in the
category of chaos and irrationality, a move that would
legitimize Edgeworth in the newly conservative political
atmosphere, Edgeworth’s rhetorical strategy has a second
component, that of associating Practical Education with the
discourse of "natural philosophy," what we would today call
the natural and physical sciences. Londa Scheibinger, a
pioneer in the study of women in the history of science, has
pointed out that from the beginning of the eighteenth century,
science was seen as the great hope for developing "value
neutral" ways of looking at not only the natural world, but
politics and society as well (265). While this view of
science ignored the ways in which the "scientific method"
could be used to support a variety of race and gender biased
theories, the use of "objective " observation to discover
useful information about the world gained continuing prestige,
particularly as growing industrialization showed the financial
rewards to be gained from incorporating recent scientific
discoveries into material production. Social reformers found
the scientific viewpoint to be a particularly useful way of

looking at social problems,as I have discussed in chapter one.
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Edgeworth, as a woman, may have faced some prejudice in
attempting to adopt the voice of scientific authority. Yet,
she did so successfully, largely through her skillful
representation of her subject matter, education, as both a fit
object of scientific investigation and as a domestic issue
particularly suited to the capabilities of a woman writer.
Having created an authoritative space for herself, Edgeworth,
as I will discuss later, proceeded to use this forum to
comment on class and gender issues of great public and
political import.

In creating this voice of "domestic" science for herself,
Edgeworth was aided by her father’s preface, which clearly
outlines the principles he sees as inherent in his daughter’s
work. He begins by stating that "To make any progress in the
art of education, it must be patiently reduced to an
experimental science" (v). At the end of the preface, after
attributing the major part of the text to Maria, and
discussing the necessity for the numerous pieces of anecdotal
evidence in the book, R.L. presents what he sees as Maria’'s
source of her authority on education. In speaking of education
he states, "She was encouraged and enabled to write upon this
important subject, by having for many years before her eyes
the conduct of a judicious mother in the education of a large
family "(x). Thus, it is Maria’s domestic experiences that

give her the necessary opportunities for “"scientific"
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observation, opportunities one may assume would be less
plentiful for a man.

I do not mean to suggest, by citing R. L.’s preface, that
Edgeworth required this male parentage to legitimize her work.
To do so would be to reject the evidence of the many other
women (Macaulay, Elizabeth Hamilton, Hannah More, Anna Letitia
Barbauld, Priscilla Wakefield, to name a few) who wrote on the
subject of education without such sanction. Instead, I view
R.L.’s comments as the astute critical observations of
Edgeworth’s editor and close friend. I think they give us
valuable evidence about the way the Edgeworths viewed
themselves and their project, evidence which is supported by
Edgeworth’s own writing. Edgeworth’s "scientific" method of
education is, she repeatedly insists, "practical" because it
is based on real observations of real children. In the
chapter on "Toys, " for example, Edgeworth describes the way in
which many children break apart expensive toys because this is
the only amusing thing one can do with them. From a practical
point of view, there is no sense in buying toys that do not
for long fulfill their primary purpose, entertainment. But
Edgeworth uses this simple domestic observation to enter into
the scientific and political bases of her project. From an
educational standpoint, fancy toys are useless both because
they do not teach children to use their senses and develop

their thinking skills, and also because toys such as "gilded
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coaches" teach inappropriate social values. When the child is
taught to be careful of fragile and boring toys,

...in general, he is taught to set a value upon

them totally independent of all ideas of utility,

or of any regard to his own real feelings. Either

he is conjured to take particular care of them,

because they cost a great deal of money; or else he

is taught to admire them as miniatures of some of

the fine things on which fine people pride

themselves; if no other bad consequence ensue, this

single circumstance of his being guided in his
choice by the opinions of others is dangerous.

Instead of attending to his own sensations, and

learning from his own experience, he acquires the

habit of estimating his pleasures by the taste and

judgement of those who happen to be near him. (3)

Here, Edgeworth sets utility or usefulness in contrast
with the values of "fine people," a reference to the
suggestion by Priestley and others that the middle class has
greater utility than the upper, and therefore has a superior
value system.

Edgeworth further suggests that direct experience, and
not the voice of authority, ought to decide the child’s
preferences. One of the values she believes the child should
be taught is to review the evidence (in this case, the utility
of the toy) and form a judgment based on this evidence, rather
than rely on the traditional value assigned to an object.
Thus, scientific objectivism is used in a domestic situation
(the choice of toys) to prove the superiority of a value
system based on utility rather than traditional values of rank
and wealth. By using detail in her anecdote such as a

supposed dialogue between parent and child, and explicit

description of the colors and designs of the toys, Edgeworth
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creates authority for herself as one who has observed real
children playing with real toys and has estimated the utility
of those toys to the children. As she notes elsewhere, only
through these specific observations can accurate principles of
education be discerned. "Whatever is connected with pain or
pleasure commands our attention; but to make this general
observation useful in education, we must examine what degrees
of stimulus are necessary for different pupils, and in
different circumstances" (85). She assumes the powerful stance
of a scientific observer, whose "value neutral" point of view
allows her to determine the "real" utility of objects and
behaviors. This attitude occurs throughout Practical Education
and culminates in the Appendix which contains supposed
transcriptions of dialogues with children to illustrate
various parts of the book’s educational theory. The Appendix
is the capstone of Edgeworth’s creation of an authoritative
scientific voice that originates in the domestic, but whose
observations have clear implications for the political realm.
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