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The radicalism of Mary Wollst onecra 's crit ique of  t he social, polit ical, and
economic st ruct ures of  her day has been beyond disput e since she
achieved not oriet y in t he early 1790s. Maria Edgewort h, on t he ot her
hand, has never been considered a radical t hinker despit e t he fact  t hat
she was as crit ical as Wollst onecra  of  her societ y's gender codes and
t heir e ect  on t he moral and int ellect ual lives of  women. At  t he level of
t heory, as well, Edgewort h resembled Wollst onecra  in her reject ion of
t he period's essent ialist  underst anding of  gender. Like Wollst onecra ,
Edgewort h t ook Enlight enment  concept s of  t he cult ural format ion of
t he individual—ideas used by radical male t hinkers such as William Godwin
t o argue for t he universal equalit y of  "mankind"—and applied t hese
concept s t o t he format ion of  feminine ident it y.  Bot h believed—radically
for t he t ime—t hat  female at t it udes and behaviours were t he product  of
cult ural, rat her t han nat ural influences. As Edgewort h's "first  gent leman"
in Letters to Literary Ladies remarks, "woman, as well as man, may be
called a bundle of  habit s."  [End Page 4 4 1]

What  is remarkable about  Edgewort h is t hat , despit e her philosophical
kinship wit h Wollst onecra , her writ ings garnered her success, est eem,
and a favourable int ernat ional reput at ion. To t his day, she is not  seen as
an agit at or, but  rat her as a mild reformist , a writ er whose support  of
rat ional domest icit y and t he improvement  of  female educat ion did not
challenge dominant  social st ruct ures. Even t hough Marilyn But ler
recognized Edgewort h's ext raordinary approach t o gender t hirt y years
ago in t he groundbreaking Jane Austen and the War of Ideas —But ler
describes Edgewort h as "t he most  t horough-going individualist  writ ing
out side t he Jacobin movement "—most  scholars have not  followed suit .
Inst ead, crit ics such as Julia Dout hwait e, G.J. Barker-Benfield, Elizabet h
Kowaleski-Wallace, and Kat hryn Kirkpat rick have viewed Edgewort h's
at t empt s t o assert  women's capacit y for reason and self-regulat ion as
inherent ly conservat ive.  Even Claudia Johnson, whose Jane Austen:
Women, Politics, and the Novel argued for a wider polit ical int erpret at ion
of lat e eight eent h-cent ury novels by women, charact erizes Edgewort h
as a t imid reformist  unwilling t o direct ly confront  t he dominant  social
syst em.
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Thus, t he radicalism of Edgewort h's underst anding of  gender has
generally been overlooked owing t o what  scholars have t aken t o be t he
t imidit y of  her approach t o reform. What  I suggest  is t hat  t his
int erpret at ion of  Edgewort h is based on a confusion about  her [End
Page 4 4 2] invest ment  in pragmat ism. Unlike Wollst onecra , whom
Edgewort h crit iques obliquely in Belinda for her disrupt ive devot ion t o
t heory wit hout  regard t o applicat ion, Edgewort h's int erest  in reform was
founded on a deep belief  in t he unit y of  t heory and pract ice. As a
philosophical pragmat ist , Edgewort h was able t o launch her at t ack on her
cult ure's debilit at ing gender codes in a carefully t arget ed fashion, using
t heory t o ident ify t he precise causes of  social problems while at  t he
same t ime employing t he generic resources of  t he novel t o put  t hose
t heories int o pract ice in t he form of psychologically complex charact ers
manoeuvring t hrough a di icult  and largely realist ic moral world.

The way t o a more accurat e assessment  of  Edgewort h's challenges t o
prevailing social codes is, I t hink, t o go back t o But ler's posit ioning of  her
as a writ er in direct  conversat ion wit h Enlight enment  moral philosophy.
Two more recent  scholars also o er useful approaches for t hinking about
Edgewort h in t his vein. Mit zi Myers, in her essay "My Art  Belongs t o
Daddy? Thomas Day, Maria Edgewort h, and t he Pre-Text s of  Belinda :
Women Writ ers and Pat riarchal Aut horit y," discusses Edgewort h as a
gender t heorist  working t o count er masculine fabricat ions of  t he
feminine in works by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Day.  And
Clíona Ó Gallchoir, in her recent  book Maria Edgeworth : Women ,
Enlightenment and Nation , makes a larger argument , using Edgewort h t o
demonst rat e t hat  gender should be cent ral t o our underst anding of  t he
Enlight enment .  In t his art icle I have t ried t o t ake more precise st ock of
t he nat ure and significance of  Edgewort h's engagement  wit h
Enlight enment  t hought  by submit t ing Belinda t o an analysis t hat
combines Myers's met hod of careful philosophical reading wit h Ó
Gallchoir's larger concern...
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