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Remaking Romantic Love in Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda 

The emphasis on the unique self in the Romantic period tended to result in 

representations of romantic love that understand the emotion as an aspect of 

psychological depth. In contrast, Maria Edgeworth’s 1801 novel, Belinda, 

represents love as function of visceral sensation and, at best, automatic (rather 

than reflective) psychological processes. To some degree, Edgeworth’s concept 

of love is influenced by the scientific culture she was implicated in, and in this 

sense she understands the emotion as a product of the external, observable 

world rather than of the interior mind. More surprisingly, perhaps, Edgeworth 

considers love as a function of high society, breaking down symptomatic 

associations of Edgeworth with domesticity. In Belinda, love is a product of 

both the logical scientific method and the questionable morality characteristic of 

fashionable sociability. Standing partially outside of both the Romantic 

emphasis on psychological depth and the empirical insistence on rationality, 

Edgeworth theorises a love which cannot be accommodated in the terms 

through which we have often understood the emotion from the Romantic era to 

the present day. In this way, love in Belinda questions the foundational concepts 

of subject/object and emotive/logical upon which many theories of love depend. 

Keywords: Edgeworth; Romantic; nineteenth century; Belinda; love 

 

Remaking Romantic Love in Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda 

How can we understand love in the long eighteenth century? What did contemporaries mean 

when they said they “loved” someone? A parent’s love for a child was considered the most 

“natural” form of love,1 which meant it lacked a moral dimension because it did not require 

active virtue. Indeed, Alan MacFarlane makes the startling claim that long eighteenth-century 

contemporaries likened their children to play-things or pets, and thought of their love for 

them in this manner (ML, 54-55). No doubt this “decidedly odd” (ML, 56) attitude is not the 

full story, and Macfarlane also cites contemporaries who expressed pride in their love for 
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their children, precisely because it had matured from the instinctive into friendship as the 

children grew older (ML, 55). This alerts us to two other functions of love, namely, its 

temporality and its participation in self-development: as parents mature so does their love. 

Maria Edgeworth herself did not view children as pets, instead considering them to be 

rational beings in need of systematic education.2 

The emphasis on instinct in parental love is to some extent apparent in long 

eighteenth-century love for other types of blood-relations, but not to the same degree. Indeed, 

love for kin was not routinely seen as automatic, and love for blood-relations was usually 

indicated by referring to the kin in question as “friends,” a term which could indicate love for 

both kin and non-kin. This type of love was influenced by classical and Christian ideas about 

friendship, but was also pragmatic in nature; for example, a rich person might be considered a 

better friend than a poor one because of the former’s ability to offer financial assistance.3 

Where does romantic or erotic love fit into this picture? Sometimes it was considered 

highly emotive, often referred to as “tender affection” (FF, 60), although purely lustful 

relationships could be viewed with suspicion (FF, 192). Romantic love was also constituted 

as an obligation, for example, the obligation of a wife to love a husband (FF, 60). In this 

formulation, love is also contractual. The good wife loves her husband because it is her duty, 

but also expects her husband to love her in return. Despite this emphasis on duty and 

suspicion of lust, contemporaries recognised that desire sustained marriages, standard 

warnings about the dangers of marrying for passion notwithstanding (ML, 191).4 Ideally, love 

in marriage incorporated all that was best in other forms of love and exceeded the sum of 

these parts, resulting in “the knitting together of two minds, bodies, and hearts” (ML, 207). 

The marriage contract, Tadmor points out, aimed at combining “virtue, usefulness, and 

pleasure all at once” (FF, 242).  
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We notice this discussion of romantic love has slipped into a discussion of love and 

marriage. While Adam Such and David Hume did offer accounts of love independently of 

marital considerations,5 we find that most eighteenth-century discourse considers love in 

relation to marriage, a position that most current critics replicate. This makes sense, of 

course, because of the serious consequences that could result from a dysfunctional marriage, 

especially for women (GD, 73-81). Equally, marriage represented an important development 

in the lives of both men and women that brought greater social recognition.6 Moreover, given 

that the ideal (if not necessarily the reality) of companionate marriage assumed a deeper love 

than found in other aspects of life, it is unsurprising that contemporaries rarely thought of 

romantic love separately from marriage. Nevertheless, this essay analyses romantic love in 

Maria Edgeworth’s 1801 novel, Belinda, independently of marriage. This is because the text 

presents love in a way which departs from common Romantic era assumptions, and which 

demands to be analysed on its terms.7 

The history of romantic love is also bound up with the history of the self. Wordsworth 

and Keats articulated a “redefinition of the self as a mind that grows,” and writing “became 

an expressive index to that growth.”8 Similarly, Wordsworth’s Prelude confesses its “swerve 

from conventional epic expectations into extended self-revelation” (RD, 15). A new focus, 

then, on the enigmatic depth of the subjective self and its associated capabilities for “limitless 

self-improvement” (RD, 12). The novel also participated in the development of the unique 

self, representing “an unprecedented attempt . . . to imagine persons speaking about 

themselves in their singularity, asserting themselves as unique identities.” 9 Implicated in this 

concept of selfhood were new concepts of romantic love. It may be that heightened emphasis 

on love in the period contributed to Romantic individualism (CCW, 539). Alternatively, it 

may be that the modern sense of self made possible the modern experience of love.10 In either 
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case, the overall trajectory is one that calibrates psychological depth with romantic love as an 

aspect of this depth. 

*** 

Edgeworth’s Belinda, however, stands in significant ways outside of this tradition. 

James Chandler notes that “the manner in which Austen and Scott so successfully built on the 

Edgworthian foundation . . . actually managed to occlude the distinctive brilliance of a body 

of work in which the notion of a ‘moral tale,’ as Edgeworth calls Belinda, could lead . . . to a 

kind of knowledge that is rich and strange and fit for life.”11 Chandler’s essay, as well as 

another recent study by Yoon Sun Lee,12 position Belinda outside the conventions we expect 

of the Romantic era marriage-plot insofar as the “rich and strange” knowledge Belinda 

produces is governed by a scientific logic which emphasises character as a function of the 

exterior world rather than of interior psychology. 

This has consequences for Edgeworth’s representation of love. The position that 

Edgeworth appears to be diametrically opposed to is best encapsulated by Austen’s famous 

rendering of Emma Woodhouse’s flashing realisation that she is in love with Mr. Knightley, 

in the novel Emma. As Emma sits “silently meditating . . . she touched – she admitted – she 

acknowledged the whole truth . . . It darted through her, with the speed of an arrow, that Mr. 

Knightley must marry no one but herself!”13 Love here is a concealed inner subjective truth, 

and operates precisely to articulate both the uniqueness of Emma’s self and to express her 

capacity for self-development. In Belinda, however, we find instead that love is a construct of 

visceral physiology, of environment, and of coincidence. In short, of that which is beyond the 

control of the autonomous, psychologised subject.  

To begin, let us take the first of these particular qualities of Edgeworth’s concept of 

love: that it is visceral rather than cerebral, reactive rather the reflective. Belinda creates this 
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sense through a narrative style that limits depictions of love to the external signifiers of a 

perturbed interiority. For example, when Belinda insists she “has no designs whatever upon 

Mr Hervey”,14 Lady Delacour replies “‘It is a pity that your countenance, which is usually 

expressive enough, should not at this instant obey your wishes and express perfect felicity’” 

(149). Belinda’s face reveals her interiority, but that interiority remains inaccessible to us 

insofar as it is not narrated on its own terms – only the external signs of interior turbulence 

are presented. In another instance, when Clarence unexpectedly requests to speak to Belinda, 

“a thousand conjectures were formed in Belinda’s mind” (165). Again, the actual substance 

of these conjectures is denied us. Similarly, later in the narrative, Clarence asks to speak to 

Belinda and his agitated manner suggests he has something important to say, perhaps even a 

declaration of love. Belinda, we are told, “trembled excessively, but spoke and looked with 

all the firmness that she could command” (193). Belinda is clearly perturbed, but that 

perturbation is focalised only externally.  

With few exceptions, this narrative style is sustained over the whole novel, and is 

particularly abundant during the first third – the section detailing the initial love between 

Belinda and Clarence. Love, therefore, is given to us primarily as the physical symptoms of 

sensibility: changes in countenance, trembling, and the like. Siskin points out that one way 

the sense of unique self is constructed in literature is through “the depth effect of self-

consciousness” (RD, 24-25), but any self-consciousness in these moments is presented as a 

very visceral affair, almost indistinguishable from the excitement or anxiety any mammal 

might experience.15 The type of “depth effect” Siskin has in mind surely implies a more 

introspective experience of self, dependent on the representation of interiority, which is 

entirely lacking in these examples. 

The point will perhaps become clearer through a comparison with how the early 

stages of romantic attraction are handled in another courtship novel roughly contemporary to 
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Belinda: Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. This novel has the advantage of being widely read 

but is not a special case. I believe the points I make here are broadly applicable to most of 

Austen’s novels, and also to Burney’s to some extent. Nevertheless, Pride and Prejudice will 

serve our purposes by enabling some broad strokes of analysis that clarify the rather different 

approach to character and love we see in Belinda. 

The difference between how Belinda and Pride and Prejudice handle love can be 

understood through Suzanne Keen’s distinction between readers’ sympathy and readers’ 

empathy with fictional, novelistic characters. Keen suggests that empathy is a primitive and 

automatic psychological process requiring only a superficial sense of character to come into 

play. Conversely, more meaningful sympathetic engagement with fictional characters denotes 

a more reflective mindset dependent on the sense of uniqueness in characterisation frequently 

made possible by narration of the internal world.16 I suggest that Belinda encourages the 

former, more immediate emotional response from the reader in relation to Clarence’s and 

Belinda’s love, precisely because access to the interiorities of the lovers is denied. In this 

way, the text encourages empathy with love feelings not in relation to a sense of unique 

character, but rather in terms of automatic, visceral feelings. In contrast, and as we shall see, 

Pride and Prejudice fosters sympathetic reader engagement with romantic relationships. 

The heroine of Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet, initially becomes romantically 

interested in Wickham. Elizabeth, we are told, thinks of Wickham with “unreasonable 

admiration.”17 She also thinks that through Wickham’s conversation the “commonest, dullest, 

most threadbare topic might be rendered interesting” (PP, 52), and “went away with her head 

full of him. She could think of nothing but Mr. Wickham” (PP, 58). Similarly, as Darcy 

becomes attracted to the heroine, we are told “He began to feel the danger of paying 

Elizabeth too much attention” (PP, 40), that he had “never been so bewitched by any woman 

as he was by her” (PP, 35), and that “He really believed, that were it not for the inferiority of 
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her connections, he should be in some danger” (PP, 35). What these examples denote is that 

in Pride and Prejudice it is not uncertainty about character feelings that create reader 

engagement, since precisely how characters feel is made plain time and time again. 

Readerly interest in Austen’s novel is instead created through sympathetic 

engagement with unique character. Elizabeth’s early attraction to Wickham and contempt of 

Darcy is guided by the prejudice that gives the book its title. For example, as Wickham 

slanders Darcy, Elizabeth remembers the latter “‘boasting one day . . . of the implacability of 

his resentments, of his having an unforgiving temper”. (PP, 55). She reasons, therefore, that 

Darcy’s “‘disposition must be dreadful’” (PP, 55). Yet, in the moment Elizabeth refers to, the 

sense is rather different. Darcy admits the implacability of his resentments in the spirit of 

candidly acknowledging one’s defects. Elizabeth cannot resist a little teasing, exclaiming that 

Darcy’s defect constitutes “‘a propensity to hate every body’” (PP, 40). But Darcy “replied 

with a smile,” and states Elizabeth’s own defect “‘is to wilfully misunderstand’” (PP, 40) 

people, referring, of course, to her deliberate misreading of how he has presented his 

character. As readers, we have no doubt that Darcy is correct, just as we have no doubt that 

Elizabeth is aware she has self-consciously misrepresented Darcy. As such, Elizabeth’s later 

recollection of this moment in conversation with Wickham denotes memory shaped by self-

deception. 

This moment also operates as a locus for characterisation when Elizabeth and Darcy 

dance together. During the dance, Elizabeth exclaims “‘I remember hearing you once say, 

Mr. Darcy, that you hardly ever forgave, that your resentment once created was 

unappeasable. You are very cautious, I suppose, as to its being created”’ (PP, 64). Darcy 

enquires to what do “‘these questions tend?”’ (PP, 64), and Elizabeth responds “‘Merely to 

the illustration of your character”’ (PP, 64). This appears to be an honest attempt by 

Elizabeth to evaluate Darcy’s character in the bewildering context of her own prejudice and 
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the conflicting information she has received about him. Elizabeth’s supposition that Darcy 

must be cautious before becoming resentful, because of his implacable temper, is somewhat 

favourable to Darcy and implicitly interrogates Wickham’s character, since the latter has 

offended one who likely only becomes resentful in extreme circumstances. This presentation 

of Elizabeth’s three different interpretations of Darcy’s single remark speaks volumes about 

her character.  

Austen, therefore, uses romantic attraction not to generate Keen’s empathy, but to 

develop character. Lee argues that Edgeworthian fiction functions similarly to experimental 

science, noting that experiments and novelistic plots have ‘a diachronic . . . dimension . . . 

Delay and suspense are built into the process; an experiment, in a way, is another name for a 

plot that unfolds over time’ (BP, 44). I suggest that Edgeworth exploits this aspect of plotting 

to generate reader engagement with the love plot. Because love in Belinda is not presented 

from the inside, it is frequently ambiguous, creating a sense of uncertainty for the reader 

which replicates the uncertainty Belinda and Clarence have about each other’s feelings. This 

uncertainty, in turn, generates a sense of suspense as the reader glimpses signs of mutual love 

but is denied a clear statement spelling-out the feelings of the two lovers. However, only 

because we are denied insight into Belinda’s and Clarence’s psychological space is the sense 

of suspense that drives the action realised. Thus, Edgeworth’s perspective on love is built into 

the very fabric of the novel, creating a powerful sense that love as reactive, unthinking 

physiological responses somehow makes possible the entire fictional world of the early 

sections of the novel. 

But Edgeworth does not subject all emotions to this reduced sense of individuality. 

The absence of precise internal narration in Belinda is specific to romantic love, and not 

applicable to other emotions. Examples abound of rich psychological characterisation in 

Belinda, such as the detailed narration of Lady Delacour’s paranoia. It seems likely, 
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therefore, that the absence of such a narrative style in relation to love is self-conscious. 

Indeed, Edgeworth draws conspicuous attention to the discrepancy between unique character 

and love early in the novel, when Lady Delacour recites her personal history to Belinda, in 

which references to Clarence are frequent. Lady Delacour suggests that love for Clarence 

dominates Belinda’s interiority, asking Belinda at the end of the history (which coincides 

with the chapter ending) “‘to think of the last speech and confession of lady Delacour, or, 

what will interest you much more, the first speech and confession of – Clarence Hervey!”’ 

(68). 

The next chapter opens by describing Belinda’s interiority: 

Lady Delacour’s history, and the manner in which it was related, excited in Belinda’s 

mind astonishment – pity – admiration – and – contempt. Astonishment at her 

inconsistency – pity for her misfortunes – admiration of her talents – and contempt for 

her conduct. To these emotions succeeded the recollection of the promise which she 

had made, not to leave her in her last illness . . . . This promise Belinda thought of 

with terrour – she dreaded the sight of sufferings, which she knew must end in death. 

(69) 

Immediately striking is that Belinda does not think of Clarence. Love apparently holds less 

power over Belinda’s mind than Lady Delacour’s history, despite Lady Delacour’s claim to 

the contrary. Furthermore, the narrative style employed alludes to the subjective experience 

of consciousness. The use of dashes suggests a rush of competing emotions and the narration 

discriminates between feelings and thoughts, as well as suggests how fragmentary emotions 

spontaneously give way to cognition. Belinda’s immediate feelings trigger the memory of her 

promise to nurse Lady Delacour, which in turn leads to reflections on the daunting task ahead 

as well as further emotional responses. In addition, the description is substantially longer than 
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the citation offered here, and its extended length enhances the impression of a living 

psychological interiority. Indeed, Belinda’s intense interest in Lady Delacour has already 

been implied by the heroine’s long silences during the telling of the story, suggestive of a 

mind fully immersed. Finally, the narratological pause for breath created by the chapter break 

separating Lady Delacour’s insistence that Clarence must dominate Belinda’s thoughts from 

the description of Belinda’s actual thoughts draws conspicuous attention to the absence of 

love as a function of the heroine’s interiority. 

Jordana Rosenburg and Jeanne M. Britton argue that in an earlier moment in Belinda, 

“Belinda’s insomniac ruminations are some of the first glimmerings we see of her 

interiority”.18 While these ruminations occur mainly because of Clarence, they are not 

presented in the narrative style that emphasises fluctuating psychological states I have been 

discussing. Indeed, Belinda’s cognitive-affective responses to Lady Delacour’s story are the 

first time in the novel that Edgeworth employs her characteristic use of dashes to narrate the 

internal world, and in fact she only ever uses this narrative technique to narrate emotions 

other than love. This suggests, I think, that love is a poor means of constructing a coherent 

interiority in comparison with the cognitive-affective experiences that result from knowing 

another through the specifics of his or her personal history.19 

     * * * 

Edgeworth was intimately connected to the provincial scientific community in the late 

eighteenth century through her father’s membership of the Lunar Society, a group of 

pioneering free thinkers with heterogeneous disciplinary interests (ELE). Shaped by this 

association, Edgeworth believed that science embraced “nearly all fields of knowledge based 

on experience, with the latter term defined as broadly as possible” (BP, 43), and also that 

“Facts were facts because they were produced in a certain way . . . in a certain bounded 
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setting” (BP, 43). This “bounded setting” is the scientific laboratory, and in Edgeworth’s 

writing domestic space “essentially functions like a scientific laboratory,” making possible 

the “maximally broad, deliberately impure, and heterogeneous pursuit of empirical 

knowledge” (BP, 43). In Edgeworth’s treatment of love, however, it is not domestic space 

which produces scientific results, but rather fashionable space. To understand this, Dahlia 

Porter’s study of inductive reasoning in Edgeworth’s work is helpful.20 

Porter shows that Maria Edgeworth and her father and collaborator, Richard Lovell 

Edgeworth, constructed their pedagogical works so that the plots of these texts structurally 

reiterated the process of inductive reasoning the authors sought to install in their readers. For 

Richard, Porter argues, this could only be achieved in prose because, from the perspective of 

empirical science, poetry appears as an aberration since the ambiguity through which it 

functions derails attempts to construct writing that inculcates the linear process of inductive 

reasoning. Things are not quite the same for Maria, however, since she cautiously assimilates 

the messiness of poetry into her scientific plots. Poetry emerges as a useful but strange 

anomaly in her books for young people, something apparently antagonistic to the scientific 

project she advocates but possessed of a curious power (SFI, 169-200). I want to argue that 

Edgeworth’s representation of love and high society functions similarly in Belinda. 

One way in which the fashionable social context and romantic love exceed scientific 

logic is in how the context and the emotion relate to one another, which differs from how the 

domestic social context relates to other facts of the story in Belinda. As Lee shows, domestic 

space in Belinda enables “a fact to reveal itself objectively” (BP, 48, my italics). In contrast, 

high society not only reveals love, but also partly creates love. In Edgeworth’s novel, 

fashionable space is constitutive of the love that blossoms within its environment. We see this 

mainly through Clarence, especially in terms of the social tension created by the ill-fated 

masquerade ball towards the beginning of the story. Prior to this, Clarence has remained free 
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of significant romantic attachment to Belinda, her evident power to excite him 

notwithstanding. However, Clarence’s feelings are forcefully augmented in the drama that 

now unfolds. 

Clarence and his friends have offended Belinda at the ball by labelling her “‘a 

composition of art and affectation’” (26), who has been as well advertised as “‘Packwood’s 

razor strops”’ (25). When Lady Delacour the next day requests that Belinda play the harp for 

Clarence, Belinda states “‘Do you forget, that Belinda Portman and her accomplishments 

have already been as well advertised as Packwood’s razor strops?”’ (73). These words “made 

a great impression upon Clarence Hervey”, and “his ambition to please . . . [Belinda] was 

strongly excited” (73). 

Clarence’s efforts are unsuccessful, however. Despite displaying “all his powers of 

wit and humour . . . . He was mortified notwithstanding,” because Belinda’s “manner towards 

him was grave and reserved” (73). Clarence’s love grows exponentially as a result. The next 

morning, he “called earlier than usual” at Lady Delacour’s, suggesting Belinda is on his mind 

and motivating his unusually early visit. He finds Lady Delacour gone to court, and, upon 

enquiring after Belinda, receives the “mortifying answer” that she is “‘Not at home”’ (73). 

Yet, as Clarence “had passed the windows, he had heard the delightful sound of the harp” 

(73). With Belinda obviously avoiding him, he becomes obsessive, and “walked up and down 

in the square impatiently” (73) until Lady Delacour returns. 

 The sound of Belinda playing the harp puts both reader and Clarence in mind of 

Belinda’s expressed resentment from the previous day, which was initiated by the invitation 

to play. It also suggests that the previous day is still on Belinda’s mind, and this is what 

induces her to practice (the only time in the novel she does so). When Clarence is finally 

admitted, Lady Delacour’s social games almost result in Clarence touching Belinda’s long 
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hair, creating a moment of sexual tension which is quickly broken, however, by the necessity 

for polite decorum (76).   

Soon after, Clarence arranges a private conversation with Lady Delacour for later in 

the day, through which he hopes to obtain Belinda’s forgiveness. When the time for the 

meeting comes, however, Clarence must wait “in the music room a considerable time” (77) 

before Lady Delacour arrives. The narrator suggests this time was not passed tranquilly, but 

with the ambiguity symptomatic of representations of love in Belinda: “how patiently he 

[Clarence] waited is not known to any one but himself” (77). Once Lady Delacour eventually 

arrives, Clarence declares he thinks Belinda has “‘dignity of mind, and simplicity of 

character’” (77). Lady Delacour immediately sees this constrained comment for what it is – a 

muted declaration of love, for at the end of the episode Lady Delacour clearly perceived that 

were Clarence ready for marriage, “miss Portman would be his wife” (80).  

It is notable that Clarence moves from having little romantic attachment to markedly 

obsessive romantic behaviour, culminating in an almost explicit acknowledgement of love, in 

such a small period of narrative time. What has happened here to change Clarence’s feelings? 

Wittily expressed resentment from Belinda; a social calendar which takes Lady Delacour 

away from home and forces Clarence to wait before he can apologise; the unexpected sound 

of the harp which reminds Clarence of Belinda’s indignation as well as makes plain she 

avoids him; the erotic charge resulting from the invitation to touch Belinda’s hair; waiting a 

long time in the music room, perhaps with the harp close by, before he can ask for 

forgiveness. 

This episode suggests, I think, that the cut and thrust of fashionable sociability are 

important mechanisms in generating love. More than simply aligning an unruly emotion with 

an unruly cultural context, however, Edgeworth suggests why fashionable society might be 
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necessary for love. Much of the tension in this episode results from fashionable social 

etiquette, which makes it difficult for Clarence to speak his mind. While we likely recognise 

Clarence’s attempt to charm Belinda through witty conversation to be misguided given 

Belinda’s preference for rational conversation, we note that in the fashionable space Clarence 

occupies, surrounded by visitors expecting luxury and amusement rather than simplicity and 

reason, his response is perhaps the only one really available to him. Similarly, the rules of the 

game stipulate that Clarence should seek forgiveness through Belinda’s acknowledged 

protectress, Lady Delacour, forcing him to delay his apology. Unlike the intimate domestic 

sphere, where feelings are openly acknowledged and discussed, fashionable space creates 

restraints which provoke desire. 

It is significant that Clarence has very little direct conversation with Belinda during 

this narrative sequence. He is either entertaining the general company, pacing in the street, or 

waiting in the music room. The mechanisms which generate love therefore have little to do 

with Belinda’s objective qualities. Clarence may recognise dignity in Belinda’s indignation, 

but beyond that his love unfurls without any substantive revelation of her character. It 

develops through interaction with the fashionable cultural context rather than through 

interaction with Belinda. Very different from Romantic appeals to subjective depth, 

Clarence’s love develops largely independently of Belinda’s individuality.  

This episode also exemplifies what Lee calls Edgeworth’s “network thinking.” This is 

an approach to narrative in which “Moral qualities, beliefs, and actions seem to occupy the 

same ontological realm as birds, dogs, and paper” (BP, 55). It is also a method of plotting 

which works “to overturn our cherished distinctions between subjective and objective 

phenomena” (BP, 55). We can understand this by considering how the object of the harp 

serves as a locus that mediates between subjective agency, objective reality, and the 

unanticipated outcomes that result from the interplay between the two.  
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To explain, Lady Delacour wishes Belinda to play, and yet her intention is 

presumably not to provoke Belinda’s resentment. The relationship between Lady Delacour’s 

agency and the object of the harp therefore leads to unanticipated consequences that generate 

romantic feelings. The next morning Belinda plays the harp according to her free will, but 

this action produces its specific effects on Clarence’s love only because it coincidently occurs 

as Clarence arrives and because Lady Delacour is coincidentally not at home. Individual 

intentions and objective facts conspire to significantly elevate Clarence’s feelings, breaking 

down subject/object distinctions. Moreover, Lady Delacour arranges to meet Clarence in the 

music room – a perfect setting to increase his desire – but this is done without any 

matchmaking intention. It is certainly possible that Lady Delacour’s deliberately leaves 

Clarence waiting, but we have no reason to believe this is because she understands it will 

impact Clarence’s romantic feelings. If it is deliberate, it is more likely done with the simple 

intention of keeping her admirers waiting. 

Love in Belinda blossoms, therefore, through Edgeworth’s characteristic network 

thinking, and this further distances Edgeworth’s presentation of love from Romantic 

expectations. Because individual intentions are embedded in networks of objects and 

coincidences, the power of subjective agency is diminished. Neither Clarence nor Belinda 

have much control over love. Their desires are created by arbitrary objective events. A far cry 

from the transcendent Romantic mind indeed. 

Teresa Michals argues that Belinda and Clarence take “conspicuous delight” in 

determining each other’s moral worth, because of the need to evaluate trustworthiness in an 

emerging credit economy.21 More generally, it was thought important in the period to ensure 

a prospective marriage partner would be a good “friend,” in Tadmor’s specific sense of the 

word, emphasising pragmatic as well as emotional concerns (FF, 192-193). Further, Vickery 

and Eustace note that an older focus on the social benefits of marriage was still keenly felt in 
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the long eighteenth century (GD, 44; CCW, 522).22 Surprisingly perhaps, love in Belinda is 

largely removed these functions. True, Belinda and Clarence engage in a prolonged 

evaluation of each other’s moral worth, as Michals points out, but crucially this only occurs 

after Belinda and Clarence fall in love, after the tensions exposed by the masquerade ball. 

Marriage in Belinda certainly is a function of the rationality Michals and others highlight, but 

initial love feelings are mostly free from these constraints. To my mind, the emphasis in 

Belinda on fashionable sociability and the emotive love it generates nuances the prevalent 

view of Edgeworth’s unbending rational domesticity. 

Edgeworth’s concept of love stands apart not only from Romantic expectations but 

also from Adam Smith’s understanding of the emotion in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

We know Edgeworth read Smith’s text and took it seriously (ME; ELE, 100), and Belinda 

actually finds The Theory of Moral Sentiments in the morally impeccable Percival household. 

This might suggest alignment between Edgeworth and Smith, but in fact there are significant 

differences, highlighting Edgeworth’s particular contribution to a theory of love.  

For Smith, spectators cannot sympathise with the romantic love of others because it 

appears irrational and disproportionate to the qualities of the beloved (MS, 31-32). While 

sympathy with romantic love itself is impossible for Smith, he thinks spectators instead 

sympathise with the secondary emotions love generates, such as anxiety and excitement (MS, 

31-34). This sympathy with anxiety and excitement rather than love itself might seem to be 

what Edgeworth strives for in her brisk, suspense-inducing descriptions of love. However, I 

think that the creation of suspense in Belinda functions precisely through the negation of 

sympathy with Smith’s secondary emotions. For Smith, mimetically narrating anxiety in love 

would cause the reader to “tremble for whatever can disappoint such natural and agreeable 

hopes: and thus enter into all the anxiety, and concern, and distress of the lover.” (MS, 32).23 

But as my earlier analysis shows, Edgeworth refuses to mimetically narrate anxiety caused by 
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love, instead simply noting that Belinda trembled or blushed, without detailing the substance 

of her inner turmoil. She therefore does not attempt to create sympathy with the lovers’ 

anxiety, but rather a more general sense of suspense created by narrative uncertainty. 

Smith’s distinction between the primary and secondary emotions also assumes that 

love is different from the other emotions it generates. If the secondary passions consist in the 

hopes and fears love creates, what else can the primary emotion be except some self-present 

experience of love? Smith does not fully explain what he imagines this pure emotion of love 

to be, but we infer it is likely some powerful valorisation of who the beloved uniquely is, 

which seems to follow from his emphasis on love’s irrationality and disproportion to the 

objective qualities of the beloved. In contrast, Edgeworth’s emphasis on visceral sensation 

and the anxiety generated by fashionable society suggests love only exists in terms of Smith’s 

secondary emotions. Clarence’s love in the episode described above does not become 

stronger because of who Belinda is; rather, it becomes stronger because chance circumstances 

cause him obsessive anxiety, and this is given to us as the feeling of love itself. In 

Edgeworth’s novel, there is little or no deeper experience of love based on psychological 

depth or unique character which underwrites the sensations of anxiety or excitement she 

describes. 

Fashionable sociability develops Clarence’s love, but the most powerful catalyst 

within this sphere is Lady Delacour, because of her social verve and fashionable 

extravagance. In the example discussed above, it is Lady Delacour who asks Belinda to play, 

she who orchestrates the invitation to touch Belinda’s hair, and she who keeps Clarence 

waiting in the music room. It is probably unlikely that Lady Delacour thinks much about her 

comments or social games. Certainly, it is very unlikely that she foresees that asking Belinda 

to play will advance Clarence’s feelings as much as it does. But this is largely irrelevant to 

the point. What I am suggesting is that during fashionable social intercourse, Lady 
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Delacour’s wit, and her love of forcing a reaction from others, frequently increases the 

lovers’ feelings for each other. 

This should not surprise us given the text’s overall representation of romantic love. It 

is an emotion almost synonymous with excited or anxious anticipation, and the unexpected 

consequences resulting from the conspicuous consumption of leisure. What matters is that 

Lady Delacour’s intentions align with fashionable sociability, and it is precisely fashionable 

sociability that generates love. Lady Delacour’s embodiment of spirited sociability makes her 

an effective, if partially inadvertent, cupid. Love in Belinda, therefore, can be created by the 

unthinking behaviour of people external to the love relationship itself. Surely, this is as far 

removed from love as an expression of unique self as possible.  

Lady Delacour in fact understands romantic love better than anyone. For example, 

when Belinda decides not to spend money on a dress, Lady Delacour changes Belinda’s mind 

by explaining that Clarence will understand the change from “showy dress” to “simplicity” 

(71) as a result of her overhearing him call her a “a composition of art and affectation” (26). 

The passage is ambiguous, and it is impossible to say with certainty whether Belinda 

concedes the point because she worries about Clarence’s opinion, or because she does not 

wish to oppose Lady Delacour. 

Later in the story, the text recalls the moment: 

As she left the room, Belinda heard Clarence repeat to lady Delacour – 

“Give me a look, give me a face, 

That makes simplicity a grace; 

Robes loosely flowing, hair as free –” 

he paused – but Belinda recollected the reminder of the stanza – 
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“Such sweet neglect more taketh me 

Than all th’ adulteries of art, 

That strike mine eyes, but not my heart.” 

 It was observed, that miss Portman dressed herself this day with the most 

perfect simplicity. (169) 

This is not entirely the transparent revelation of Belinda’s simplicity. The moment is 

necessarily traced by the earlier discussion of simplicity with emphasised strategy in love. 

Moreover, why does Edgeworth make explicit that Belinda has left the room, and thus must 

self-consciously re-introduce herself to the social space at the opportune moment, if not to 

suggest something strategic? Would Belinda be as eager to finish lines about a topic not 

related to women’s simplicity? Is it possible that Belinda has taken Lady Delacour’s earlier 

comments on board and patiently waited to display her simplicity without suggesting she 

wishes to trap Clarence with the cobwebs and nets of the “‘Stanhope school’”? (181). 

The answers to these questions are unclear. Plenty of contrary evidence could be 

marshalled to support a reading of Belinda as possessing as much simplicity of mind as of 

dress. But the ambiguity is part of the point: romantic love in Belinda is characterised by it. 

Lady Delacour’s initial remarks on Belinda’s dress suggest, I think, the former’s intuitive 

ability to recognise the significance of this seemingly trivial moment in the lovers’ 

relationship. She understands that Belinda’s decision regarding her dress might have 

unanticipated consequences. That we are unexpectedly recalled to this moment almost a 

hundred pages of text later is indicative of the ongoing negotiation of emotion the initial 

episode has put into motion. 

It is significant that this episode revolves around poetry. As Porter shows, Edgeworth 

permits poetry in her pedagogical works because “some little obscurity in the verse might 
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spur the next step in the inductive reasoning plotted in the prose” (SFI, 197) for her young 

protagonists. Here, Clarence’s failure of memory functions as an adult version of “some little 

obscurity,” one predicated not on difficulties of comprehension but upon the lapses of 

cognition even “geniuses” like Clarence are prone to.24 Clarence’s lapse makes possible the 

process of inductive reasoning, enabling observers to register Belinda’s appealing simplicity. 

We must remember, however, that this fact is revealed in fashionable space and through 

poetry, rather than in the domestic space of the Percivals with their symptomatically logical 

discussions. By alluding to the possibility of manipulative intentions on Belinda’s part, in a 

social context and literary form defined more by emotion and ambiguity than reasoning and 

clarity, Edgeworth alludes to something in love not fully reducible to rationality. 

I have argued Edgeworth’s presentation of fashionable society suggests how love 

comes into being. As Clarence’s and Belinda’s feelings develop, the rational appraisal of 

each other’s moral worth does become more important, as Michals explores in detail. 

Nevertheless, Edgeworth marries this focus on prudence in love with an emphasis on 

excitement and its negative correlative, anxiety. For example, Lord Delacour becomes 

suspicious when denied admittance to Lady Delacour’s boudoir. He incorrectly concludes 

that Belinda hides a lover inside. Clarence hears Lord Delacour express his suspicions and 

the event significantly stimulates his romantic feelings, as I explain below. 

By this point in the novel, Clarence is conscious that he loves Belinda, but has 

“determined to postpone the declaration of his attachment” (124) in order to reform Lady 

Delacour. Moreover, he solicits his friend, Dr X‒, to determine whether Belinda is worthy of 

him. Nevertheless, after the suspicions about Belinda’s virtue arise, Clarence claims he is 

“‘more miserable than I thought any woman could make me’” (133).25 Once Clarence learns 

of Belinda’s innocence, however, he exclaims he is “‘the happiest of men’” (134). He asks 

“‘when can I see her [Belinda],”’ adding “‘I’ll go to her this instant,”’ despite the fact it is too 
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early for a visit (eight o’clock in the morning), and forgetting in the earnestness of his desire 

that “‘miss Portman has been up all night’” (134). Indeed, Clarence is so carried away by his 

feelings that he begins to write to Belinda, presumably to declare his feelings. However, he 

soon stops, exclaiming “‘I forgot the reformation of lady Delacour – how soon do you think 

she will be well?’” (134). 

Evidently, Clarence’s feelings have become more urgent, no longer easily able to 

sustain delaying the marriage proposal to allow for Dr X–’s evaluation or Lady Delacour’s 

reformation. But in fact nothing has changed. Belinda is innocent now as she was before. All 

that has occurred is a chance event that leads to suspicions, and even when these suspicions 

are removed, they leave a lasting difference in the register of Clarence’s feelings. As such, 

even at the point when Clarence recognises he loves Belinda and has begun evaluating her 

suitability to be his wife, the intrigues and uncertainty of fashionable society continue to 

augment his feelings.  

These passages also continue to distance Edgeworth’s view of love from Adam 

Smith’s, because any sympathy we might have with Clarence’s disappointed hopes is 

severely undercut by Dr X–’s irony in the passage. For example, Dr X– thinks Clarence “acts 

the distracted lover vastly well,” and would make a “mighty pretty hero in a novel” (133), 

before falling asleep as Clarence pours forth his heart: we laugh at Clarence rather than 

sympathise with his anxiety. Moreover, Uyl and Griswold Jr. note that, for Smith, “lovers 

have extended ‘sympathy’ so far as almost to transcend it. Sympathy has become 

synonymous in this instance with absolute approval.”26 Furthermore, neither lover “is a 

spectator of the other, neither is ‘outside’ the other in the relevant sense . . . . Consequently, 

they lose perspective on each other”.27 And yet in the episode just described Clarence’s love 

increases precisely through a negative evaluation of Belinda. Similarly, Belinda loves 

Clarence for most of the novel, but she doubts his sincerity, believing he “must have some 
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secret attachment,” and she blames him for endeavouring “to gain her affections, whilst he 

knew that his heart was engaged to another” (150). Love in Belinda, therefore, does not 

depend on a breakdown of the ability to evaluate the love-object. Quite the opposite: it is 

most potent when lovers experience doubts about each other’s virtue. 

* * * 

Belinda’s second romantic suitor, Vincent, ardently desires that Belinda fall 

passionately in love with him, but in fact this is a foreclosed possibility from the outset, 

because their relationship lacks the stimulating fashionable context I have been describing. 

The substance of Vincent’s and Belinda’s courtship occurs within the tranquil Percival 

household, with Lady Percival serving as “guarantee” to a “treaty of amity” (247) during the 

courtship. This is conventional insofar as families were considered important in navigating 

courtships (FF; CCW). However, contemporaries also stressed passion, and thought some 

romantic excitement independent of familial oversight necessary (CCW, 518; GD, 56). I 

suggest, therefore, that the Percivals’ domestic space is simply too well-regulated to enable 

the kinds of misunderstandings and excitement upon which falling in love in Belinda 

depends.28 The Percivals’ own happy marriage does not invalidate the point, since the 

domestic serenity which houses their relationship is indeed capable of supporting the more 

enduring love feelings characteristic of a good marriage – it is conducive to long-term love if 

not to the more emotive experience of falling in love. 

Given that the Percival household likely represents an idealised version of 

Edgeworth’s own family circle (ME; ELE, 95), we may be surprised that Belinda questions 

its suitability for fostering romantic desire. But this position perfectly aligns with the 

emphasis on misunderstandings and excitement which the text consistently registers as 

necessary to love. Edgeworth clarifies her position by juxtaposing the differing 
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interpretations of love offered by the characters who seek to mould Belinda’s thinking: Lady 

Delacour, Lady Anne Percival, and Mr. Percival. The interpretations of these characters is 

subject to the experimental method that reveals facts characteristic of Belinda. Predictably, 

we find the reasoning of Lady and Mr. Percival to be faultless. Somewhat less predictably, 

however, the specific experiments of Belinda create results opposite to what the Percivals 

expect. Lee points out that “experimental knowledge is probabilistic, results can be 

unexpected” (BP, 45), and the Percivals have a knack of encountering unlikely results 

contrary to their predictions. Conversely, Lady Delacour begins from faulty premises and yet 

matters of love consistently conclude as she anticipates.  

To be more specific, Percival reasons that, in relation to “first loves,” the “chances are 

certainly against them . . . a variety of accidental circumstances more than the essential merits 

of the object, often produce what is called first love’” (255). Percival is correct insofar as 

Clarence and Belinda largely do fall in love because of accidental circumstances, and largely 

without an evaluation of each other’s “essential merits.” And yet Percival’s point that first 

loves typically do not last is contradicted in this case: Belinda and Clarence do become 

engaged. But because Belinda keeps open the possibility for unexpected experimental results, 

there is no fault with Percival’s reasoning. His point is valid, it just turned out the other way 

in this instance. Through this, Edgeworth is able to maintain her emphasis on passion and 

suspense in love without undercutting the idealised figure of Percival. 

Similarly, Lady Anne states that when a woman “‘has an opportunity of seeing her 

lover in private society, in domestic life, she has infinite advantages . . . [because] the real 

character of both may be developed’” (240). She is correct in this, since the domestic 

intimacy of Belinda and Vincent reveals the latter to be a gambler. However, prior to this 

revelation, Lady Anne urges Belinda not to dismiss Vincent rashly, forcing her to 

acknowledge she does not object to Vincent’s “‘person or manners’” (242), and that “‘Mr 
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Vincent appears to have an excellent understanding’” (242). Further, Lady Anne speaks for 

Vincent’s “‘integrity and his good temper”’ (242), and only halts her rhetorical offensive 

once satisfied that Belinda’s “‘esteem [for Vincent] may certainly in time be improved into 

love’” (242). Lady Anne is not a neutral party here; she is an explicit advocate for Vincent, 

just as Lady Delacour is an advocate for Clarence, and we note it is Lady Anne who 

misunderstands the characters of the two men. As with Percival, however, Lady Anne’s logic 

is faultless, since the domestic experiment she suggests does reveal the characters of the 

lovers as predicted. Such is the nature of experiments, and, within the ideology of the text, 

this is nothing to worry about. After all, an experiment determines something which was, by 

definition, previously unknown. 

Nevertheless, the inaccurate predictions of the Percivals suggests that their logic and 

domesticity lead them to miss clues which Lady Delacour grasps, a point enforced by a 

change in narrative style. The novel registers a marked loss of verve after the story moves 

from focus on Belinda’s residence at Lady Delacour’s to focus on Belinda’s stay with the 

Percivals. In place of the uncertainty and suspense in love that drives action during Belinda’s 

and Clarence’s early encounters, we have instead Belinda’s rational appraisal of Vincent’s 

suitability to be a husband. Narrated explicitly, there is no uncertainty here. We simply 

witness Belinda’s methodical thought processes as she moves carefully to recognise she feels 

“‘gratitude and esteem’” (248) for Vincent. In other words, the shift in narrative style from 

uncertain and engaging when Belinda and Clarence interact to explicit and banal when 

Belinda and Vincent interact signals the loss of excitement Belinda must experience in giving 

up on Clarence, and suggests the text does not quite fully endorse what the Percivals 

represent. 

In contrast to the Percivals, Lady Delacour reasons erroneously but is nevertheless 

frequently correct in her inferences. Her fault is to take things for granted before objective 
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verification. For example, Lady Delacour insists she knows that Clarence’s unopened letters 

will prove he loves Belinda before she reads them. Belinda maintains that whatever the letters 

contain can make no difference, since she is determined to marry Vincent. However, before 

Belinda can explain, Lady Delacour states “‘I can listen tolerably well, when I don’t know 

what people are going to say; but when I know it all before hand, I have an unfortunate habit 

of not being able to attend”’ (357). Similarly, the girl Clarence has been raising in seclusion, 

Rachel, has a secret admirer named Sunderland. Lady Delacour does not believe 

Sunderland’s claim that he has only admired Rachel from afar. Her worldly wisdom leads her 

to think that “‘all this showed too nice a moral sense for a young dashing lieutenant in the 

navy”’ (475), and that consequently Rachel must be Sunderland’s mistress. In all these cases, 

Lady Delacour trusts to her intuition and/or knowledge of society to reach conclusions 

prematurely, before the facts are established.  

Such a mind-set is faulty. Lady Delacour does not, in fact, know what Belinda will 

say about Clarence’s letters, since Belinda’s explanation differs significantly from Lady 

Delacour’s assumption. More seriously, in order to break Clarence’s and Rachel’s 

engagement, Lady Delacour forces Rachel to confront the picture of her supposed lover, 

Sunderland. Rachel is innocent, but harbours a secret affection for another picture of 

Sunderland, and feels terribly guilty since she believes she must marry Clarence. The shock 

of seeing the picture causes Rachel to faint and the people present are in concern for her life. 

Such are the consequences of trusting to intuition and knowledge of the fashionable world 

rather than facts. 

But there are other facts at play here; facts that make it difficult to say the text entirely 

condemns Lady Delacour’s reasoning. First, Lady Delacour is correct to assume that 

Clarence’s letters will prove he loves Belinda. Indeed, Lady Delacour is the only character 

who has accurately registered Clarence’s love throughout. More subtly, the experiment with 
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Sunderland’s picture reveals that Rachel is not in love with Clarence, as the latter incorrectly 

thought, and it is precisely this – and only this – that makes possible Belinda’s and Clarence’s 

engagement. Indeed, Lady Delacour’s scheme follows the Edgeworthian experimental 

method closely. Her knowledge of Sunderland arises from a complex interplay of seemingly 

unrelated events and subjective intentions, and the experiment reveals the facts about who 

feels what in a very similar way to how the masquerade ball makes apparent that Clarence 

loves Belinda. The only issue is that Lady Delacour begins from the false premise that Rachel 

is Sunderland’s mistress, but the rest of the episode conforms precisely to Edgeworth’s 

valorised narrative experimental method.29  

Also illuminating are Belinda’s and Lady Delacour’s debates on love. These 

discussions centre on the difference between being in love with someone and loving someone 

for their qualities. Belinda explains that she loves Vincent for his qualities even though she is 

not in love with him. For her, authentic love can only be this loving for rather than being in 

love with. Loving for takes time to develop: one must become “accustomed” to a lover and 

learn to love his good qualities (339). For Lady Delacour, in contrast, loving good qualities is 

not authentic romantic love. The competing logic of the positions is exposed when Belinda 

insists she does not love Clarence, because she has “‘not permitted”’ herself “‘to dwell on his 

good qualities”’ (361), but a pointed reference to Clarence causes Belinda to blush, 

convincing Lady Delacour “‘that it is not all over”’ (339) for Clarence, since Belinda 

evidently still harbours feelings for him – she is, in a certain way, in love with him. The 

contradiction is one of definition. For Belinda, authentic love exceeds being in love; for Lady 

Delacour, authentic love is precisely the state of being in love. The point is that both 

characters understand the emotions at play correctly according to their own definitions of 

love.  
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Ultimately, it is difficult to assert that the text fully endorses Belinda’s position. On 

the one hand, Lady Delacour recognises that Belinda’s insistence on learning to love is 

important, since she advises Clarence to take a voyage with Sunderland at the end of the 

novel, ensuring Belinda “‘shall have time enough to become accustomed to Clarence”’ (477). 

On the other hand, however, Belinda is rewarded with a man she is in love with by virtue of 

an event only made possible by the experiment of Lady Delacour herself.  

Lee shows that the narrative logic in Edgeworth’s plots undercuts judgements based 

on probability because the experimental method allows for unexpected outcomes. 

Nevertheless, these outcomes are linked to character morality. For Lee, Edgeworth’s fiction 

suggests “a type of modified probabilism, one routed through a type of ethnological rather 

than mathematical thinking . . . the combined practical experience of a culture (or subculture) 

shows that certain results are likely to emerge from certain types of behaviour” (42). Thus, 

Belinda demands that its own ending be viewed not as a fudge enabling the conventional 

marriage plot, but rather as the logical outcome of the narrative system employed throughout. 

In this reading, because Belinda has acted appropriately, we should not be surprised to find 

she receives the best of both worlds; that is, she will marry a man she loves according to her 

own understanding of what love is, supplemented with Lady Delacour’s desirable, but 

ultimately inessential, ideal of passionate love. 

Even so, my argument has shown that Belinda understands love as a function of 

fashionable space and the dubious morality there encoded. Lady Delacour is associated with 

this space and in a significant way makes possible its emotive power. Moreover, it is Lady 

Delacour who frequently intuits the general direction of travel in relation to love, and in this 

is contrasted to the logical and domestic Percivals, who consistently make incorrect 

predictions about romantic relationships. Further, the contrasting narrative styles used to 

represent Belinda’s two courtships leave the reader engaged with the style of love 
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characteristic of fashionable sociability and likely less engaged with the domestic style of 

love advocated by the Percivals. In addition, Belinda associates love with the ambiguity of 

poetry, and through this suggests a possibly more manipulative heroine than the surface 

reading suggests. Seen thus, I suggest that the muddying of Lady Delacour’s faulty factual 

premises with an effective experiment, exactly in order to realise not only Belinda’s concept 

of love but also Lady Delacour’s idea of being in love, conspicuously exceeds the novel’s 

scientific logic. But if love is not quite science, we must also recognise that it is disassociated 

from psychological depth and unique subjectivity. Edgeworth’s concept of love cannot be 

reduced to either position, since it elides the oppositions scientific/aesthetic, emotive/rational, 

object/subject and prose/poetry which dominate much of Romantic and twenty first-century 

thinking. In this way, Belinda represents a striking challenge to the foundational concepts of 

many theories of love. 

1. Macfarlane, Marriage and Love in England 1300-1840, 54-55 (hereafter cited in text as ML). 

2. For an account of Edgeworth and education, see Butler, Maria Edgeworth: A Literary Biography 

(hereafter cited in the text as ME). 

3. Tadmor, Family and Friends in Eighteenth-Century England (hereafter cited in text as FF). 

4. Lawrence Stone argues that sentiment rather mercenary concerns defined long eighteenth-century 

marriages; see Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500 – 1800. Amanda Vickery takes 

issue, pointing-out that wealth and status have romantic as well as mercenary appeal, and questions 

whether the emphasis on sentiment was as pronounced as Stone suggests; see Vickery, The 

Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (hereafter cited in text as GD). Overall, 

it seems safe to assume that contemporaries considered erotic and romantic desire to be important, 

even if not to the exclusion of all else.    

5. See Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (hereafter cited in text as MS); see Hume, A Treatise of 

Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral 

Subjects. 

6. Eustace, “‘The Cornerstone of a Copious Work: Love and Power in Eighteenth-Century 

Courtship,’” 520 (hereafter cited in text as CCW). 

7. In the twentieth- and twenty first-centuries, love has been alternatively theorised in terms 

neurochemical processes (Ben-Ze’ev, The Subtleties of Emotion, 423), as a function of personality 

types (Hendrick and Hendrick, Romantic Love), and as an expression of unique identity similar to that 

of the Romantics (Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition). It is my contention that the Edgeworthian 

theory of love differs significantly from these positions.  

8. Siskin, The Historicity of Romantic Discourse, 3 (hereafter cited in text as RD). See also 

Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction, 19. 

9. Richetti, The English Novel in History, 1700-1780, 1. 

10. Hendrick and Hendrick, Romantic Love, 15-17. 

11. Chandler, “Edgeworth and the Lunar Enlightenment,” 102 (hereafter cited in text as ELE). 

12. Lee, “Bad Plots and Objectivity in Maria Edgeworth” (hereafter cited in text as BP). 
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13. Austen, Emma, 308. 

14. Maria Edgeworth, Belinda (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 149. All further references 

are to page numbers in this edition and included parenthetically in the text. 

15. Heather MacFadyen argues that the act of reading in Belinda is an act of the body rather than the 

mind, drawing on the negative cultural image of the gluttonous female reader; see Macfadyen, “Lady 

Delacour's Library: Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda and Fashionable Reading.” Edgeworth’s 

representations of visceral love also emphasises the body, but there is no negative connotation 

attached to this in the novel. 

16. Keen, Empathy and the Novel. 

17. Austen, Pride and Prejudice, 52 (hereafter cited in text as PP). 

18. Rosenberg, “The Bosom of the Bourgeoisie: Edgeworth's Belinda,” 583; see also Britton, 

“Theorizing Character in Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda.”  

19. For discussion of how the intimacy between Belinda and Lady Delacour diverges from the 

conventions of sentimentality, see Rosenberg, “The Bosom of the Bourgeoisie: Edgeworth's Belinda.” 

For a more sustained account of sentiment and individuality, see Pinch, Strange Fits of Passion: 

Epistemologies of Emotion, Hume to Austen. 

20. Porter, Science, Form, and the Problem of Induction in British Romanticism (hereafter cited in 

text as SFI). 

21. Michals, “Commerce and Character in Maria Edgeworth,” 16. 

22. Modern discussions of love also emphasise both friendship and mercenary concerns. Hendrick and 

Hendrick theorise “Storge” lovers, who fall in love because of trust and shared values rather than 

passion. Others are “Pragma” lovers, who fall in love when the love-object meets certain mandatory 

criteria. Hendrick and Hendrick Romantic Love, 65-66.  

23. “Mimesis” denotes a narrative style which “shows” the action as opposed to a “diegetic” narrative 

style which “tells” the reader what happens. For a full explanation, see Gérard Genette, Narrative 

Discourse: An Essay in Method. 

24. Chandler theorises Clarence’s status as a “genius” (ELE, 99-100). 

25. Eustace argues that men in the long eighteenth century performed passionate love as a way of 

blaming failures in courtship on women’s lack of virtue (CCW, 518; CCW, 533). This seems to align 

with Clarence’s performance of sensibility. Indeed, this moment is conspicuous because it is one of 

very few examples in the text where passionate love is narrated mimetically. Tellingly, it is only ever 

Clarence or Vincent who perform passionate love, suggesting love in Belinda may be gendered as 

Eustace suggests.   

26. Den Uyl and Griswold Jr., “Adam Smith on Friendship and Love,” 629. 

27. Ibid. 

28. For discussion of Edgeworth and domesticity, see Nash, Servants and Paternalism in the Works of 

Maria Edgeworth and Elizabeth Gaskell. 

29. Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace theorises the ambivalence with which Edgeworth understands the 

maternal, domestic ideal (Kowaleski-Wallace, Their Fathers' Daughters: Hannah More, Maria 

Edgeworth, and Patriarchal Complicity, 109-137. I think my own argument registers the same 

ambivalence, but in relation to love. 
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