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				Introduction

			

			
				In “The State of Degradation to which Woman is Reduced,” a chapter in Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), Wollstonecraft makes a bold claim about women’s inability to achieve greatness while living the lives assigned to them by British society.  At the same time, she undercuts the boldness of her claim by rejecting the notion that she is suggesting women should be removed from the domestic sphere altogether. Citing Bacon, Wollstonecraft writes,

				When I treat of the peculiar duties of women, as I should treat of the peculiar duties of a citizen or father, it will be found that I do not mean to insinuate that they should be taken out of their families, speaking of the majority. “He that hath wife and children,” says Lord Bacon, “hath given hostages to fortune; for they are impediments to great enterprises, either of virtue or of mischief. Certainly the best works, and of greatest merit for the public, have proceeded from the unmarried or childless men.” I say the same of women.1

				This passage points to a central dilemma in Wollstonecraft’s radical philosophy.  She imagined women playing a role in the social changes she saw taking place around her, but she could not imagine such changes involving women who were mired in the responsibilities of their families and children.  Practically speaking, then, since most adult women were married and busy with the care and management of homes and families, they could not be part of a social reformation.  Wollstonecraft’s solution, in the Vindication and elsewhere, is to show the ways in which women’s “peculiar duties” already involve them in the widespread social reformation Wollstonecraft hoped had begun with the French Revolution.  She describes the importance of the role of the mother and details the ways in which virtuous and conscientious domestic life could, indeed must, result in the spread of virtue to society generally. Such a domestic life would involve the marriage of a well-educated, dutiful, reasonable, and unaffected woman to a man of similar principles; through their combined benevolence and the perpetuation of their values in their offspring, a small change in society would begin.  Replicated through the marriages of many such couples, the change would expand to encompass the whole of society.

				The idea of social regeneration through the establishment of a virtuous, socially responsible, and harmonious family is my focus in this project.  In it, I explore the ways in which five female radical novelists of the 1790s—Charlotte Smith, Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Inchbald, Eliza Fenwick, and Mary Hays—attempt to use the components of private life, the life to which these female radical novelists believed their society relegated women, to work toward widespread social reform. Specifically, these writers depict the conjugal family as the site for a potential reformation of the prejudices and flaws of the biological family, the latter of which serves as a basis for perpetuating society’s ills.  The biological family in the radical novels of female writers such as Smith, Wollstonecraft, Inchbald, Fenwick, and Hays is fraught with problems: greed and selfishness pervert the relationships between siblings, and neglect and ignorance characterize the parenting received by the heroines. Additionally, the radical novelists, responding to representations of biological families as inherently restrictive for unmarried women, develop the notion of marriage to a certain type of man as a social duty.  Marriage between two properly sensible people who have both cultivated their reason and understanding and who can live together as equals, sharing domestic responsibilities, is shown to be an ideal with the power to create social change. Positioning their depictions of marriage in opposition to earlier feminist depictions of female utopian societies, the female radical novelists of the 1790s strive to portray relationships between men and women that are characterized by cooperation, individual autonomy, and equality.  

				What is most striking about these depictions is their ultimate failure.  Marriage, for many of these novelists, was an institution they perceived as inextricably related to (male) concerns about property and inescapably patriarchal under the marriage laws of late eighteenth-century British society. They simply cannot depict as realistic a marriage in which men sacrifice their concerns about property in favor of creating a domestic haven shared by women and in which women are recognized and respected as partners rather than subordinates. Unions between two worthy individuals outside the boundaries of marriage are shown in the female radical novels to be equally problematic: in these novels, sex inevitably is the basis for such unions, yet, in late eighteenth-century Britain, sex left women vulnerable to exploitation by men and ostracization from society. For female radical writers of the 1790s such as Wollstonecraft, Inchbald, Fenwick, Hays, and Smith, sexual relationships with men, whether these relationships occur within or outside the boundaries of legal marriage, are fraught with inequalities insurmountable in the face of the legal and social prescriptions of late eighteenth-century Britain—prescriptions that were proving to be stubbornly resilient, even in revolutionary France. Unlike novels by male radicals such as Thomas Holcroft and Robert Bage, in the novels of these five female radical writers, marriage, even between two reform-minded individuals, does not produce an equal relationship between men and women. Throughout the radical novels written during the first five or six years of the revolutionary decade, male radical characters are shown to be unworthy of the trust reposed in them by the heroines: the men of these novels are unable to transcend what the radical heroines perceive as sordid and worldly concerns. By and large, these male characters are still preoccupied with property and wealth; some, such as Eliza Fenwick’s Clement Montgomery and Mary Wollstonecraft’s Darnford, are not above availing themselves of the potential for physical pleasure made possible by the heroine’s radical values. Others, such as Fenwick’s Arthur Murden, lack the strength of mind necessary to meet the reality of living in accordance with radical values, particularly as these realities affect the honor of the women they love (an inability that highlights the entrapment of these male characters in the antiquated systems of chivalry and gallantry). The inclusion of such characters in the female radical novels comprises an important critique of radical values and highlights the risks radical women face in living according to their values. The radical novels of the 1790s thus frequently end by affirming the conclusions of earlier feminist thought: to experience true independence, women must form alternative communities through which they can work for social change outside the framework of blood, sex, or marriage.  Rather than the triumph, therefore, of what comes to be in these novels the male-associated values of property and power through marriage, the female radical novels end by suggesting an alternative community, one that will shelter those members of society who are most frequently exploited in male attempts to accumulate this property and power: women, servants, and children.  

				The difficulty experienced by Smith, Wollstonecraft, Inchbald, Fenwick, and Hays in depicting social reform as achievable through the formation of an egalitarian, conjugal family is significant for three reasons.  First, it highlights in stark terms the abuses to which women might be exposed as a result of the inherent inequality of marriage as it was created by the laws of Britain at the time. Many women writers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries show themselves as sharply aware of the risks women took in marrying: women who were married had extremely limited control over property, money, or children, not to mention their own lives. Second, it suggests a larger failure or oversight in the radical philosophies of the 1790s. While male radical novelists such as Thomas Holcroft and Robert Bage were able to conclude their novels with fairly conventional marriages, the female radical novelists eschewed such endings. Their refusal to use traditional and ostensibly “happy” marriages to close their narratives may be attributed to a strain of grim realism concerning connubial and sexual relations in late eighteenth-century Britain. Third, such failure highlights tensions between the form of these novels and their content. I explore the significance of these failures in the female radical novels of the 1790s in four primary sites: the family, which is the subject of chapter two; extramarital sexual unions, the focus of chapter three; and maternity and the alternative family, which are discussed in chapter four. Chapter five investigates later radical writing by women such as Mary Robinson, Smith, and Amelia Opie, and includes a discussion of commonalities and differences shared by female radical writers of the 1790s and more moderate women writers such as Jane Austen, Frances Burney, and Maria Edgeworth. The radical writers’ attempts to depict egalitarian unions uniting public and private virtue are important for the larger political agenda of the female radical writers. Their attempts to portray such marriages provide clear examples of woman’s social oppression, examples that belie the fairy-tale endings of conventional courtship and marriage novels.
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				Contexts and Subtexts

			

			
				At the close of Eliza Fenwick’s 1795 novel Secresy, or, The Ruin on the Rock, Caroline Ashburn, the moral voice of the novel, concludes her letter to the reformed Lord Filmar by describing the deaths of Sibella Valmont and Arthur Murden. Caroline writes, “Yes, they shall be entombed together—the dearer parts of my existence.—I loved them both as I never loved man nor woman beside.” These words are the last of Caroline’s letter to Filmar and indeed the last of the novel. Simple as they are, they contain layers of meaning. On a literal level, Caroline is mourning the deaths of two people for whom she cared very deeply. On a figurative level, however, she is mourning the death of her hopes as a mother mourns the death of her children: “the dearer parts of my existence” carries undeniable maternal resonances in its implication of Sibella and Murden as parts of Caroline’s being. On yet another level, the death and “entombment” of Sibella and Murden represent the failure of an ideal. 

				This failure is depicted throughout many of the female radical novels of the 1790s, and it encompasses a variety of types: ideological failure, social failure, reproductive failure, and generic failure.1 The female radical novels of the 1790s represent attempts by progressive female writers of the revolutionary decade to adapt the political ideology that informed the radical push for social and legal reform at the end of the eighteenth century to specifically female
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