Maria Edgeworth: Sundry Opinions

On social class: ‘The question, whether society could exist without the distinction of ranks, is a question involving a variety of complicated discussions, which we will leave to the politician and the legislator … At present it is necessary that the education of different ranks should, in some respects, be different. They have few ideas, few habits in common.’ (Preface to The Parent’s Assistant, 1796). 
On Meliorism: ‘[…] not only what could be done, but what had been done, by the influence of great proprietors residing on their own estates, and encouraged the people by judicious kindness.’ (Absentee, Chap. IX; quoted in Watson, 1964, xxii.) 
The native Irish: ‘The lower Irish are such acute observers, that there is no deceiving them as to the state of the real feelings of their superiors. They know the signs of what passes within, more perfectly than any physiognomist, who every studied the human face, or human head.’ (Memoirs, 1820, ii., p.241; quoted in Watson, ed., Castle Rackrent, World Classics, OUP, 1964, 1969, Introduction, p.xxiv.) 
The Irish language: ‘The Irish language is now almost gone into disuse, the class of people all speak English except in their quarrels with each other …’ (1782; quoted in Marilyn Butler, Maria Edgeworth, p.91; cited in Rolf Loeber & Magda Loeber, A Guide to Irish Fiction, 1650-1900, Dublin: Four Courts Press 2006, p.lvii.) 
A land fit for absentees: ‘[…] but it is reasonable that a country should be rendered fit to live in before we complain more of Absentees.’ (1839; quoted in Marilyn Butler, Maria Edgeworth: A Literary Biography, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1972, pp.452-53). 

Verses on Ireland: ‘Ireland, with all thy faults, thy follies, too, / I love thee still, still with a candid eye must view / Thy wit too quick, still blundering into sense, / Thy reckless humour, and improvidence, / And even what sober judges follies call […] / I, looking at the Heart, forget them all.’ (Quoted in Gordon Wetmore, Ireland [with a foreword by Princess Grace of Monaco], London: Thomas Nelson 1980], p.108.)
Irish Catholics: ‘Catholics can and should have equal rights [but] must not have a dominant religion.’ (Quoted in Michael Hurst, Maria Edgeworth and the Public Scene, Macmillan 1969, p.223.)

Ireland in 1834: ‘It is impossible to draw Ireland as she how is in the book of fiction - realities are too strong, party passion too violent, to bear to see, or care to look, at their faces in a looking-glass. The people would only break the glass and curse the fool who held the mirror up to nature - distorted nature, in a fever. We are in too perilous a case to laugh, humour would be out of season, worse than bad taste. Whenever the danger is past, as the man in the sonnet says, “We may look back at the hardest part and laugh.” Then I shall be ready to join in the laugh. Sir Walter Scott once said to me, “Do explain to the public why Pat, who goes forward so well in other countries, is so miserable in his own.’” A very difficult question: I fear above my power. But I shall think of it continually, and listen, and look, and read.’ (Letter to Michael Pakenham Edgeworth, 19 February 1834; quoted in Declan Kiberd, ‘Irish Literature and History’ [appendix], in R. F. Foster, Illustrated History of Ireland, OUP 1989, p.306-07.) [Note: The recipient was in India at the time.]
