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They have fallen out of knowledge altogether by this time, and are to the
present generation as if they had never existed. To ourselves, we confess,
they read now like Sunday-school stories. . . . We read with amazement
of the commotion of society. . . . and the fact is evident that she did
gain for herself an important, and indeed exceptional, position in society
—a position more distinct and certain than the best that is attained by
writers much surpassing her in genius—all on account of these little
Sunday-school stories. The only explanation of this astonishing fact that

we can attain to is, that they suited, or were supposed to suit, a want of
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the time. Didactic fiction. . . . is almost always popular with the simple-
minded; and these tales were a kind of “reading made easy” of that social

science which had begun to take hold upon the popular mind. . . .}
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The entire periodical press, daily, weekly, and, as soon as possible,
monthly, came out in my favour; and I was overwhelmed with
newspapers and letters, containing every sort of flattery. . . . Members of
Parliament sent down blue books through the post-office, to the
astonishment of the post master, who one day sent word that I must
send for my own share of the mail, for it could not be carried without a

barrow. .. .7
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... [We turn] to the delightful Political Economy made easy of
Professor Harriet Martineau. . . . she has employed to most admirable
purpose very extraordinary talents; extraordinary, not because these Tales
of hers are in themselves beautifully simple, yet extremely touching. . .
nor yet, because her notions indicate a clearness and comprehension of
thought in relation to abstruse subjects of inquiry, a masculine faculty
of abstraction. . . but because the combination of these qualifications

for her difficult task is a phenomenon.®

Here are scenes for the picturesque pen of Miss Martineau: they are
painted with a power and quiet self-possession. . . while didactic
conversations that takes place amid them are full of practical instruction.
Weal and Wo [sic] in Garveloch is one of the most valuable of Miss

Martineau’s admirable series. At this moment, no person is doing more
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good in England than this lady: perhaps no other female ever occupied
the same proud position of a national instructress, on the topics of the

country’s most essential interests.’
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Quarterly Review (1809-). Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (1817-). The New
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. we might fairly express amazement at the delight with which Miss
Martineau’s tracts are received, if we could be surprised at any thing
from a “political economist.” These gentry are ever complimenting each
other, and the whole class to which they belong, as the only men who
know how to reason logically on the management of a country. The
contempt which they uniformly express for the minds and arguments of
those who receive not their fancies, is often ludicrous, sometimes
irritating. And yet, in the present case, their warmest and most
unqualified approbation is unhesitatingly given to a tissue of reasonings,
which would disgrace the third class of any ladies’ boarding-school of

decent character, in these days of improved female education.
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Here we have a monthly series of novels on Political Economy—
Malthus, M’Culloch, Senior, and Mill, dramatized by a clever female
hand. The authoress has, moreover, the high recommendation of being
an Unitarian. . . . it is impossible not to admire in Miss Martineau’s
productions—the praiseworthy intention and benevolent spirit in which
they are written. . . . But it is equally impossible not to laugh at the
absurd trash which is seriously propounded by some of her characters,
in dull didactic dialogues, introduced here and there in the most clumsy
manner; and what is worst of all, it is quite impossible not to be
shocked, nay disgusted, with many of the unfeminine and mischievous
doctrines on the principles of social welfare, of which these tales are

made the vehicle.”
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. every honest man who writes himself a member of society must
understand political economy. . . . We are not among those who mix up
moral questions with political economy, as if they were not only
connected but identical. . . . but we think that this study partakes much
more of the nature of a moral rather than a mathematical science, and
are quite certain that it modifies, or ought to modify, our moral
philosophy more extensively than any other influence whatsoever. . . .
Enough has been said. . . to prove the utility of the study of political
economy. Much, very much might also be said of its beauty. Yes, its
beauty; for notwithstanding all that is said of its dryness and dullness,
and its concentration in matters of fact, we see great attractiveness and
much elegance in it. . . . Above all, is there no beauty in the dealings of
providence with man? . . . . Social institutions are the grand instruments
in the hands of Providence for the government of man; and no labours
can be more worthy of the disciple of Providence than that of deducing
the will of God from the course of events— of ascertaining the Divine

signature by which institutions are sanctioned or prohibited.*
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Those parts of the Arts and Sciences which bring Glory of God, and
Advantage to Mankind, which inspire Devotion, and instruct us how to
be useful to others, abound with more and greater Beauties. . . Thus the
Study of the Scriptures, of Natural History, and Natural Philosophy, of
the Frame of the human Mind & c. when undertaken and pursued with
benevolent and pious Intentions, lead to more elegant Problems, and

o - : 29
surprising Discoveries. . . .
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She i1s, of course, the 1dol of the Westminster Review, and other oracles of
that peculiar party; which, by all persons but themselves, is held to be
the most nauseous mixture of the absurd and the abominable that
existed. . . . it was indeed a wonder that such themes should occupy the
pen of any lady, old or young, without exciting a disgust nearly
approaching to horror. . . . Here is Miss Harriet in the full enjoyment of
economical philosophy; her tea-things, her ink-bottle, her skillet, her

scuttle, her chair, are all of the Utilitarian model. . . .
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Summary

The lustrations of Political Economy (1832-34) and

the Unitarian Intellectual Tradition

Maiko Ohtake

The llustrations of Political Economy (1832-34) was a monthly series aiming
to popularize basic ideas and principles of political economy to the general
public. It is well-known that the series became an unprecedented success
selling as many as 10,000 copies for each number and making its author
Harriet Martineau a national celebrity. Although the series sunk into
obscurity fairly quickly and has long been neglected until recently, the
impact and implication of such a phenomenal publishing feat are worth
reconsidering. This paper examines the multi-layered novelties of this work,
which made it not only extremely popular but also severely criticized.

The primary aspect of this series’ novelty is its method of ‘illustration.” It
conveys specific concepts of political economy by incorporating them into
imaginative fictional tales, which contributed greatly to its popularity. On
the other hand, the way it presents the political economy as an unfailing
guide to the solution for all sorts of social issues provoked severe attacks
from conservative writers and critics who were suspicious of this newly
emerging social science. Lastly, the fact that Martineau addressed problems
of politics and economy, which belonged to the public sphere rather than
to the private sphere that had been regarded as appropriate for female
writers, made her a target of scathing attacks to male writers from the
opposing side, who labeled her ‘unfeminine.’

Behind these multiple novelties lies the Unitarian intellectual tradition
and human network. The moral philosophy of David Hartley (1705-1757)

Studies in Victorian Culture, No. 21 (2023)
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and Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), which provided the founding principles of
Unitarianism, influenced young Martineau most significantly. Her treatment
of political economy as an unfailing source of wisdom seems to have
derived from their philosophy, particularly their ‘necessarianism,” which
supposed the divine laws governing the universe. Finally, one cannot
neglect the role of the Monthly Repository, a Unitarian periodical, in
providing Martineau with invaluable experience and a network to become a

professional writer.






