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From public to private epiphanies:

Jane Austen, Mary Wollstonecraft, Edmund Burke and the spots of time

Professor Janet Todd (University of Cambridge)

The political writers of the 1790s, radical and conservative, describe moments close to
Wordsworth’s psychological ‘spots of time’, climactic instances that take a person beyond
ordinary quotidian life, whether in a crowd or in isolation, and produce or strengthen intuitive
understanding. The politically radical writers, Mary Wollstonecraft, Richard Price, and Helen
Maria Williams, all portray such moments, as does their conservative opponent Edmund
Burke. Interestingly, Wollstonecraft in her last years seems to move to the more Romantic
inward use of the visionary or still ‘spot of time’. Jane Austen, a writer from a couple of decades
later and often seen in opposition to these earlier overtly political authors, in the novels begun
in Chawton (Persuasion and Mansfield Park) uses such moments in the way one would expect:
to reveal the depths of an inner life. This is not my subject here but the more surprising fact

that in Emma she gives such moments some political resonance.
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