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In “Miss Sedgwick’s Works,” published in The London and 
Westminster Review in 1838, Harriet Martineau, who equates fiction 
with “a transcript of actual life,” coupled with “the feeling heart” and “the 
analytical power,”1 claims Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s novels in the 
1820s and 1830s as belonging to “the specimens in the middle class 
fiction” (“SW,” 45) in “the third rank of fictions”(“SW,” 46), because they 
draw on “extraordinary adventures” (“SW,” 46) instead of “the new 
principles on which society is founded, and of the new relations under 
which it grows up” (“SW,” 45).  Of the five “political”2 novels published in 
the two decades, Martineau devotes a more detailed critical discussion to 
Redwood and The Linwoods than A New-England Tale and Hope Leslie.3  
She sees the chief object of A New-England Tale; or, Sketches of 
New-England Character and Manners to be “to contrast a pharisaical 
with a genuine religion” (“SW,” 47), which is “old, and as difficult as 
disagreeable in the treatment” (“SW,” 47), rather than “the presentation 
of sketches of life and manners in New England” (“SW,” 46).  On the 
strength of her disapproval of Sedgwick’s tendency toward “improbable” 
(“SW,” 55) adventures, she estimates highly Sedgwick’s delineation of the 
agony and humiliation of a black slave Africk in her criticism of Redwood; 
A Tale as being “well told, and all too probable in its woes” (“SW,” 50); and 
yet, for all that, she judges “the unbelief of Redwood, brought into 
contrast with the fanaticism of the Shakers” to be “of a kind which exists 
nowhere but in books” (“SW,” 49).4  Admiring Hope Leslie; or, Early 
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Times in the Massachusetts greatly for “many characters of which 
English fiction affords no precedent”(“SW,” 55) like the Puritans and the 
Native Americans drawn from the history of the first days of 
Massachusetts,5 she criticizes Sedgwick for selecting in The Linwoods; or, 
“Sixty Years Since” in America such great historical personages as George 
Washington and Marquis de La Fayette on the basis of her judgment that 
it takes historical great figures “ages” to become “fit” subjects for fiction in 
which “there are no affections, no associations of reality in readers’ minds 
to be offended by the substitution of an author’s conceptions for theirs” 
(“SW,” 58).  A closer look at Redwood and The Linwoods, the two works 
of Sedgwick’s that invited Martineau’s seemingly arbitrary critical 
responses, in conjunction with close interaction between Sedgwick and 
Martineau in terms of appropriateness of resistance to authority, can 
bring some decisive evidence to bear upon the advisability and/or 
expediency of resistance in the form of abolitionism that demanded deep 
contemplation from Sedgwick in those two decades, extending into the 
controversy between liberalism and republicanism.6   

Sedgwick’s political novels, as Susan Harris observes, represent not 
only “contemporary debates over race, gender, and class,” but also the 
debate about “resisting legitimate authority—when resistance is 
appropriate, who has the ‘right’ to undertake it, and what its limits and 
consequences should be.”7  The appropriateness of resistance to 
“legitimate authority,” however, is conditioned by the question of whether 
authority, de jure or de fact, can be incontestably and securely established 
as such in the United States, in which Sedgwick saw noticeable 
differences in social values and norms developed in geographically and 
culturally diverse regions.  Sedgwick’s and Martineau’s view of 
resistance, therefore, is inevitably involved in “the incorporation of the 
historicity and the historic contingency of conflict.”8   



 
 

- 35 - 
 

After a long visit to the United States for two years in 1834-1836, 
Martineau published Society in America in 1837, propounding her critical 
views on political, social, and moral issues of the country.  In the work of 
“a compound of philosophy and fact”9 she confesses as a preliminary to a 
realization of the “danger of not fully apprehending the principles” on 
which American society is constructed and of “erring” in applying “the 
facts which came under my notice” (SA, iv) to them, but her strong 
disposition to admire democratic institutions induces her to find “how far 
the people of the United States lived up to, or fell below, their own theory” 
(SA, vi).  While supposing the United States as “the daughter of 
England,” freed from “a military despotism” (SA, 8), which established “a 
true theory of government, by reasoning from the principles of human 
nature, as well as from the experience of governments” (SA, 2-3) and 
demonstrated “the capacity of mankind for self-government” (SA, 6), she 
is so “strongly convinced of anything, in opposition to the opinion of any or 
many others,” as to “entertain a suspicion that there is more evidence on 
the other side than I see” (SA, 354).  As regards “every argument that 
can possibly be adduced in vindication or palliation of slavery, under any 
circumstances now existing,” she declares that she knows “the whole of its 
theory;—a declaration that I dare not make with regard to, I think, any 
other subject whatever” (SA, 354).  She avows openly that “nothing 
rational” can be offered in extenuation or justification of “the protraction 
of slavery” (SA, 354) in the United States, thus guaranteeing that her 
social realism will look beneath “a wide superficies of argument which 
will no more bear a touch than pond-ice, on the last day of thaw” (SA, 
355).10  For her there are only two alternatives between which one has to 
choose concerning abolitionism: the Divine will or a human compact. She 
saw the Sedgwicks’ attitudes toward slavery as “constitutionally timid,”11 
condemning them for worshipping the Act of Union, “a human decree 
which contravenes the laws of Nature” (HMA, 1: 376).12   
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Sedgwick, in contrast, who paid a fifteen-month visit to Europe in 
1839-40, revealed herself to be “thoroughly republican and 
New-Worldish”13 in her way of looking at the Old World in Letters from 
Abroad to Kindred at Home, published in 1841.  She criticizes the 
English for “tilling another’s land,” “a blind submission to a transmitted 
faith and an imposed priest,” and “an inevitable obedience to absolute 
rulers and oppressive laws,”14 but she put her hand to the plow with the 
preliminary remark, as if to remonstrate herself, that “Travellers should 
be forgiven their monstrous errors when we find there are so few on 
whose sound judgments we can rely, of the character of their own people 
and the institutions of their own country”(LAKH, 100).  Tellingly, she 
places “monstrous errors” that travelers make dogmatically as if they 
were objective observers, in juxtaposition with a warning against too 
much self-confidence and self-conceit in “sound judgments” that natives 
tend to form concerning the character of their own people and the 
institutions of their own country.  

Sedgwick saw her own country, not as a society that fully 
demonstrated “the capacity of mankind for self-government” as 
Martineau presupposes in Society in America, but as “the land where the 
most thorough and hopeful experiment of the capacity of the human race 
for knowledge, virtue, happiness, and self-government is now making” 
(LAKH, 102).  As she observes in the Preface of Redwood, her country is 
“beyond parallel, free, happy, and abundant,” but “no Arcadia.”15  She 
has “little sympathy with that narrow-minded patriotism which claims 
honours that are not yet merited” (R, I: xi); she feels “a deep and heart-felt 
pride” and “a just pride” in “the increasing intelligence, the improving 
virtue, and the rising greatness of our country,” because she locates there 
“something which more excites the imagination and interests the 
affections in expanding energy and rapid improvement, than even in 
perfection itself, were that attainable on this earth” (R, 1: xi).  In her 
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exploration of “expanding energy and rapid improvement” of the country 
three issues excited her imagination and interested her affections 
resulting from her social and family background: abolitionism, federalism, 
and Unitarianism, the first encompassing the latter two.  They had 
influenced her view of the politics and culture of her own country to a 
notable degree before she set out as an author of the aforesaid political 
novels. 

Slavery and abolitionism arrested the Sedgwicks’ attention as one of 
the most conspicuous among the issues involving the establishment of the 
United States.  Elizabeth Freeman, or Mumbet, for instance, who 
became acquainted with the Bill of Rights and the issue of the new 
Massachusetts Constitution, called on Catharine’s father Theodore for 
help to sue for freedom, which she gained in 1781 before Massachusetts 
passed the act to prohibit slavery.  She stood out in Sedgwick’s memories 
as a woman who had “a clear and nice perception of justice, and a stern 
love of it, an uncompromising honesty in word and deed, and conduct of 
high intelligence,” so that she was “a remarkable exception to the general 
character of her race” whose moral sense was confounded by “[i]njustice 
and oppression.”16  

Sedgwick’s private knowledge of slavery that was not easily 
incorporated into the theoretical framework of clear-cut dichotomization 
as in Martineau’s was connected to another seemingly unrelated political 
issue, the conflict between Federalists and Democrats, prompting her to 
take a cautious attitude toward radical political or social change.  She 
confesses in her recollections of childhood that she “entered fully, and 
with the faith and ignorance of childhood, into the prejudices of the time,” 
saying that she thought every Democrat was “grasping, dishonest, and 
vulgar” (LLCS, 65), but her view of dogmas in politics stayed tempered by 
much caution, often doubt or skepticism as well.  “A Reminiscence of 
Federalism,” published in The Token in 1834, for instance, corroborates 
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her skeptical attitude toward being too exclusively dogmatic and 
one-sided in ways that preclude “sense and reason.”17   Inscribed as 
“Humble Expression of the Respect and Affection of the Author” to 
Martineau, the short story delineates one of “the subjects that have 
broken the world” into “opposed and contending parties” (“Reminiscence,” 
10).18  Seeing unprincipled dogmas in religion or politics as liable to 
create “hatred, enmity, and strife” among men, Sedgwick compares the 
debate which breaks the world into opposition and contention to “a snag” 
that interposes “unbroken surface” of a stream but that eventually 
“chance or time” will sweep away in its “natural unruffled union” 
(“Reminiscence,” 9-10)  

Lastly, Unitarianism urged Catharine to caution against 
unprincipled action.  In 1821, shortly before his death Theodore 
converted to Unitarianism, engaging his daughter Catharine and her 
brothers Henry and Robert in the tenet of gradual abolition, advocated by 
William Ellery Channing.  In contrast to William Lloyd Garrison and 
other radical abolitionists, Channing advanced the cause of anti-slavery 
as “a moral crusade.”19 Unlike Martineau, a Unitarian who was “a 
thorough-going partisan of the Garrisonian wing of abolitionism,”20 the 
Sedgwicks acted in concert with the Unitarians who developed “an 
evolutionary (or historical), not a static, view of human and social 
development whereby they stressed the importance of reason, free will, 
discipline, and arduous study as aids to improve the mental and moral 
capacities and, indeed, the spiritual development of human beings.”21 

Martineau tolerated no other views about American identity but her own 
that “the American nation is composed almost entirely of the vast 
majority who coarsely boast, and the small minority who timidly despair, 
of the Republic” and that “a few wise men, under solemn and inspiring 
influences, laid down a loftier political programme than their successors 
were able to fulfill” (HMA, 2: 120).22 Catharine in turn criticized 
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Martineau for her attitude toward slavery and abolitionism as dogmatical.  
With “a single eye to general good” and “the light of philosophy and 
religion on her path,” she observes in her journal for 1835 when 
Martineau returned from her Southern and Western tour and visited 
Stockbridge, that Martineau devotes herself to “mak[ing] bread more 
plentiful in the husbandman’s dwelling,” and to “still[ing] the cry of 
hunger forever in the poor man’s cottage, and with the bread that 
perisheth to give him that which cometh down from heaven,” (LLCS, 241), 
while her enthusiasm is “not always manifestly supported by reason, now 
and then bordering on the dogmatical,” and “like all travelers” she is 
“liable to false judgments from one-sided views” (LLCS, 242). 

Redwood and The Linwoods unfold Sedgwick’s American-style 
approaches to the conflict between the Divine will and a human compact, 
contingent on what Martineau calls “the liberties of the republic” (HMA, 
1: 377) that precluded too hasty pursuit of a settlement.  The germ of 
Sedgwick’s idea of gradual progress can be traced to as early as A 
New-England Tale, a tragic rendering of a New England family 
deteriorated by the Puritan doctrine of predestination, along with her 
depiction of Robert Lloyd as a Quaker, and crazy Bet as a middle-aged 
woman who reminds readers of Mumbet in her reference to Shays’ 
Rebellion and her words directed at a black slave Sukey.23 In the 
furtherance of the connection between the Quakers who are “foremost and 
most active in efforts for the abolition of slavery”24 and Mumbet, Sedgwick 
addresses the issue of slavery more demonstratively in her next novel 
Redwood.   

Redwood was the inevitable choice Sedgwick made to grapple 
squarely with slavery and abolitionism.  It delineates the psychology of 
the protagonist Henry Redwood, son of a wealthy planter in Virginia, a 
state where “the patrician rank has escaped in the greatest degree, the 
leveling principle of republicanism” (R, 1: 43).  Baffled and frustrated in 
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his search for “the beauty” and “the moral sublime” (R, 1:44) by the death 
of a black slave on his father’s plantation, Henry then goes on a trip in the 
North, by which he plans to set his daughter Caroline free from 
“indolence, caprices, and tyranny” (R, 1: 78), when he comes across 
another type of religious fervor typified by the Shakers, whose outposts, 
as Sedgwick puts it, “advanced to the frontiers of civilization—to 
Kentucky—Ohio—and Indiana” (R, 2: 35).  Sedgwick’s introduction of 
the “enthusiast” Edmund Westall, whose “interest in the happiness of 
others often led him to a singular forgetfulness of himself” (R, 1: 195) and 
of Shakers into the story which unfolds around the pivot of Henry is of 
great importance to the understanding of the different attitudes toward 
abolitionism manifested by Sedgwick and Martineau, because it discloses 
Sedgwick’s primary focus on civic order and property rights as an 
essential issue in dealing with abolition in this work.  

Henry’s innate love of the virtues that “illustrate the pages of the 
moralists” and “the examples of heroism” (R, 1: 44) is most fully 
sharpened and harmed by one incident: his seeing a black slave in agony 
on his father’s plantation.  At first he attempts to escape from the real 
world of the Southern plantation system embodied by his father, by 
associating with Edmund, son of a neighboring planter whose virtue and 
human love for all strike a chord with him, but incidents involving a 
Southern plantation expose to his view the tragic life of Africk, a black 
slave who, once torn away from his wife and two daughters at a slave 
auction where Henry’s father bought him, kills his own son to cut “the 
cord that bound [the latter] to captivity” and endures “the galling of his 
own chains” (R, 1: 50-51).  A Christian faith, inspired by a homily 
delivered with Henry’s father’s permission, subsequently brings him, 
forlorn and forsaken, back to “the human family” (R, 1: 51), uniting him 
with others.  Yet it encourages him to keep long vigils after hard labor, 
resulting in his physical condition taking a turn for the worse and leading 
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to whipping and abatement of his daily food ordered by Henry’s father.  
Repulsed by “the intolerable oppression” (R, 1: 52) inflicted on Africk, 
Henry entreats his father to deal with him more tenderly.  Eventually, 
Africk’s rescue of a female slave from whipping leads to his own brutal 
scourging by the overseer, and then to his sudden escape from the 
plantation.  Henry seeks for him in the premises of Westall’s plantation 
where he sees Africk express his thanks for Edmund’s “combination of 
faith, hope, and charity” (R, 1: 55) and breathe his last, begging Edmund 
to pray to God to save him when his “fair lands [are] drenched” with the 
blood of his wife and little ones among “the cry of revenge” (R, 1: 56).  

Edmund’s response to the slavery question to stop its tragedy is one 
proposed as more radical than a Washington-Jefferson type of 
emancipation.  He grows up to be a planter and emancipates many of his 
own slaves during his lifetime and leaves a will in which he orders the 
liberation of all other slaves after his death, giving them freedom to 
remain in the plantation if they want to.  He implements his will to free 
his family from “the curse” (R, 1: 56) of slavery, selling his own plantation 
to send his wife and son to the North.  Henry says to her daughter 
Caroline, who scoffs at what he calls “the curse of slavery” (R, 1: 183) and 
emphasizes the danger of “the freed slaves” (R, 2: 183): “in resigning 
[Edmund’s] property in [the slaves] he merely restored to them a natural 
right which they had received from their Creator, and which he had only 
withheld in the hope of fitting them to enjoy it, but which he would not 
leave in the power of any one to detain from them” (R, 1: 184).25  

By contrast, the alternative approach to the peculiar institution that 
Henry is allowed to adopt at Edmund’s “instigation” to bring “benefit” to 
the other negroes (R, 1: 60) never paves the way for a “professed dislike of 
slavery,” so “deep-rooted and unconquerable” (R, 1: 184) as to put a 
southern plantation “much in the condition of a cart without a horse” (R, 
1: 185).  When Henry carries the body of Africk back to his father’s 
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plantation and admonishes his harsh treatment of the slaves, the latter 
yields to the former’s arguments because of the prospect of greater 
economic gain.  Although the scene of Africk’s last moments haunts his 
imagination “like a voice from Heaven” (R, 1: 58), Henry eventually fails 
to maintain “some enthusiasm in the cause of benevolence” (R, 1: 60), due 
to “the most perfect indolence at home” of his father and his mother’s lack 
of “courage to assert the rights of virtue, or power to impress them on her 
children” (R, 1: 44).  In the Southern social environment lacking in the 
leveling principle of republicanism, he even hesitates to disclose to his 
parents his secret marriage to Mary Erwine, an “innocent, and beautiful, 
and religious” woman without “fortune” or “connexions” (R, 1: 61).  To 
find his way out of the difficult situation caused by what he calls the “rash 
indulgence of boyish passion” (R, 1: 61), he just hopes to seek “an 
unforeseen accession of fortune, political advancement, or any of the 
thousand chances that happen to fortune’s favourites” (R, 1: 63).  His 
infirmity of purpose goes further; he is instigated into going on a tour to 
Europe by Alsop, a college friend affected by “reckless and busy infidelity” 
(R, 1: 45), at the expense of the money borrowed from his father on the 
promise that he will marry his cousin.  After his departure Mary reads a 
letter intended for Alsop but inadvertently sent to her by Henry, leaves 
Virginia for some retreat in the North in “an abyss of hopeless misery” (R, 
1: 67), and gives birth to Ellen Bruce in Philadelphia.  After his return to 
the United States, Henry marries his cousin Maria Manning, “the idol of 
fashion and the favourite of fortune” (R, 1: 77) so that he will not 
“disappoint” his father’s “favourite project” and “provoke his most 
inveterate prejudices” (R, 1: 62).  Thus, despite an orientation to good 
and conscience, his indetermination and inadvertency caused by the 
linked issues of slavery and inheritance of property in the South deprive 
him of all opportunity of becoming “the benefactor of his country, its 
ornament and blessing” (R, 1: 43). 
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Sedgwick produces a Northern trip to come up with a quite different 
solution to Henry’s predicament caused by the Southern institution.  To 
find a way out of the cul-de-sac of the Southern way of life for his 
daughter by marrying her to Edmund’s son Charles, Henry goes on a trip 
with her in the North, where he meets with an accident and gets injured, 
which puts him in a heterogeneous cultural environment.  Through his 
contact with the Lenoxes, a family of New-England farmers who help him 
recover from injury, he comes to know his other daughter Ellen Bruce, 
and Mrs. Allen, a woman who brought her up after her mother’s death.  
Henry’s self-alienation caused by his thwarted aspirations is restored to 
normal by the abiding faith in God shown by Ellen, but this regeneration 
is interwoven into a number of episodes surrounding the inheritance of 
property, connected with each other by the issue of the Shaker community 
in the North. 

The issue of inheritance of property and civic order is a key to a full 
understanding of Sedgwick’s true intent in her introduction of Shakers 
into the story instead of Quakers as specimens of efforts for the abolition 
of slavery.  While describing in A New-England Tale Robert Lloyd, a 
Quaker who helps protagonist Jane Elton out of a religious and economic 
plight created by the Wilsons, as a “disinterested” man who could “weave 
the happiness of others” by “imitat[ing] the Parent of the universe” (A 
New-England Tale, 120), she represents Anne Lee in Redwood as being 
“by the charitable deemed an enthusiast—by those of severer judgment, 
an impostor” (R, 1: 129).  Just as she observes in her journal for 1835 
when Martineau returned from her Southern and Western tour and 
visited Stockbridge, that the latter devotes herself to “mak[ing] bread 
more plentiful in the husbandman’s dwelling,” and to “still[ing] the cry of 
hunger forever in the poor man’s cottage, and with the bread that 
perisheth to give him that which cometh down from heaven”(LLCS, 241), 
she deduces in Redwood that Lee couples “practical wisdom” with “the 
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wildest fanaticism,” adding that the founder of Shakerism deceives 
herself that she “proved that she understood the intricate machine of the 
human mind, when she declared that temporal prosperity was the 
indication and should be the reward of spiritual fidelity” (R, 2: 37).26  

Sedgwick goes beyond the admiration for “many valuable 
contrivances by which toil is lightened and success insured” into an 
insightful analysis of “some of the absurdities of the shaker faith” by 
which “foreigners and strangers from all parts of our union” are “shocked 
or disgusted” (R, 2: 37).  Not defining the Shakers’ “absurdities” 
explicitly, she sets her focus on evaluating the “prosperity” (R, 2: 37) of 
their agriculture.  She mentions about “the results of their industry, 
ingenuity, order, frugality, and temperance” that their skillful cultivation 
preserves them from many of “the disasters that fall like a curse” on “the 
world’s people,” such as frosts, blast, mildew, “mischievous” daisies, and 
“bristled” Canada thistles (R, 2: 37-38).  Then to sum up the whole 
matter into a single vivid sentence, she quotes from the Bible concerning 
spiritual life, coupling the wrath of God on the earth with assurance of 
salvation that comes from leaving one’s family and giving up worldly 
wealth:  

 
It is sufficiently manifest that this felicity is the natural consequence 
and appropriate reward of their skill, vigilance, and unwearied toil, 
but they believe it (or affect to believe it) to be a spiritual 
blessing—an assurance of peculiar favour, like that which exempted 
the Israelites from the seven Egyptian plagues—an accomplishment 
of the promise that every one that “hath forsaken houses, or 
brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or 
lands for my name’s sake, shall receive an hundredfold.” (R, 2:38) 
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In her detailed account of the emotions of Emily Allen, who comes to find 
the lack of “natural feeling” (R, 2: 44) in the “dungeon” (R, 2: 18) of the 
Shaker village and doubt the existence of the Shaker society by 
“prescriptive divine right” (R, 2: 57) through her contact with a frank 
gardener, Sedgwick makes an ironical comment on the Shakers in the 
above quotation who, in order to protect themselves from the seven 
plagues, quoted from Revelation 16:1-21 and closely connected with ten 
calamities inflicted on Egypt in Exodus 5, presuppose the breakup of 
familial love and relationship, based on Matthew 19:27-29.  She prompts 
readers to compare the italicized part of her reference to Matthew 19 
quoted above with what Anne Lee says to allure Emily’s aunt Susan Allen 
into her society: “ye shall have in this world an hundred fold, and in the 
world to come, life everlasting” (R, 2: 29).  Henry’s leaving Ellen’s mother 
Mary stranded without resources, and the failure of Lee’s words via 
Susan to assure Emily of the Shaker society’s “divine impulse” (R, 2: 57) 
underline the ironic gap between “panegyric” bestowed by Sedgwick on 
the “moral conduct” of the “harmless, just and upright” Shakers (R, 2: 40) 
and their “assurance of peculiar favour.” 27 

Abolition of private property and the traditional family propounded 
by the Shakers as a prerequisite of abolishing “the cause of greed and 
violence,”28 is counterposed by “the spirit of our blessed religion” with no 
“bigotry to any of the forms with which accident, pride, or prejudice has 
invested it” (R, 1: 157): Ellen Bruce’s “spirit of love and of reconciliation” 
(R, 1: 94).  Born out of wedlock and orphaned by the death of her mother, 
she experiences “the holy ministration” of “our human affections” (R, 1: 
131), such as her adoption by Mrs. Allen and an offer of adoption by Mrs. 
Harrison.  She is, in turn, “exclusively occupied with the sufferings of 
others,” and “lit up with that divine expression of tender compassion, 
which, to a religious imagination, is the peculiar attribute of an angel’s 
face” (R, 1: 112).  For instance, when she goes sketching the landscape, 
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she chooses out of many a little hut and a “half-withered” tree, where she 
finds Peggy, an orphan whose eyesight is damaged by measles, living with 
her aunt, an Englishwoman who came from Canada, and teaches her 
sewing, hymns and songs for three or four hours every day, and then goes 
so far as to help her to restore her sight by operation.  This episode spurs 
Henry Redwood, who comes to know it during his walk while staying at 
the Lenoxes, to feel himself influenced by “the obscure virtues” (R, 1: 262) 
of her religion that “neither ask nor expect earthly notice or reward” (R, 1: 
263).   

It is worth noting here that Sedgwick’s characterization of Ellen’s 
“tender compassion” goes hand in hand with her emphasis of the 
usefulness of inherited property.  For instance, Ellen cares for Mrs. Allen, 
an adoptive parent who suffers from Emily’s joining the Shakers as well 
as from the debt that her husband Justin has left due to his fruitless 
endeavor to cover up the loss because of the damage from fire on their 
house by embarking on “a mercantile enterprise” to get “easy acquisitions 
of trade” (R, 1: 158).  She makes “the best use” of her “little inheritance” 
in “appropriating” it so that Mrs. Allen can redeem “a valuable portion of 
her property” (R, 1: 163).  

Deborah Lenox, an Amazon with the spirit of independence as well 
as benevolence, whom Martineau highly praises as “capital—drawn to the 
life” in “Miss Sedgwick’s Works,” helps and guides Ellen through 
adversity with her “earnest words,” the “living pathos” of her deeds and “a 
deep repose” (“SW,” 50), one instance of which exemplifies her attitudes 
toward property.  When asked by Henry, who cannot escape his destiny 
of “feel[ing] right” and “act[ing] wrong” (R, 1: 266), about “an easy rule” to 
become “god-like on the earth” (R, 1: 210), she advises that he make “the 
cause of the poor thine own” (R, 1: 210), inducing him to give five hundred 
dollars to Ellen.  When on their “crusade” (R, 1: 261) to the village of 
Shakers to rescue Emily out of “her unnatural seclusion” (R, 1: 260) Ellen 
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refuses to accept the sum, Deborah cautions against Ellen’s decline of 
Henry’s offer that she afforded an incentive to.  Admitting Ellen’s “meek 
and quiet spirit” (R, 1: 233) as “the best riches” (R, 2: 187), she observes 
that “there’s neither quails nor manna now-a-days, and one must look a 
little to the needful” (R, 2: 187).  Significantly, in her letter to Ellen given 
at the end of the story she verifies the latter’s decline of property as due to 
her prayer like “Agur's prayer—give me neither poverty nor riches,” not 
to the fact that she “despised” property (R, 2: 289).  Sedgwick seemingly 
attempts to temper her ironical criticism of the Shakers by saying in the 
same letter to Ellen that Emily has learned “many prudent and 
prospering ways” among the Shakers that will make “a first-rate wife,” 
but inevitably reveals her true intent: “if [the Shakers] could be prevailed 
on to turn their settlement into a school to bring up young folks for the 
married state, they would be a blessing to the world, instead of a spectacle 
to show how much wisdom and how much folly may be mixed up together” 
(R, 2: 283). 

Sedgwick seeks the reconciliation between Ellen and Caroline, 
Henry’s half-daughters and symbols of the North and the South 
respectively, through transference of property by inheritance.  When 
Caroline elopes with Captain Fitzgerald near the ending of the story and 
her wiles are brought to light, Ellen urges Charles to take Caroline back 
to Henry, and then forgives her, when she returns, for her “slights” and 
“insults” (R, 2: 270).  Caroline inherits the Redwood fortune, with Henry 
in custody, which comes from Caroline’s mother Maria Manning.  
Despite Ellen’s declining Caroline’s generous offer to convey a large 
portion of her fortune to Ellen, the story ends with the premature death of 
Caroline in the West Indies after her marriage to Fitzgerald, and Ellen’s 
taking charge of educating her half-sister’s daughter.  The ending of 
Redwood suggests the negation of a Northern replacement of the 
Southern institution in the form of Shakerism by implying the 
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inheritance of Maria Manning’s property from Henry through Caroline to 
Ellen.29  

The importance of the inheritance of property is underlined by its 
inclusion as a main theme of the story involving other important 
characters around Ellen.  Grace Campbell, with whom Ellen gets 
confidential on her way to the village of Shakers, says to the latter that 
she loathes inheriting her uncle’s property, because she has been brought 
up among the Moravians, who stressed the importance of living an ethical 
Christian life and took an early lead in challenging slavery; she insists 
that receiving “the rich inheritance” requires “the hardest slavery, the 
slavery of the mind, the complete subjection of the will” (R, 2: 191).  Yet, 
in attempting to keep out of her uncle’s control by sharing his property 
with her cousin Fenton Campbell, she comes to know the latter’s virtue of 
“thriftiness” (R, 2: 197) and loving support for his family, while her acts 
deeply impress him, motivating him to appear as Howard, a Bostonian.  
Their sympathetic understanding of each other resulting from their 
loathing of inheritance leads them to their union based on shared 
inheritance.  By contrast, Reuben Harrington, an elder Shaker who 
abuses Emily mentally and kidnaps her to marry, turns to his own 
advantage the Shakers’ supposition of “communal life in which all 
property is held in common ownership”30; he absconds with their funds by 
saying that “The Israelites were commanded to spoil the Egyptians, and 
we are . . . ordered, to take of the lucre (which belongeth equally to our 
brethren and to us) in order to help us forward in our blessed mission, and 
to reward our labours” (R, 2: 48).  If “the religious principle, with all its 
attendant doubts, hopes, fears, enthusiasm, and hypocrisy,” as Sedgwick 
observes in the Introduction, is “a mighty agent in moulding human 
character,” and if it finds with “propriety” “a place in a work whose object 
it is to delineate that character” (R, 1: ix), “the perfection of earth and the 
beauty of heaven built up and fitly framed together” (R, 2: 288), shown in 
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Ellen’s restoration of her father’s serenity, connotes the necessarily 
interwoven relation between the religious fervor and the inheritance of 
property.  

After turning in Clarence (1830) to a tragic unfolding of racial 
amalgamation and the antithesis between nature and artificial society, 
Sedgwick takes a dauntlessly explicit step to the issue of slavery in The 
Linwoods correlated with the nascent idea of federalism during the 
embryonic years of nationhood.  The work offers “a representation of 
heroes,” contrary to Martineau’s literary warning, whose “living voice has 
scarcely died away upon the ear of the existing generation” (“SW,” 58), 
revealing her strong devotion to federalism to demonstrate the 
possibilities of Americans’ “shared heritage.”31    

In the rendering of the embryonic years of the country Sedgwick does 
not set up a rigid dichotomy in the work concerning regional differences 
but addresses herself to “the ties that bind together the human family,” 
exhibited in “new force and beauty”32 through the antithesis between 
liberty and arbitrary rule.  The work offers “a representation of heroes” 
(“SW,” 58), revealing her strong association of democracy with federalism.  
The characters in the story can be roughly divided according to this 
scheme into two groups.  One group, which includes Eliot Lee, a New 
Englander, and Herbert Linwood, a New Yorker, represents the 
independence and self-government of the Patriots, and the other, which 
includes Herbert’s father Robert Linwood, and Herbert and Eliot’s mutual 
friend Jasper Meredith, supports loyalty to Great Britain. 

Into the clash between these two groups Sedgwick interweaves the 
“romance” of “purity of the institution of marriage,” so as to “value the 
soul and its high offices above all earthly consideration” (L, 2: 286), 
setting up another strand of the plot involving Eliot’s sister Bessie, whose 
mission is “to keep alive and tend with vestal fidelity the fires of charity 
and love” (L, 1: 60), Herbert’s sister Isabella, a “rebel chieftainess” (L, 1: 
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32) with “what our Shaker friends would call a leading gift” (L, 1: 33-34), 
and Jasper’s fiancée Anne Seton, an “independent, true, and 
kind-hearted” (L, 2: 68) English lady who eventually adopts “the true 
American order of merit” (L, 2: 275).  To fuse these two strands of plot to 
reinforce each other, Sedgwick offers a vivid representation of heroes, 
contrary to Martineau’s warning, whose “living voice has scarcely died 
away upon the ear of the existing generation” (“SW,” 58); George 
Washington functions in Sedgwick’s scheme to strengthen the “ties” of 
sympathy and fraternity between Eliot and Herbert, while La Fayette 
serves to help Bessie carry out her difficult journey to New York, where 
Jasper’s relationships with Bessie, Isabella, and Anne are explored 
through his contrast with Eliot and Herbert.        

Sedgwick represents Eliot Lee as being born and raised in Westbrook 
near Boston, propounding the idea of the landing of the Mayflower at 
Plymouth as the fundamental American political symbol; Americans have 
not been “goaded to resistance by oppression,” nor “fretted and chafed, 
with bits and collars, to madness,” she maintains, but estimated “the 
worth of independence and the right of self-government,” sacrificing 
themselves for “the prospective good of their children” (L, 1: 102).  The 
unfolding of the story reveals her intention to show how the spirit of 
independence, or “the transmitted spirit of freedom, sown at broadcast by 
our Pilgrim fathers” (L, 1: 102), began to take root in American regions.   

Putting “the worth of independence and the right of self-government” 
over “the angry impatience of overburdened animals” is demonstrated 
most compellingly by Herbert Linwood.  Being early disposed toward 
“love of self-direction” (L, 1: 33), he develops “the germe of his whiggism” 
(L, 1: 33) into the spirit of independence, by studying in New England, a 
region which “has from the first been a favourite school for the youth from 
the middle and southern states” (L, 1: 33).  Yet in maintaining “the 
dignified resolve of thinking beings” (L, 1:102), he is alienated from his 
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family in New York, where his father Robert openly avows that he would 
prefer to starve to death rather than tasting “a crumb of bread that was 
the reward of rebellion” (L, 1: 62), and others are “unduly excited” by the 
“monstrous” tales of the atrocities that the New Englanders have 
performed on the tories (L, 1: 255).  He is tormented by a sense of 
dishonoring his father, or what Isabella calls breaking “the third 
commandment” (L, 1: 60).   

Eliot’s mission given by Washington to meet Sir Henry Clinton spurs 
Herbert to strike a balance between fulfilling his filial duty and pursuing 
the cause of independence, and then Isabella to commence political action 
against the British.  When Eliot is sent to New York on a mission given 
by Washington to meet Sir Henry Clinton, Herbert follows him under the 
guise of Kisel without Eliot’s noticing it to see his family.  He is arrested 
as a whig, but his rash acts transform Isabella into a sympathizer of the 
independence and self-government of the Patriots.  At first she 
attributes “self-originating prejudices,” pervading the country, against 
“the legitimate rights of the mother country over her wayward, ungrateful 
child” (L, 1: 64), to the “‘all-sufficient, self-sufficient, and insufficient” (L, 
1: 65) New Englanders, but in a struggle to release Herbert from 
imprisonment she perceives “the folly of measuring American society by a 
European standard” and of “permitting its vigorous youth to be cramped 
and impaired by transmitted manacles and shackles,” and seeks to use 
the “faculties” Heaven has endowed her with “freely and independently” 
(L, 1: 210), culminating in “enthusiasm in the American cause” (L, 2: 261).  

As well as functioning as a link between Eliot and Herbert, 
Washington, who observes that “[Americans’] extent of territory and 
gradual settlement, will enable them to maintain something like a war of 
posts, against the invasion of luxury, dissipation, and corruption,”33 
motivates the story to develop the antithesis between “the true American 
order of merit” and “the artificial and vicious society of Europe.”  The 
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quest for liberty is further reinforced by the antithesis between 
democracy and aristocracy or feudalism.  Jasper Meredith plays the role 
of the antagonist that questions the American cause and values.  In the 
character of a man “of the privileged order” and “connected with many a 
noble family in the mother country” (L, 1: 41), whose tastes are 
“aristocratic and feudal” (L, 1: 68), he holds in low esteem Bessie’s virtue 
as coming from “a seclusion almost equal to that of Prospero’s isle” (L, 1: 
76), devastating what is “all sentiment, refinement, imagination” (L, 1: 
54).  When he fails to capture the affection of Isabella due to her distrust 
of “his miserable vanity” (L, 2: 190), he exerts himself to contract a 
marriage with Anne Seton, but his ambition is utterly shattered by 
Seton’s breaking away from “the artificial and vicious society of Europe” 
where “youth and beauty” are bartered for money for “the merely legal 
union of persons and fortunes” into the American advocacy of “holy and 
most precious bonds with right motives and right feelings” (L, 2: 286).34  

Through the marriage of Eliot Lee and Isabel Linwood, preceded by 
that of Herbert Linwood and Ann Seton, which is approved by Mrs. 
Washington under “the orders of the commander-in-chief” (L, 2: 265), 
industry and frugality, New England characteristics, are presented as a 
model that should be cultivated by people in “a country that is sure to 
smile upon these qualities, and reward them with as much worldly 
prosperity as is necessary to happiness, and safe for virtue” (L, 2: 286).  
Sedgwick argues in the form of the advice of Mary Archer to her niece 
Isabella, that the ongoing antagonism between people in the North and 
the South only “disturbs the sweet accords of nature, sacrilegiously severs 
the bonds by which God has united man to man, and breaks the human 
family into parties and sects of people” (L, 1: 256).  In Mary’s “fairer 
point of view” (L, 1: 257), the Southerners’ tendency to “look with 
contempt on the provident, frugal sons of the Puritans,” and the 
Northerners’, “blinded in their turn,” to “see nothing but the swollen pride 



 
 

- 53 - 
 

of slave-owners and hard-heartedness of slave-drivers in their brethren of 
the south” (L, 1: 256-57), are “earthborn vapours” (L, 1: 256), compared to 
the occupation of the British, “aliens to the soil” trained to “the inhuman 
trade of war” who have “neither ‘built houses nor tilled lands’ here” (L, 1: 
257).  The aristocracy and feudalism of Great Britain is replaced here by 
new American values underlying various localities.  

In the drama of the quest for liberty, thus forcefully demonstrated, to 
achieve the common property of the Union African Americans are 
portrayed as servants, not as slaves; in the then province of New York, 
Sedgwick says, Black slaves were “almost the only servants” (L, 1: 221).  
They are provided with two kinds of roles in the story which are allocated 
according to sex.  One of them is positively represented and played by 
Rose, a female servant and mainstay of the family who is allowed a 
chance to participate in the war, while the other, represented by Jupiter, 
is destined to be deprived of any power and ousted from any participation, 
familial or political.  The former assumes the nurse role in the Linwoods, 
provided with every kind of gift to demonstrate their high evaluation of 
her.  More important, when Isabella is eight years old, she forces her 
father to release Rose from slavery, since she hears her say that any gift 
given her to show their gratitude never frees her from the consciousness 
that she is under “a yoke” which “galls” her, making her feel that she can 
be “bought and sold like the cattle” (L, 1: 221).  When Rose cries that she 
would “die to-morrow to be free to-day” (L, 1: 221), Isabella’s “spirit of 
truth and independence” (L, 1: 222) responds to Rose’s cravings, spurring 
her to work hard to get a prize in school for the best French scholar and 
resulting in the acquisition of the deed of manumission for Rose.   

The restoration of Rose’s “natural rights” (L, 1: 224), which frees her 
from “galling shackles” (L, 1: 224), qualifies her in the capacity of a 
staunch ally for the deliverance of Herbert from the confinement by the 
British.  When his family attempt to help him to escape out of the prison 
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in which he is held after entering New York City and having his identity 
revealed, Rose plays a major part in the plan by switching places with 
him.  After visiting the prison to see him for several days, she succeeds 
in relaxing the wariness of the British, and on a day of decisive action she 
helps him disguise as a black woman to go out of the prison.  Putting on 
a cloak, a mask which Ann and Isabella worked on, and a wig of a black 
person’s hair, he exclaims: “I know some wool that covers a far better 
head than mine—more capable, more discerning; and God never created a 
nobler heart than beats under one black skin” (L, 2: 232).  Her heroism 
goes beyond that.  She surpasses Cunningham, a British provost 
marshal, in physical strength, getting him down when he has found 
Herbert gone to make good the latter’s escape.  She finally goes out of the 
prison unflustered warning Cunningham to keep silent so that nobody 
would know he was immobilized by a black woman.  

It is important to note that black participation in the Revolution is 
limited only to Rose in The Linwoods.  Other blacks are excluded from it.  
When Mary Archer says at an early stage of the story that it will be 
troublesome for Bessie to experience a New York lifestyle where many 
whites are served by black servants, Isabella answers that she needs no 
other black servants than Rosa.  Mary replies, “I believe you would, Belle, 
happier and better too; for the energy which sometimes finds wrong 
channels now, would then be well employed” (L, 1: 35).  This does not 
mean that both of them support abolitionism, but that all black servants 
except for Rosa are just “plagues” (L, 1: 38).  

Typical of “plagues” in the story is Jupiter, “an irreclaimable gossip” 
and “a useless piece of lumber” (L, 2: 202), who is driven out of the 
Linwoods, because Rose “declared that it exceeded the ability of her 
commissary department to supply his rations” (L, 2: 102).  Like his 
friend “general,” who argues that there is nothing left but death to rebels 
who fight for freedom and that if the British were driven away there 
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would be “no balls, no races, no t’eatres, no music, no cast-off rigimentals” 
(L, 1: 225), Jupiter plays the role of one of the “lazy, slavish loons” (L, 1: 
226).  Rose lashes out at his skeptical attitudes toward black 
participation in the Revolution, when he so cynically relates to her how 
Herbert once upheld liberty by saying “all men were born free and equal” 
as to presume it better to say “all men were born white and tall” (L, 1: 
226).   

Jupiter is excluded from the American cause for freedom and 
independence as soon as the story starts.  Isabella and Bessie are 
accompanied by him on their visit to Effi to ask for their fortune, when he 
advises them to retrace their steps because it is drawing toward sunset.  
Isabella, who sees him as “a desperate coward” (L, 1: 16), in her turn, 
scares him by bringing up a story about an old slave insurgency in New 
York.  She points at the hill where the gallows are to remind him of the 
execution of slaves who were involved in the plot.  He alludes to the loss 
of his grandmother and aunts, but she is indifferent to his feelings.  The 
Linwoods gains impetus when Jupiter runs away from the two girls 
frantically. 

Jupiter’s inappropriateness as a potential ally for the achievement of 
freedom and independence is corroborated by the scene toward the end of 
the story where he comes along before the people of the Linwoods, who 
are watching the triumphant entry of the Patriots.  Robert Linwood 
forces himself to believe in “almost any extravagance of the levelling 
Americans” (L, 2: 279), but feels disgusted at the idea of “agrarianism” (L, 
2: 279) on listening to Jupiter, who says he will dine with General 
Washington, while Isabella responds to their former servant by saying 
“New-York will no longer be a place for idlers of any degree” (L, 2: 280).  
Jupiter retorts that “I’m afraid there’ll be too much work and ’fusion for 
me,” adding that he will retire to “the manor,” with “all complacency in a 
classification which sorted him with those whom he styled the genteel” (L, 
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2: 280), and bows and passes on.  Sedgwick only briefly refers here to 
“agrarianism,” “manor” and “genteel,” but readers are invited to read 
Jupiter as an ironic advocate of Washington’s agrarianism that “The 
innate desire for freedom and self-rule makes farming the activity most 
suited to human nature,”35 since Jupiter refuses any laboring, whether on 
farms or in workshops.   

Sedgwick’s exclusion of Jupiter and other African-American males 
from the cultures of the United States functions as a stratagem that seeks 
to establish them as an ineffective element of subversion beyond 
question.36   The Conspiracy of 1741, also known as the Negro Plot of 
1741 or the Slave Insurrection of 1741 in New York, arose from whites’ 
fear of African Americans and made New York “hostile toward slavery as 
an institution” as a reaction from the outrage against African 
Americans.37  By refashioning a black rebellion into the past in her 
characterization of Jupiter and by setting down hostility toward slavery 
as an institution as an incontrovertible fact by Isabella’s “moral crusade” 
for manumission of Rose, Sedgwick proceeded on her new approach to the 
issue of slavery and abolition in The Linwoods, limiting her discourse to 
“the ties that bind together the human family” in the country by allotting 
such non-American values as “artificial and vicious” tendency to barter 
anything holy and human for “money” to Jasper and the British.  

In 1834, when Lydia Maria Child presented Sedgwick with An 
appeal in favor of that class of Americans called Africans (1833) and 
urged her to contribute an article to an antislavery gift book Oasis, 
Sedgwick wrote to her that she did not think “immediate abolition is best 
for the slaves,” demanding prerequisites of conditions suitable for slaves’ 
freedom and self-governing, and pronounced her opinion that “it is the 
part of wisdom to find [slavery as a crime] the safest way to escape the 
consequences.”38  Child blamed Sedgwick for being “very deficient in 
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moral courage,”39 but the latter never wavered in her resolve never to be 
labeled as an advocate of abolitionism until her death. 

In her letter of 10 March, 1860 to Susan Channing Sedgwick 
confessed that she had refused Eliza Follen’s offer to join her at a meeting 
of national Anti-slavery movement, though she unwillingly attended an 
antislavery fair in Boston in 1856.  She wrote that she felt “heartily in 
the great question of humanity that agitates our people,” but hastened to 
add that “so much had been intemperately said, so much rashly urged on 
the death of that noble martyr, John Brown, by the Abolitionists, that it 
was not right to appear among them as one of them” (LLCS, 378).  In her 
letter of 5 January, 1861 to Penelope Russell she expressed her innermost 
feelings by saying that “I cling to the Union as an unweaned child does to 
its mother s breast” (LLCS, 388-89), and observed that “it seems to me we 
should stand in awe, and only pray that God’s will may be done in this 
great matter” (LLCS, 389), forcing herself to admit that God “will permit 
the Southern suicidal madness to rage and prevail to the great end of 
blotting slavery from the land it poisons,” because the United States is 
dominated by “abolition fanaticism” as well as “ultra concession and 
conservatism” (LLCS, 389).  She resigns herself here to the fate of her 
country moving in a different direction from what she thought would be.  
Sedgwick’s approach is, as Dan McKanan argues, to “expand the liberal 
constituency through familial affection and sentimental identification 
rather than to sharpen partisan lines dividing liberals from their 
enemies,”40 but her sentimental and human-interest stories corroborate 
her stoic criticism of the nation which takes its way against her 
expectations.  

In a letter of February of the same year to Mrs. Channing, Sedgwick 
wrote that “The Cotton States may remain out,” but added that “I have 
not yet come down to the level of the despairing of our country” (LLCS, 
389).  She had “strong hopes, perhaps confidence in the future,” and 
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went so far as to say that “I have faith in the farther development, of the 
effect of our institutions,” because they are “seed sown by the 
righteous—sown in love and justice to the whole family,” adding that “We 
are making the first experiment of the greatest happiness to the greatest 
number, and Providence will not permit it to fail short of consummation” 
(LLCS, 389).  She saw “the elements of life and health” in her country, 
since it was “in harmony with the great natural laws” (LLCS, 389).  

Martineau forced the Sedgwicks to choose between the Divine will 
and a human compact, but it was too much of an antinomy in terms of 
social and political progress in the United States to be solved in a 
doctrinarian and dogmatic manner.  Starting with Redwood in grasping 
the essentials of abolitionism in terms of civic order and property rights, 
Sedgwick argued back against Martineau in rendering the colonial 
mindset and the actual events in The Linwoods that marked the 
beginning of cultural, social and political values of the United States.   
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