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Preface and Aoknowlecigements 

To grasp the full meaning of the various incidents 

incorporated in the Austen novels, it is important to 

understand the world of the novelist. In general we can see 

that it was a period of such a nature as it gave way to a 

'ixrae of unimaginative changes. The changes had their due 

impact on the novelist as well as evinced in her attitude 

towards life and activities of the people of her time. Jane 

Austen was eminently fitted to take her place in an age of 

transition (late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries). Vhile she helped to keep alive the former 

excellences, she did nothing to retard the processes of new 

birth. In the midst of a period restless, curious and 

impassioned, she preserved her faith in moderation and 

discipline. An insight into her novels reveals the truth 

tnat m her short lifetime, Jane Austen saw some of the 

assumptions on the complexities of family life and the 

difficulties of personal life in the society being 

questioned and partly altered by a change of feeling in her 

own class. Her attitude towards these changes has nicely 

been projected through her works. Therefore, her novels are 
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strictly and fundamentally the reflections of these changes 

to which the novelist responded from a radical's viewpoint. 

The period between 1775-1817, the span of Jane Austen's 

life was punctuated by challenges to the traditional 

hierarchy of English class society and as a consequence, to 

conventional social roles and responsibilities. In England, 

the decisive cause of this change was not just the French 

Revolution but the more subtle, more gradual dissemination 

of the values and behaviour associated with Capitalism-

first agrarian capitalism in the mid and late eighteenth 

century, then m the early nineteenth century industrial 

capitalism as money made itself felt in investment and 

capital return. 

Jane Austen was constantly a critic of the society she had 

to live in and that she was concerned in her novels to 

discover how it could be altered for the individual's 

greater interest or happiness yet without sacrificing the 

benefits the individuals received from being a member of a 

high culture. Ve can, however, examine through her novels 

her changing attitude to the theory of society current in 

her youth and her response to the radical social changes 
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she lived through. Indeed, her novels are the results of 

the stimulus, which these ideas, widely circulated and 

discussed, provided. 

When grown up, Jane Austen was fully aware of the 

eighteenth century social attitudes and conventions. She 

also experienced the extensive changes in social life that 

markred the advent of Regency period and the distinctive 

modes of thinking and life-style that age brought about. 

These changes were not merely of dress, furniture and 

architecture- the externals of social life, they were the 

result, and the expressions of changes in the very idea of 

society and of the individual's relation to it; changes at 

the time were so evident and so widely discussed that the 

novelist could assume a knowledge of them in her readers. 

Again, really speaking, each Austen novel i3 just a step 

forward in an argument or debate that the novelist has 

undertaken. In Persuasion she is found occupying the 

opposite position from the one she had started with (in 

Sense And Sensibility). 

A close examination of her novels from the first onwards 

reveals that though Jane Austen there shows a desire to 
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find reasons for accepting the inherited social form, she 

vas dissatisfied with it and is, through all her novels, a 

consistent critic of the society she lived in. She was 

concerned; so to speak-, to discover how it could be altered 

for the individual's greater happiness yet without 

sacrificing the valuable benefits each received from being 

a member of a high or aristocratic culture. The Regency 

period was an age of optimism and social relaxation and 

this challenge to the eighteenth century values provided 

Jane Austen with her theme and subject matter. 

In her novels it is also found that Jane Austen was too 

intelligent to endorse unconditionally all departures from 

the old pattern of conduct and she had misgivings about the 

new forms of Regency man and woman who appear in her 

Mansfield Park as Crawford brother and sister and are 

played off against both the older generation and two 

examples of the old fashioned younger generation (Edmund 

Bertram and Fanny Price) . It is this delicate and 

responsible work of scrutiny and dramatized discussion that 

puts.Jane Austen into the same class of novelists as George 

Eliot, Dickens and Henry James. 



The revolution that came about in social and cultural 

aspects of life was given vent to by Jane Austen in her 

attempt to establish her radical thoughts in the pages of 

the novels. In Emma the realistic picture of the lovely 

family life surely imparts a totally different conception 

of family life from the old style, one prevailing in all 

the Austen novels up to Mansfield Park. The tender and 

valuable natural family feelings have evidently been 

released and are seen to co-exist with humour — the child 

resting its head against its father's knee so confidently 

and the young husband gazing adoringly at his wife who is 

playing the harp. The picture is decidedly 'cheerful', one 

of the Regency aspirations which differentiated it so from 

the eighteenth century. From the two pictures just referred 

to, alone we can see that the movement of civilization had 

made a radical change in the family life and social habits 

of even the highest class, a change that is charted in its 

various manifestations from Sense And Sensibility to Emma 

and Persuasion. The changes that the Regency introduced in 

its architectjure, grounds, interior decoration and 

furniture were all in accordance with desire for a new kind 

of home and family life and were deliberately worked out, 

not achieved by accident or instinct or gradual change. In 
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xt3 speed and extent it amounted to a revolution through 

recognition of the demand for emancipation from the tyranny 

of eighteenth century society. Jane Austen has been quite 

successful in her delineation of the pictures of changes 

affecting the lives of the people and this she has done 

through her immortal literary vorkrs- her novels. 

In preparing this dissertation I have gone deep into 

numerous crir-ical booics on Oane Austen by eminent critics 

and scholars co whom I freely ack:nov;"ledge my indebtedness. 

I have, with a clear sense of gratitude, referred to them 

m the Bibliography appended to the dissertation at the 

end. By all means, I takre this opportunity to express ray 

whole-hearted respect and gratitude to my Supervisor Dr. 

Girindra Narayan Roy, Reader in the Department of English, 

University of North Bengal as he guided and corrected me in 

my venture over a period of five years, actually I owe more 

than I can express. Without his help and guidance this 

disser cat-ion would not have been a reality. I also took: 

advice from my teacher Dr. B .K. Banerjee, Professor in the 

Department of English m the University. My respect is also 

there for all my teachers who taught me at different levels 

of my academic pursuits. I also fondly remember the co-
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operation received from ray esteemed colleagues at F.D.I., 

Oalpaiguri. It would be no less than an injustice if I do 

not makre mention of inspiration and help that I have been 

in receipt over the years from ray wife Mrs. Ratna Kar B.A. 

and our only son Arnab (Tublu) . Tublu has also been a 

helping hand in getting the matters computerized. As 

regards the collection of materials, I place on record the 

help from the Library, North Bengal University, The 

National Library, Calcutta, Central Library, Viswabharati 

and the A. C. College Library, Jalpaiguri (V.B.). In 

computerizing the dissertation at its initial stage, I got 

help from once my student and now a relative Mr. Rajiv 

Chowdhuri B.Cora. (Hons.) and there is another young chap 

Sauvilc whose help I shall Iceep in recognition. Mention 

should also be made of the service rendered by Mr. Debashis 

Sark-er B.Com. as he typed out the matters when the computer 

was yet to be installed in ray house. 
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Social and economic conditions and position of women in 
contemporary society. , 

Ve get an impression that well-bred society must have taken 

a great stride forward in the latter half of the eighteenth 

century not only in moral standards out also in social and 

economic front3--in the cottage, in the farm, in the manor 

house and at the court. The aristocracy and the landed 

gentry, however, had not felt the impetus for improvement 

which animated the class immediately below them, the class 

of the unlanded gentry into which Jane Austen was born. At 

some period of her life, probably very early, Jane Austen 

seems to have formed a strong prejudice against rich people 

and great landowners. References to this aspects are very 

much there in the pride of the Peraberley, the arrogance of 

the Rosings, the instability of Mansfield, the tasteless 

splendour of Southerton, the snobbery of Kellynch etc. 

The period between 1775-1817, the span of Jane Austen's 

life was punctuated by challenges to the traditional 

hierarchy of English class society and conventional social 

roles and responsibilities. According to Nicholas Marsh 

""Jane Austen's novels, are a special case in respect of the 

society they present' (Marsh, 1998, 94). 



It has been found that in the event of changes in human 

behaviour there was not gain without loss. In the early 

Victorian Age in England the women who went to work: in the 

factory though lost some of the best things in life, gained 

independence. The income that they had, made them self-

supporting. According to G.M.Trevelyan in his English 

Social History , 'the upper and middle classes grew richer 

and as the rural gentry fell more under the influence of 

town life, it became a matter of social pride that the 

young ladies should be taught by a governess in the school 

and also do as little domestic worJc as 

possible'(Trevelyan,1984,501). This aspect in the women 

life has been clearly referred to in Jane Austen's novels. 

The women coming from the smaller gentry end upper 

bourgeois class read poetry, engaged themselves in gossips 

and also sometimes were found waiting for the attention of 

the gentlemen. Women's lives, however, were by no means so 

limited. Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, Oane 

Austen's one of the most renowned narratives has been 

depicted as walking three miles in muddy weather to arrive 

at Netherfield 'with weary anicles, dirty stockings and a 

face glowing with warmth and exercise'(56). 
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Jane Austen's radicalism greatly consists in her socio-

economic view of the life of the people of her time. As 

time went on, there came more gentlemen upon the ground 

than the ground could support. Naturally, it became 

necessary that sons should do something to support 

themselves. Of different avenues for the youth to earn 

livelihood, mention may be of the Navy with regard to Jane 

Austen's world. Two of Jane's brothers were officers in the 

Royal Navy. Here we can once again turn to English Social 

History wherein the author says, 

The naval officers were now the sons of gentlemen 

of modest means(Nelson was a poor parson's 

son), sent to sea as boys, and combining wtiat was 

best in the '^tarpaulin's' experience and training 

with the manner and thought of an educated man. 

Fanny's brother, William, in Mansfield Parle and 

Captain Ventworth in Persuasion stand for ell 

that was most attractive in the type 

(Trevelyan,1984,512) . 

Of course, she can see as clearly as any intelligent 

observer of the socio-economic world that income is to 

maintain life and a certain level of income is essential to 

maintain a way of life that allows for the employment of 
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servants and reasonably acceptable accommodation. But more 

than this, she realized that income maintains not just the 

material world but also the social world, without that 

sufficient income there is no access to social networks, to 

assembly, to literature and to even limited mobility. 

Edward Copeland in his essay on Money in The Cambridge 

Companion to Jane Austen (ed.) by Copeland himself and 

Juliet Mcmaster observes, ^This essential economic fact 

attaches itself firmly to Jane Austen's fiction and to her 

life.-.especially money as spendable income, is love-tipped 

arrow aimed at the hearts of Jane Austen's heroines and her 

readers' (Copeland, 1997,132). 

The equation of money in men and beauty in women is 

obviously an axiom Jane Austen is exposing to criticism by 

her literal acceptance of it. Beauty is however, negotiable 

and variable factor and .an be compensated for by money. 

The roman impovetrished by unequal inheritance laws, needs 

financial security in marriage. A man with uncerain assets 

13 found to be willing to settle for a woman with money, 

reoa-iiless of her look's. But while in women the pursuit of 

financial stability through marriage is to a certain extent 

accepted as a necessary urge, in men it results in a loss 

of credibility. This progressive view of the novelist is 
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beautifully illustrated in Pride and Prejudice. Elizabeth 

Bennet playfully points out this double standard of 

morality to Mrs. Gardiner who has earlier cautioned her in 

the name of prudence against marrying Vick-hara, T̂he sudden 

acquisition of ten thousand pounds was the most remarJcable 

charm of the young lady' (134). Ve have also Mrs. Bennet 

who 13 regarded as one of the more absurd and comic figures 

of English fiction and her preoccupation with marrying off 

her daugiitec is the mark: of a somewhat inadequate 

intelligence. But in view of the economic exigencies faced 

by the unmarried daughters of the eighteenth century, Mrs. 

Bennefs concerns of the eighteenth century, do not seem to 

be entirely ridiculous. If Mrs.Bennet is slightly crazy, 

perhaps she is so because she perceives more clearly than 

her husband the possible fate of her daughters if they do 

not marry. Given that she has five daughters, it is little 

wonder that at times Mrs. Bennet is less than rational. But 

what we can deduce from historical record is that with very 

exceptions (Emma Voodhouse, being one),women in the 

eighteenth century England, be they members of the gentry, 

the urban middle class or the rural people, needed to marry 

in order to guarantee for themselves economic support. Of 

the heroes in most of her novels she seems to be quite 

practical in handling this aspect. The chances of marriage 
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were subtly calculated on the basis if the portion settled 

on the girl, a fact that Jane Austen hinted at in the very 

beginning of Mansfield Park: by pushing the calculation to 

an absurd exactitude. The lacuna in the unspoken law by 

which the market economy of marriage worlced is 

realistically laid down in the manner, ''But there certainly 

are not so men of large fortune in the world as there are 

pretty women to deserve them' (1). 

Mr. Knightley in Emma challenges Emma's treatment of Miss 

Bates, Jane Austen raakres the remark" that ^She (Miss Bates) 

13 poor, she has sunk" from the comforts she was born to, if 

she lives to old age, must probably sink" more' (68) . Lack" 

of income here is given a reality from the novelist's 

perspective. Jane Austen's noted precision about money and 

income demonstrates an understanding of the process through 

which social life is maintained and constructed. Vhat she 

realizes and is able to show is that wealth can never 

create virtue or integrity. It can reasonably be argued 

that Austen with her insight into human behaviour in 

relation to social pattern of the time is not a critic of 

material gam, Ŝhe is a fierce critic of material greed 

and ruthlessnesa' as has been observed by Mary Evans in her 

book- Jane Austen and the State (1987,18). In this vein the 
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novelist attackrs the aristocratic assumption that the rich 

and aristocrats' is the prerogative of moral leadership. 

The aristocracy in Jane Austen as much as in Richardson's 

Clarissa is viewed with scepticism and detachment. .She is 

not just expressing doubt about the aristocracy's ability 

to provide moral leadership, she also is aslcing question 

about the nature of social hierarchy, about the proper 

extent of social power and about the nature of ambition in 

a competitive and socially divided society. Lawrence Stone 

has challenged the belief that there was an 'open' elite in 

Britain in the late eighteenth century and early 

nineteenth. What he is able to show is what in sense Jane 

Austen knew the wealthy, the significantly rich and 

powerful landowners of pre-industrial England maintained 

their social position in terms of both status and material 

power. However, the rejection of the aristocracy is 

condemned in Persuasion. This happens in Austen's critical 

discussion of Sir Walter Elliot's behaviour towards Admiral 

and Mrs. Croft and Captain Ventworth. In the same novel, 

Lady Russell stands condemned for having too great an 

enthusiasm for rank- rather than talent and enterprise. 

Thus, in a period of transition, Jane Austen in the vein of 

a Radical praises order and consensus in her novels while 

by contrast individual attempts to gain social ascendancy 

15 



novelist attackrs the aristocratic assumption that the rich 

and aristocrats' is the prerogative of moral leadership. 

The aristocracy in Jane Austen as much as in Richardson's 

Clarissa is viewed with scepticism and detachment. .She is 

not just expressing doubt about the aristocracy's ability 

to provide moral leadership, she also is aslclng question 

about the nature of social hierarchy, about the proper 

extent of social power and about the nature of ambition in 

a competitive and socially divided society. Lawrence Stone 

has challenged the belief that there was an 'open' elite in 

Britain in the late eighteenth century and early 

nineteenth. Vhat he is able to show is what in sense Jane 

Austen Jcnew the wealthy, the significantly rich and 

powerful landowners of pre-industrial England maintained 

their social position in terms of both status and material 

power. However, the rejection of the aristocracy is 

condemned in Persuasion. This happens in Austen's critical 

discussion of Sir Walter Elliot's behaviour towards Admiral 

and Mrs. Croft and Captain Ventworth. In the same novel, 

Lady Russell stands condemned for having too great an 

enthusiasm for rank- rather than talent and enterprise. 

Thus, in a period of transition, Jane Austen in the vein of 

a Radical praises order and consensus in her novels while 

by contrast individual attempts to gain social ascendancy 

15 



and privilege through suspect means are exposed and 

criticized. 

Thus, from our survey of the novels it can be pointed out 

that there are three themes through which Austen expresses 

a significant radicalism about the values of the market 

economy and the social and political relationship emerging 

in the early nineteenth century. The first is her 

understanding of the part that material factors should play 

in human relationships. The second is her claim for the 

moral equality of sexes and the third is her emphasis on 

the importance of maintaining social harmony and consensus 

through mutual accommodation and not through coercion. Jane 

Austen, therefore, represents that tradition in English 

culture which has consistently been in opposition against 

arbitrary aristocratic and patriarchal privileges from the 

seventeenth century. She opposed arbitrary aristocratic and 

patriarchal privileges. She has also endorsed and 

maintained values that are not derived from the 

marketplace. I,t is this tradition which in Jane Austen's 

own day opposed the slave trade and supported the extension 

of the Government. 
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Jane Austen's creative life was an era of political 

upheaval so too was it an important epoch in the history of 

feminism. Slowly but steadily a feminist movement began to 

unfold in the eighteenth century as it was argued that 

woman was not the intellectual inferior of man. A woman's 

sphere should not be confined to the home and its attendant 

duties and that her position as wife should not makre her 

the subordinate of her husband. With the publication of A 

Vindication of the Flights of Woman in 1792 by Mary 

Vollstonecraft the feminist movement quickrly gained 

strength and found new adherent. The surge of interest in 

the position of women led to a heated debate between the 

feminist cause and political realism. 

Jane Austen all through her narratives, was more or less 

concerned with the moral nature of woman and her role in 

society from this point of view. This malces a great deal of 

difference to the way in which her stand as a radical 

novelist about sexual conduct can be taJcen as a mark" of her 

shift m outlook- resulting from the change of time. This 

again, is a testimony to her features of transitionalism. 

She was xn agreement with the rational feminist point of 

view which was shared to some extent by women of widely 

different backgrounds. In fact, Austen's feminist interest 
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cut across other political divisions. The contemporary 

controversy about the woman question leaves an impressive 

mark: on the title page of her first novel '̂ Sense and 

Sensibility'-by a Lady. The novel, as a new species of 

writing deals with Head/Heart question just liJre Man /Woman 

question. 

As a radical, Jane Austen takes the woman as individual and 

places her m a social setting, faced with a choice that is 

private and personal. A recurrent theme of her novel is the 

heroine's resistance to the efforts of the patriarchal 

community to force her into a social role at the cost of 

her own identity. In this respect Austen's handling the 

theme of marriage in her novels needs due consideration. 

All six of her novels end with one or more marriages. For 

women with no inheritance to fall back: on, marriage was a 

desperate economic need specially in a society that 

afforded very little opportunity or sanction for middle-

class women to earn a living. Marriage was indeed the 

single event of significance in a woman's life. Butler in 

her book entitled Romantics, Rebels and Reactionerles, 1985 

places on record her observation in the following manner: 

Trapped in the specifically male literary 

constructs of a patriarchal society, Jane Austen, 
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liJce other contemporary novelists, too, had to 

reckron with this myth passed as ^tcuth 

universally aclcnowledged (Butler, 1985) . 

Austen's radical vision of life in a period of transition 

found it difficult to reconcile a description of the 

heroine's married life with demands of fiction. Her playful 

subversion of some of the conventions of the popular novel 

in Horthanger Abbey resulted in the non-publication of the 

manuscript in her life-time, even though a publisher paid 

for it. Whatever may have been her fictional stand on 

marriage as a happy ending, one gleans from her letters her 

view on the subject in real life. She wrote to her 

favourite niece Fanny in 1817: 

Oh what a loss it will be when you are married. 

You are too agreeable in your single state, too 

agreeable as a niece; I shall hate you when your 

delicious play of mind is all settled down into 

conjugal and maternal affections (L18) . 

In Sense and Sensibility Marriene Deshwood's setting down 

as Mrs.BLandon after marrying the man she had once 

considered 'old enough to be my father' nearly defeats the 

convention of happy ending by appearing almost lilce a 
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punishment for her earlier transgression. In Horthanger 
T 

Abbey the boisterious young girl Catherine Morland who 

•'hated confinement and cleanliness' is changed into a 

creature inhabiting enclosed space. She does not read 

romances but moral essays ^appropriate to her silence and 

sadness.' Even if we grant that such a change in any case 

is inevitable because adulthood for woman is a fall from 

freedom, marriage nevertheless intensifies the setting of 

boundaries and thereby a socially determined role is 

imposed. Again, the change of the impudent and spirited 

Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice into a grateful and 

acquiescent Mrs. Darcy might evolce a similar sense of 

disappointment. In all fairness one must admit that none of 

Jane Austen's heroines is relegated to a marriage of total 

subservience and she achieves for them, as far as possible, 

within the given parameters of fictional and social 

practice, more equal and sensible partnership than can be 

seen in the marriages in other novels. This change in the 

manner of Austen's dealing with the materials and her 

radical attitude against the conventional way of life of 

the middle-class woman folk: are enough to highlight the 

transitional and radical aspects in the author. Contrary to 

the then pattern of male dominance, Austen's heroines just 

tried to exert their views, likings in the world of 
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matrimony. Emma Woodhouse in Emma champions the personal 

choice, 'A woman is not to marry a man merely because she 

is as)ced or because he is attached to her and can write a 

tc_erable letter' (47). There is no doubt that an assertion 

of woman'3 right Jane Austen tried to establish as for baclc 

as some two hundred years. From Bmma the assertiveness was 

extended further in Persuasion when in the end of the novel 

Oane Austen lets her heroine ta)ce the initiative in 

eliciting a response from the man, 

You should not have a suspected me now; the case 

30 different, and my age so different. If I was 

wrong m yielding to persuasion once, remember 

that it was to persuasion exerted on the aide of 

safeLy, not of rislc. Vhen I yielded, I thought it 

was CO duty; but no duty could be called in aid 

here (163). 

Anne Elliot's avowal of the constancy of a woman's love is 

overheard by Ventworth, at first perhaps by chance, but she 

decides to continue her declaration within his hearing and 

m effect, confesses her love to him. This straight 

forwardness on the part of a woman, surely points to Jane 

Austen's radical thought being projected through her 

characters in Che narrative. In her novels Jane Austen also 
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presents constant tension between a woman's need to 

exercise choice m order to define herself as an individual 

and society's demand that she should conform to. Though 

marriage is an imperative and the desired goal for a woman, 

it triggers off an uneasy sense of anti-climax. Still no 

satisfactory alternative was available. In the letter to 

her neice Fanny, Gane Austen regretted the prospect of 

losing a liveliness through marriage, but she did not 

forget to add-'yet I do wish you to marry very much because 

I krnow you vill never be happy till you are (L12)'. In this 

perspective of the compulsion of marriage in a woman's 

life, Jane Austen was bold enough to show even a sort of 

option or willingness to remain single. Emma Voodhouse was 

not afraid of remaining single because although a poor old 

maid was a pitiful creature 'a single woman of good fortune 

is always respectable(Emma74)'. Emma's declaration also 

echoes the same attitude ^ I would rather be a teacher at a 

school than marry a man I did not likre' (74) . 

Jane Austen's novels by themselves bear the impression that 

the writer had a deep concern for the protection of women 

and children and for the articulation of their rights and 

views. Unlilce some Victorian novelists Cane Austen does not 

argue that women are helpless victims. On the contrary, she 
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maintains that they are active inaJcers of their fate. But 

what she does show is the vulnerability that leads to the 

paradox of both their inadequate protection and their 

excessive restriction and assumption about female 

dependence. Jane Austen's ideal world is one in which 

individuals would be assured of the mutual fulfillment of 

obligations and responsibilities, a world in which poverty 

would be recognized and alleviated and injustice righted. 

Unlik-e the later novelists Jane Austen does not set out 

blue prints for society, which translate the individual 

into the passive instrument of social ideals. On the 

contrary, she argues that individuals and communities of 

individuals makre society what it is. 

Austen novels are about the gentry and she is the gentry's 

greatest artist. Her principal characters always belong to 

the gentry. The heroines of her first five novels all marry 

country clergymen or gentlemen with landed property. The 

sixth Persuasion is not, as it is seen, a complete break: 

from this pattern even though Anne Elliot marries a sailor. 

The point m each case is that the village community's 

leader, the true hereditary gentleman is sought. It is this 

social concern which is new with Jane Austen, the product 

of her uneasy times. 
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In England the gentry had steadily acquired conqplete legal 

ownership of the land. Life for the gentry, however, was 

not thoroughly stable and unchanging. Of course, on his own 

estate and in his village the English gentleman enjoyed a 

position of unique autonomy. By the mid 1790s Jane Austen 

arrived at her maturity and present order seemed 

threatened from within and from without. New social 

conditions at home created in large measure by the landed 

classes' own dynamism, were beginning to change the whole 

basis of England's old system, largely because they changed 

the role of the aristocracy itself. A product of her age, 

Jane Austen also was exposed to the all pervasive change of 

the time. Therefore, traits of the change are prominent in 

the writer depicting the lives of characters in the 

narratives. 

It was very much within Jane Austen's knowledge that landed 

classes were much more likely to undo the old system for 

themselves than to have it overthrown by others. England in 

the eighteenth century had arrived at the point of take-off 

into self-sustaining economic growth. The landowners went 

into mining, roads, canals and the building of towns. They 

also revolutionized agriculture with new machinery and 
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methods and enclosed the common land. These new economic 

activities, so different from the traditional role, 

gradually made inroads into the gentleman's self-image and 

the attitude of the landlords had changed. It is clearly of 

the greatest importance to the study of Jane Austen as a 

writer of the gentry that it was in her adult years between 

1795 and 1817 that the older obligations of the gentry 

towards the poor were one by one disclaimed. 

Long-term economic wisdom was not, however, in Jane 

Austen's line of thinking. Daughter of a clergyman, her 

reading in the sermons and conduct boolcs must have given 

her old-fashioned notions of social cohesion and obligation 

when in her own country of Hampshire she could see the 

grounds for criticizing her class. As if, the widening gaps 

between the rich and the poor were not enough, Jane Austen 

could also see physical signs that the traditional 

relationship between the orders was changing and the old 

cohesive village brealcing up. In short, the Hampshire 

village in Jane Austen's life-time was in a centrifugal 

phase as a community; the classes grew wider apart in 

wealth and physically moved away from one another. In the 

perspective of the changed political, social and economic 

situations Jane Austen modelled her novels. 
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Jane Austen is as critical of the current practice of her 

class as she is an admirer of the ethical theory that 

sustains it. In Pride and Prejudice Mr. Darcy is the most 

socially elevated of all the Austen heroes, and he is 

proved to be a model paternalist, a fact which influences 

Elizabeth profoundly in his favour. Despite Lady 

Catherine's objections, Elizabeth is justified in asserting 

that Darcy has not offended against the class system in 

proposing to her since birth and not riches is the true 

determinant of class, "•! am a gentleman's daughter. So far 

we are equal' (344) . Jane Austen becomes more severe about 

the faults of the gentry in her later novels. Her last 

three novels written between 1813-1816, the years of 

England's final victory against France, are not only more 

concentrated, they also contain a far more specific 

critique of the gentry in its functions. Hansfield Park is 

a whole-hearted story of gentry's value. The Chapel stands 

as the symbol not only of the Christian principles of the 

family and household but also of the theoretical basis of 

the Constitution, the alliance between aristocracy and 

Church, the throne and the altar. 

Jane Austen's view of education for women in relation to 

their position in society draws our due attention in this 
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chapter of the dissertation. As a radical Jane Austen 

treated women education in altogether a different vein. Her 

characters are, in fact, seen in the process of using whet 

nature and education have bestowed upon them. So it is 

necessary to perceive what Icind of education is being 

offered. The entire debate about woman's education in the 

eighteenth century hinged upon the question of whether that 

education should malce the woman a better individual or 

merely a pleasing companion for man in his moments of 

leisure. Most of the Conduct booJc writers emphasized the 

need to teach girls embroidery, a little painting, how to 

tinJcle away pleasantly at the piano and other drawing room 

arts. Almost all of them warned against excessive reading 

and advised girls t̂o carefully conceal in their 

conversation any knowledge or learning that they may happen 

to possess,' although at least one of them felt such 

caution to be actually unnecessary. However much a woman 

might read, she will, generally speaking, found to leave 

less of what is called learning than a common gchool-boy 

because the female mind in general does not appear capable 

of attaining too high •. degree of perfection in the areas 

of abstract knowledge. A conversation between Lady 

Catherine and Mrs. Collir in Pride and Prejudice for 



example, brings out Jane Austen's ideas of standardized 

social finish for women: 

Mrs. Collins, you must send a servant with them. 

You know I always speak: my mind, and I cannot 

bear the idea of two young women travelling post 

by themselves. It is highly improper. You must 

contrive to send somebody. I have the greatest 

dislik-e in the world to do that sort of thing-

young women should always be properly guarded and 

attended, according to their situation in life 

(205) . 

Jane Austen concerns herself with the education of the 

landed gentry and the professional classes. This is a very 

large and representative part, probably the majority of the 

educated population of her day. Whatever her own education 

may have been, there is no need to take literally her claam 

to be ' the most unlearned and uninformed female who 

declared to be the authoress' and she was most likely a 

daughter i : a highly literate family to be better educated 

Chan most. She •eveals very precise and powerful opinxons 

on this matter as upon so many cners. She does so not by 

jvtvz 3ca'.>. "nt3 but b'; ât are implicit in situations and 
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reraarJcs for the reader who is informed enough to appreciate 

them. 

Jane Austen's own morals and those of her novels are 

strict. She has as firm a grip on the situation of the 

''fallen woman' as of the governess. She is closer to the 

eighteenth century out of which she comes than the 

nineteenth which she enter3--that eighteenth century In 

v/hich Che pLOsperous and even socially acceptable Icept 

mistress who had played a considerable part in classes 

below the aristocracy. Jane Austen's own themes do not make 

It often relevant for her to deal with sexual relation 

between men and women outside of courtship and marriage but 

iilce many other topics she is aware of their existence and 

expects her readers to be. Within her novels only one girl 

lives with a man unmarried and only one wife commits 

adultery. The foolish Lydia Bennet(who runs off with Viktiam 

from Brighton) m Pride and Prejudice owing to her 

situation and probable eventful fate, is an object of 

indirect condemnation of the growing strictness of 

society's code which could drive the girl once seduced, 

into the increasing trade in prostitution. The characters 

who desire the conventional fate for Lydia are the least 

estimable ones and Jane Austen derives a good deal of 
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astringent humour for them. The neighbourhood of the 

Bennets reacts thus to hearing that Lydia is married, 

To be sure it would have been more for the 

advantage of conversation, had Miss Lydia Bennet 

come upon the town; or as the happiest 

alternative, been secluded from the world, in 

some distant farm house (297). 

Now, let us come to dwell upon the position of woman in 

respect of novel as a literary genre and Jane Austen's 

views on the subject from her radical and transitional 

stands. The last quarter of the eighteenth century when 

Jane Austen (1775-1817) was born and grew up, happened to 

be a period of unprecedented expansion for the English 

novel. It was also a period vhen the respectability of the 

novel as a genre was at its low ebb. In this context Jane 

Austen stands out as a very unusual figure. Not only did 

she confer credibility upon the Mespised' genre but also 

she was quite unapologetic about the female orientation of 

her vorJc and the fact that it did not seekr to instruct. 

Without disturbing the smooth surface of her novels, Jane 

Austen managed' to introduce into them some of the 

ideological debates of her time, which questioned the 

implied assumptions behind the gender-based codes of 
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conduct. For example, in Elizabeth Bennet's refusal of Mr. 

Collin'3 marriage proposal and his reaction to it in Pride 

and Prejudice, ve witness an essentially serious 

confrontation between two ideologies of marriage and two 

opposing images of women. Mr. Collins cannot believe 

Elizabeth's rejection of him. He must interpret it as her 

Vish of increasing love by suspense according to the usual 

practice of elegant families'{91)• Again, Elizabeth's 

highly irritated reply 'Do not consider me now as an 

elegant female intending to plague you but as a rational 

creature speaking the truth directly from her heart'(91)^ 

points to a :;rucial dilemma of the intelligent women in the 

late eighteenth century England, both in fiction and in 

reality. 

During Austen's life-time female writers were under certain 

social pressures to remain anonymous which the 

novelist(Austen) herself did (-Sense and Sensibility -by a 

Lady) until her brother Henry revealed her identity to a 

friend after which only she wrote under her ovn name. 

Throughout her novels she avoided politics in compliance 

with the manners of the time. Jane Austen is very much in 

the pattern of female novelists whose heroines occupied the 

centre of the stage but lived highly circumscribed lives. 
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These heroines made no effort to leave their proper female 

sphere but spent their time visiting neighbours , attending 

dances, going to Bath and generally observing the rituals 

that were appropriate to their class and sex. Of course, 

Che Austen family was properly protective. Vhen young Jane 

Austen wanted to travel to London, her brother Franic made 

arrangements for a private coach. She(Austen) clearly had 

-een certain of the expectations that were usual in middle 

class society. To conclude this particular aspect in this 

discussion we should refer to Jane Austen's reactions to 

the contemporary disapproval of novels. It is encoded in 

the reading habits she ascribes to her fictional 

characters. In Horthanger Abbey the conversation between 

Mr. Thorpe and Catherine Morland will justify the point: 

Have you ever read Udolpho, Mr. Thorp? Udolpho 

loh,Lord! Not I; I never read novels; I have 

nothing else to do. Catherine humbled and 

ashamed, was going to apologize for her question 

but he prevented her by saying, ^Novels are all 

so full of nonsense and stuff; there has not been 

a tolerably a decent one come out since Tom 

Jones, except the Monk:; I read that t'other day; 
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but as for all the others, they are the stupidest 

things in creation (43) . 

Catherine, initially apologetic about her taste for novels, 

13 pleasantly surprised that even an educated men such as 

Henry Tilney should share her enthusiasm. Thus in Horthaner 

Abbey a skillful balance is maintained between enthusiastic 

support for the new genre (novel) and an awareness of its 

sentimental excess. In Pride and Prejudice again, Mr. 

Collins, when invited to read to the ladies of the Bennet 

household, refuses the first book: that is offered; ''he 

started back", and begging pardon protested that he never 

reads novels' (18) .On the other hand, most of Jane Austen's 

heroines and other positive characters seem to be avid 

rreaders. 

In her ehort life-time Jane Austen saw some of the 

assumptions on the complexities of family life and the 

difficulties of personal life in the society being 

questioned and partly altered by change of feeling in her 

own class. Her attitude towards these changes has been 

proje.cted through her works upholding the transitional and 

radical aspects in the author. Austen novels are to be 

studied m the changed historical perspective of the 

eighteenth century as regards the moral nature and status 
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f women, feinale education, marriage, authority, family and 

i-ts economic status along with the representation of women 

in literature. 
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Jane Austen^ s Radicalism in the perspeot±ve of a 
ohetnging Society. 

All the SIX major novels by Jane Austen (1775-1817) spread 

over a period of about eight years. It suggests that the 

novels vere written close upon one another over a 

relatively snort period. The workrs should really be divided 

into two iis'cinct groups--the early and the late. Sense and 

Sensibility, Horthanger Abbey, Pride and Prejudice were all 

begun in 17903 and belong to Oane Austen's first phase pf 

development. By contrast, the other three novels—Mansfield 

Park, Emma and Persuasion belong wholly to the novelist's 

maturity. 

Jane Austen's rise to prominence occurred not so much in 

her own ciine as in the late nineteenth century when a 

literary canon was being constructed around the inherently 

unstable aonfiguration of moral seriousness and political 

disengagement. She was eminently fitted to talce her place 

in an age of transition (eighteenth century giving place to 

the nineteenth)^ She proved to be a serious observer of a 

fast changing society being questioned and partly altered 

by change of feeling in her own class. A vigilant watcher 
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of the ongoing life of the people of her time that passed 

by or due to come, Oane Austen acted sharply. She perceived 

three things. First, she realized that the manners and the 

culture to which she had been accustomed in her father's 

nouse were by no means universal; secondly, that much lower 

standards might often be observed in large country houses 

among powerful land owners, and thirdly, that these great 

folic did not seem to be aware of their shortcomings. In 

their opinions they were still a superior class, still 

better bred than any body else. To all these Jane Austen 

bore witness in her novels. Modern critical studies on 

Austen indeed aim at tracing her relationship to 

contemporary social and political situations. Her 

narratives also uphold a literary campaign for the 

3en3ation&li3t fiction that endorses conduct subversive of 

respect and established morals. 

Jane Austen had the good fortune to be born at a time when 

t̂he moral interest compelled upon her by life' as has been 

observed by F.R. Leavis in his The Great Tradition(1948,1) . 

She belonged to two different centuries (eighteenth and 

nineteenth) and this is very well evinced from the two 

different angles of vision that determine her 

transitionalism and radicalism. In our present study on 
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Austen and her works we will try chiefly to highlight the 

aspects of transitionalism and radicalism scattered over 

her narratives. 

Jane Austen in her novels hints at the feminist controversy 

of her time in the most important historical context. 

Marilyn Butler regards Austen's stance as moral in the 

eighteenth century sense of the word. In her view, 'Jane 

Austen is by common consent an author reraarJcably sure of 

her values. She skrewers a moral solesism as confidently as 

a verbal infelicity' (Butler, 1975,1) . 

For Austen, reason and restraint should play an important 

role for production and maintenance of these values. This 

is noticeable in her plea for rational restraint on sexual 

passion. This tendency to argue liJce radical moralist about 

sexual conduct can be taJcen as a marJc of her shift in 

outlook- resulting from the change of time. 

The sense-sensibility question which Austen made sure to 

chrow up was the crucial one for the thinkers of the-

eighteenth century. They thought Sense or Reason, a bettic 

guide to moral principles than sensibility or feeling. Th'iy 

also held that women were no less capable of rational 
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judgment than men. It was through her novel Sense and 

Sensibility, published posthumously as a work- of art 'By a 

Lady', that she upheld this issue. By her use of the phrase 

'By a Lady' Jane Austen wished to stress her gentility, 

perhaps her intention was to state her sex with the 

expectations that her view on the sense and sensibility 

question v/ould be understood by a female one. Hence 'By a 

Lady' was the best means of declaring a female viewpoint. 

Oane Austen has a specific interest in the Head/Heart 

question and this is dealt with by the unfolding of the 

stories of Elinor and Marianne. Gane Austen was apparently 

anti-Romantic m the Romantic Age. But what she did was 

herself carrying over from the preceding age values 

reformulated on reason to be attached to the ways of lives 

of the people of the new century. Hence the antithesis in 

the title Sense and Sensibility might be considered not 

merely a- synoptic formulation of the theme of this 

particular novel, but as a focal point in Jane Austen's 

perceptions of the way men and women should dispose 

themselves in their social relations. B.C.Southern in his 

Introduction to The Critical Essays on Jane Austen^^in fact, 

confirms this Austen canon as he observes, 'A recurrent 

theme in Jane Austen's writing is the need to distinguish 
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between reality and illusion, to explore and discriminate 

among conditions of true-false vision'(Southam,1968 xv). 

However, Jane Austen as a radical does not simply contrast 

the two attitudes, conditions or set of values. She 

actually portrays man's and woman's inner progress from one 

condition to the other. Faith in the possibility of the 

progress constitutes the core of her transitionalism and 

radicalism and her perception of human individuals as 

wayfarers on a journey towards ^Sense and Sensibility' 

reflecting her deeper commitment to life and art. 

Gane Austen clung to some rational traditional values when 

at the same time she was ready to switch over to the way of 

the changed external background but she does not use it for 

any of her heroines. The world in which the novelist lived 

was the world of the English gentry. It was the world in 

which girls went to boarding schools, picked up the usual 

accomplishments, read novels, attended assembly hall dances 

at Basingloke and Bath in the best finery. In her letters 

to Cassandra, her sister, there are references as we get 

from the book Jane Austen, her life and letters, A family 

:iecord by W. Austen Leigh and R.A.Austen Leigh--'*A11 my 

money is spent buying white gloves and silk Persian (Letter 
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3),' and also m another letter (9) she vrote Î have had 

my superb surplice. I am sorry to say that my new coloured 

gown is very much washed out, though I charged everybody to 

talce great care of it.' 

But the quietness and stability of her world were shaJcen 

by the French Revolution. Austen's sailor brothers Francis 

and Charles made her aware of the naval struggle between 

England and Franc, and through her brother Henry, an 

officer la the Oxfordshire militia, she was conscious of 

Sngland's attempt to build a stronger array. Anyway, Austen 

kmew about the repressiveness and climate of fear that 

gripped the country during the 1790s.That she did so is 

evident from two passages in Horthanger Abbey, one of which 

alludes to the spectre of violence and the other to the 

abridgement of hallowed English liberties and the use of 

spies m the campaign against internal Jacobinism. Claudia 

L.Johnson m her book Jane Austen- VIoinen, Politics and the 

Hovel observes, 'Horthanger Abbey, arguably her earliest, 

should be tne most densely packred with topical details of 

politxcal character, enclosure, riots, hothouses, 

paitphlets, and even anti-treason laws authorizing the 

activities of 'voluntary spies'(41).The 'riot' and 'spies' 

passages are consistent with this larger aspect of the 
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novel. What is interesting is how Austen chose to show off 

the reality they exposed. 

To examine Austen's response to social change inevitably 

means considering the impact the great revolution (French 

Revolution) had on her life and writing. Her lifetime 

exactly coincided with a decisive period of change, when 

the old hierarchical society of England came under heavy 

attack:, struggled for survival, made various adjustments 

but anyway emerged from the Revolutionary period profoundly 

altered. Lionel Trilling was right in maintaining that one 

must understand the times if one is to understand both Jane 

Austen and her novels of transitional and radical aspects. 

Austen novels are strictly and fundamentally the 

reflections of changes-social and political. They deal with 

the psychological and moral problems to which these changes 

give rise. The period between 1775-1817, the span of Jane 

Austen's life, was punctuated by challenges to conventional 

social roles and responsibilities. In England the decisive 

cause of this change was not just the French Revolution but 

the behaviour associated with capitalism. 

Although brought up within the values and tastes of the 

eighteenth century, Jane Austen's concern with the 
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individual linlcs her with the emerging values of the 

nineteenth century. She has little respect for bourgeois 

men such as Mr.VicJcham and Mr.Collins as evinced in her 

most celebrated narrative Pride and Prejudice. Her respect 

is for the autonomous woman who has a power founded not in 

money or status but in her own intrinsic wit. According to 

Judith Newton, Jane Austen's representation,^The autonomous 

woman is to some extent a contemporary fantasy and it is 

never the less valuable for suggesting that women do not 

need to submit to male ideological domination even if the 

economic and legal structures place most in male 

hands'(1981,72). 

Again, it is indeed worth admitting that the fascination of 

repulsion provides a valuable avenue into Austen's 

motivations and our own reasons for exploring the elements 

of radicalism and transitionalism in her novels. Marianne 

Dashwood and Elizabeth Bennet are attractive because of the 

unconventional and rebellions traits in their characters. 

The opening sentence in Pride and Prejudice -^It is a truth 

universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of 

a good fortune must be in want of a wife' (1) appears to raalce 

It clear that it is the mind of Mrs. Bennet, and the 

collective wisdom of the rural gentry, that is being 
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ironized. Indeed Mr. Bennet conspicuously distances himself 

from the 'Truth universally aclcnowledged' by his wife. The 

evidence of the full context indicates that the undermining 

of the authority is for Jane Austen an attack on socially 

sanctioned stupidity. 

At some period of her life, Jane Austen seems to have 

formed a strong prejudice against rich people, titled 

people and great landowners. To justify this, reference can 

once again be drawn from her celebrated novel Pride and 

Prejudice in the manner-"*A clergyman liJce you must marry' 

says Lady Catherine de Bourgh to Mr. Collins, choose 

properly, gentle woman for ray saJce; and for your own, let 

her be an active, useful sort of person, not brought up 

high, but able to malce a small income go a good way' ( 89) . 

On occasions, marking her radical outlooJc on society Jane 

Austen attacked the privileged classes. In nearly all her 

narratives a vital element is the imperviousness of the 

people in the society, their complete incomprehension of 

any standard of values which might exist beyond the narrow 

compass of their park palings. At places as scattered 

throughout the novels, Jane Austen has left elements of 

transitionalism as well. M.Mukherjee's re-reading suggests-
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The two decades during which she (Jane Austen) 

wrote most of her worJc (1798-1818) were a 

transitional period in English literature in 

which the eighteenth century concern with the 

social context of human beings gave way to the 

romantic emphasis on the isolated or the 

alienated individual. The romantic ^self, we now 

recognize, was ail male and the woman could only 

be seen as the Mother' . Jane Austen takres the 

woman as individual and places in a social 

setting faced with a choice that is private and 

personal (Mulcherjee, 1995, 26-27). 

Jane Austen's outlook: was influenced by her experience at 

Stevenson in the midst of her family and friends, but it 

was also shaped by the large eighteenth century world. In 

this context Warren Robert's observations made in the 

Introduction to his book̂  Jane Austen and the French 

Revolution (1995) justify our contention: 

She was thirteen in the summer of 1789 when 

•forces were unleashed in France that set nation 

and every nation of the western world on a 

different course. Life was no longer the same and 

never would be again, so great were the 
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transrormations that flowed from this crucial 

historical moment (3) . 

However, Austen should be seen both against the backrground 

of the Revolutionary Age in which she lived and as the 

representative of a stable order that has experienced its 

revolution. In her novels social reality was the soil in 

which the characters were rooted. Personally she was 

acutely conscious of the social and political changes 

tak-ing place in her time. A large part of the interest of 

her worlc j.s now thought to lie exactly in the sensitivity 

of her response to social change. 

From the early work: to the latest Austen found fault with 

certain facets of female life in her own middle-class 

society. Heroines in her novels play piano, sing, draw do 

needle work- and dance. What Austen criticized was not the 

accomplishments themselves but the female attitudes to 

them. Girls were not taught these skrills to develop their 

intellect. The novelist sharply criticized the importance 

given to clothes. Actually, the false values that 

accompanied the' female accomplishments encouraged girls to 

stress appearances. Mrs. Allen in Horthanger Abbey is an 

example of the middle-aged woman who was empty-headed but 
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much concerned with appearances. She had ^the air of a 

gentle woman, a great of quiet, inactive, good temper and a 

trifling turn of mind-Dress was her passion'(7). 

Another middle-aged woman in the same novel was Catherine's 

aunt who told her that 'Dress is at all times a frivolous 

distinction and excessive solitude about it often destroys 

its own aim'(22). Catherine was unable to follow this 

advice, ^lying awalce at night thinking about a new gown.' 

As if to drive home her point about clothes Austen said 

that perhaps a man's advice, such as that of Catherine's 

brother, would have been more useful, 'for man only can be 

aware of the insensibility of man towards a new 

gown' (36).Vhat this sentences from the text reveals is 

Austen's view that woman's reason for concerning themselves 

30 much With clothes was to please men and that they were 

mistaken m doing so. Men scarcely noticed or cared and 

women would be mortified if they knew ^how little the heart 

of man is affected by what is costly or new in their 

attire' ( 47) . 

Jane Austen felt that gentle females cared too much about 

appearance and clothes, making them their worst enemies, 

and she subiected to the countless influences placed on 
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girls to nial-re attracting men their main goal in life. From 

t-he beginnirj to the end her novels are filled with 

flirtatious females, all of whom are flawed for that 

reason. Accomplished young ladies whose main goal was to 

please men with their skills and catch their attention with 

clothes did not develop their minds. Superficial and 

without mental resources, they were fated, once they 

achieved their objective of marriage, to a life of 

emptiness. 

Without disturbing the smooth surface of her novels, Jane 

Austen msnaged to introduce into them some of the 

ideological debates of her time which questioned the 

implied assumptions behind the gender-based codes of 

conduct. For example, in Pride and Prejudice Elizabeth 

Bennet's refusal of Mr. Collins marriage proposal, we 

witness an essentially serious confrontation between two 

ideologies of marriage and two opposing images of women. 

Mr. Collins cannot believe Elizabeth's rejection of him. He 

must interpret it as her Vish of increasing love by 

suspense according to the usual practice of elegant 

females'(^;. Again, Elisabeth's highly irritated reply, D̂o 

not consider me now as an elegant female intending to 

plague you, but as a rational creature 3pea)d.ng the truth 
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directly from her heart' (91), points to crucial dilemma of 

the intelligent woman in the late eighteenth century 

England, both m fiction and reality. 

All through the eighteenth century the Augustans lilce John 

Loclce generally stressed the importance of reason in human 

behaviour. Comxng towards the end of the century, Jane 

Austen must have imbibed this Augustine heritage. Each of 

her six novels presents in some form or other the deep 

seated contradiction between the rational norm in the 

eighteenth century society and the standards to which women 

vere hypo 'ritically expected to adhere. The period Jane 

Austen was born m , was raariced by the feature that logic 

and abstract thought were foreign to women. While men were 

constantly being conditioned by history, influenced and 

modified by new ideas of individualism and empirical 

pragmatism, women were confined within strict limits. The 

skills they were expected to learn were those that would 

secure them a husband who would confer identity and status. 

The degree to which women ought to aspire to physical 

strength was a fairly controversial issue in Jane Austen's 

cime. Eveii as this controversy persisted Jane Austen came 

out a raaical through the creation of several robust and 

forthright heroines like Catherine Norland, Elizabeth 
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Bennet, Enuna Voodhouse. Her negative representation of the 

affected women who exploit their weakness to gain power is 

explicit in Isabella Thorpe, Lousa Musgrove and Miss 

Bingley. Vith her privileging of strength and forebearance 

over abject helplessness as in Elinor and Marianne 

Dashwood, Jane Austen contributed to a continuing debate 

about frailty and cunning as necessary feminine 

characteristics and part of women's legitimate armoury. 

Rousseau vent on to argue that God compensated woman for 

her physical weakness by giving her beauty, subtlety 

cunning to captivate men. 

Our interest in Jane Austen today lies in her ability to 

subvert the limitations imposed on her by society and to 

undermine the values she supposed to uphold. Ve cannot 

ignore the fact that the apparently placid texture of the 

novels conceals a tension between protest and acceptance, 

rebellion and conformity. The rejection of the standard 

notions of feminity is evident in the early chapters of 

Horthanger Abbey, where the novelist refers to the fact 

that Catherine Morland who preferred rough boy's games to 

elegant occupations such as watering a rose bush or feeding 

a canary, was quite unsuited to the role of a heroine, ^She 

was moreover noisy and wild, hated confinement and 
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cleanliness, and loved nothing so well in the world as 

rolling down the green slope at the bacJc of the house' 

(25). 

Jane Austen disapproved of excessive emotionalism. Contrast 

between vitality and sense on one hand and disability and 

sentiment on the other appears in Sense and Sensibility 

(between Ê l̂mor Daahwood and Lucy Steele) , in Pride and 

Prejudice (between Elizabeth Bennet and Miss Bingley) and 

in Persuasion (between Anne Elliot and Lousa Musgrove). 

Although the question of class distinction is not a central 

issue in Jane Austen partly because most of her characters 

belong to roughly the same class, she was familiar with the 

fictional ethos, ^Vhere a conspicuously weaJr constitution 

was both an assertion of a delicately nurtured past and a 

presumpti'. 5 claira to a similar future' (Ian Vatt,1957, 

168) . 

Hers being a period of transition (end of the eighteenth 

century and beginning of the nineteenth), Jane Austen also 

witnessed outside fiction, in the world of ideas, a growing 

awareness of woman's right and woman's need for rational 

education. It was at this juncture that Mary Vollstonecraft 

came out with her Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
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(1792). Jane Austen found a community of concern in what 

was discussed and debated by John LocJre and Vollstonecraft. 

The special issue on Jane Austen brought out by the journal 

Woman and Literature (ed.) Janet Todd in 1982 and in 1983 

Margaret KirJcham's Jane Austen: Feminisin and Fiction placed 

her right in the main stream of the intellectual tradition 

of Enlightenment feminism. Margaret KirJcham argued that 

Jane Austen supported many of Mary Vollstonecraff s options 

including her criticism of Rousseau's view of women's 

education: 

Mary Vollstonecraft shows as much embarrassment 

about the necessity of attacking Milton, for both 

she goes against major inspirational figures with 

whom, apart from their exclusion of woman from 

the benefits of liberty, under the Law of Reason, 

she could have been in sympathy. All the same she 

does not shirk" the task of revealing the flaws in 

Rousseau's argument, starting with a false 

interference drawn from the physical differences 

between men and woman (Kirkham, 1983, 46). 

For Rousseau, ^Voman ought to be weak and passive because 

she has less bodily strength than man; and hence she was 
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formed to please and to be subject to him' (Vollstonecraft, 

1792 , 173). 

Rousseau had thought that men and women should not be 

educated in the same manner, for "*the education of woman 

should be always relative to men'. Vollstonecraft has 

difficulty in keeping her temper, she even indulges in 

little irony: 

But granted that woman ought to be beautiful, 

innocent and silly, to render her a more alluring 

and indulgent companion; Vhat is her 

understanding sacrificed for?... only according to 

Rousseau's own account, to malce her the mistress 

of her husband for a very short time? For no man 

ever insisted more on the transient nature of 

love' (Vollstonecraft, 1792, 187) . 

In the perspective of the changed political, social and 

economic situations, Jane Austen modelled her novels. The 

England m which Austen lived was changing in response to 

the new burdens of the Revolutionary Age. The French 

Revolution by itself initiated a political debate and it is 

not unlilcely that Austen was a participant in such debate. 

The traces of the elements of transitionalism and 
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radicalism in the author abound in the novels. The social 

argument m Hansfield Park is just a continuation of the 

same from the two previous novels. Austen it is true, did 

not use that argument into an eighteenth century framework:, 

but placed it in the unstable world of the nineteenth 

century. By the time Jane Austen wrote Hansfield Park, 

(published m 1814) she lived fully in the nineteenth 

century. Her style of thinking and writing underwent a sea-

change that swept over England as a result of the French 

Revolution. Hansfield Park, according to Q.D. Leavis is 

T̂he First modern novel in England' (collected Essays, 40). 

The Crawfords are spiritually inferior. Fanny Price, the 

heroine, possesses all the good qualities but only in 

limited and secondary ways. She is, really speaking, the 

leading edge of Jane Austen's transitional enterprise. She 

13 also made to provoke feelings in the critics and 

scholars that range from constrained and dutiful pity and 

admiration to positive repulsion. Fanny is a repressed 

young woman ^born to struggle and endure', with whose 

girlhood we have been led to sympathize. In her Jane Austen 

and the State Mary Evan's analysis of Hansfield Park 

carries with it a radical reading. Austen emerges as a 

radical by virtue of the fact that she exposes the cracks 

m the structure of the establishment, questioning the 
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aristocracy's fitness for government. Sir Thomas Bertam 

appears as the exponent of a repressive regime. In this 

regard Evans points out that ^excessive repression merely 

serves to harbour subversive fantasies and undisciplined 

desire' (1987,72). 

The novel reveals a society where the reliance on male 

authority and the regulation of behaviour lead to anarchy 

and Mary Evans pursues this to conclude that the society 

Itself, as depicted by Austen îs based on a system of 

equal v/ealth and property distribution, which requires 

redress' (74). From this perspective Austen can be seen as 

belonging to an alternative tradition, which Butler 

describes as one "̂ Vhich attaclcs patriarchal privilege and 

appeals for democratic access to the processes of 

government through the figure of Fanny Price' (1975, 224) . 

Emma too bears enough testimony to Austen's tcansitionalism 

and radicalism are beautifully touched upon in Emma. In her 

handling the theme of marriage in the novel, she presents 

Emma Voodhouse as an exceptional character. In an age when 

marriage -̂ as loolced upon as something not a matter of 

rejection particularly for a marriageable woman, Emma 

Voodhouse is the only Austen heroine who openly rejects 
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marriage. Harried is found to be surprised at Emma's 

unwillingness to marry, ^Dear me but what shall you do? How 

shall you empty yourself when you grow old' (73-74) . In 

Emma, really speaking, Austen introduces us to a heroine 

who, even under an enormous, all- pervading social pressure 

re-affaims her own ^self not to be easily found in her 

age. The world of Emma, is a revolutionalized world in 

U'hich traditional notions of ranlc and caste are challenged 

by new social forces that express themselves through 

universal rivalry. I'hus, a natural mode of behaviour for 

individuals in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century England (Jane Austen's world) is not the quiet, 

disciplined morality of Fanny Price, but the self 

important, acquisitive mode of behaviour of Mrs. Elton in 

Emma. 

While eKamining Jane Austen's attitude to the life and 

society ot her time from a radical's perspective, we should 

touch upon the fact that in Emma the preservation of class 

hierarchy becomes an important issue. Marriages instead of 

being- means of social and spatial mobility become devices 

for rigid reconfirmation of class and space enclosures. 

Harriet's marriage with Mr. Knightley's tenant farmer 

means that 'the intimacy between her and Emma must sinJc'. 
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However much Mr. Knightley might value Robert Martin at 

work-, he recognizes that socially, they must not interact 

^His rank- in society I would alter if I could which is 

saying a great deal, I assure you, Emma'(358).Of course, 

che long-awaiced resolution of the mystery surrounding 

Harriet's birth is resolved when ^She proved to be the 

Illegitimate daughter of a tradesman' (365). This puts Emma 

into shame in her attempt to connect her with the 

'gentleman' in her social circle: "̂ The stain of 

illegitimacy unbleached by nobility or wealth, would have 

been stain indeed' (308). 

As a radical in her outlook-, Jane Austen is never happy 

with setting the background of her novels only against 'the 

three or four country homes' as once she declared. Rather 

her novels show an understanding of the world outside the 

quiet of the countryside. Indeed, considerable sections of 

Sense and Sensibility , Mansfield Park and Persuasion are 

set not in rural isolation but in urban centres. The world 

which her characters inhabit is not, therefore, as isolated 

or a^ confined as some readings of her work- might suggest. 

On the contrary, by the standard of the late eighteenth 

century, her characters are the citizens of the world. They 

are demonstrably familiar with fashion, with the artifacts 
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of urban culture with developed and sophisticated manners 

and also with the debates of contemporary social and 

political lives. 

The last of her major novels is Persuasion. It mark's out 

Austen's trait of transitional approach to her narratives. 

In Persuasion the heroine marries outside her social class. 

She not only glories in being â sailor's wife' but also 

happily becomes a part of gradually expanding fraternity of 

sea-faring people who do without the stability of a fixed 

home. Considering the importance of the houses in Jane 

Austen's earlier novels the relinquishment of a fixed home 

in Persuasion seems to be a major departure. 

Jane Austen's radicalism is clearly understandable in her 

critical discussion of Sir Walter Elliot's behaviour 

towards Admiral and Mrs. Croft and Captain Ventworth. Lady 

Russell stands condemned for having too great an enthusiasm 

for rank- rather than talent and enterprise. The changing 

attitude of Jane Austen to life and society of the period 

of transition, however, is best summed up in what Claudia L 

Johnson observes about Persuasion : 

Visttully and romantically unfulfilled in the 

twilight of her life, the author Jane Austen 

57 



grovs tenderer on romantic subjects she had 

disparaged m the confidence and severity of her 

youth; with her own opening out into a world of 

emotion, eighteenth century ^objectivity' yields 

to nineteenth century subjectivity (Johnson 1988, 

144) . 

A radical in the period of real transition (last half of 

the eighteenth century and the first half of the 

nineteenth) Jane Austen was in the habit of going against 

whatever was unjust and partial. She lived at an age when 

pen was an exclusive male instrument for expressing inner 

thoughts and ideas and women were denied it. Oane Austen 

rose to the occasion and made an allout effort to bring the 

role of women folic to the forefront. Persuasion is an 

example in this regard. In its penultimate chapter Anne 

Elliot, the heroine is made to say rather vehemently: ^Men 

have had every advantage of us in telling their own story. 

Education has been theirs in so much higher a degree; the 

pen has been m their hand. I will not allow book's to prove 

anything'.This sort of outburst is just an uncharacteristic 

adamancy that the novelist has put into her character. This 

is also an uncharacteristic reaction of a woman author at 
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that period of time that the literary history of England 

has ever witnessed. 

To an inquisitive reader of Jane Austen, it is more than a 

reality that despite her womanly predicaments to be a 

writer, she could, with all radical outlooJc, takre herself 

to the level of success. She drew the attention of the 

critics and captivated generations of readers. She had all 

the necessary gifts for a great success particularly as a 

woman novelist of merit. Jane Austen was deeply involved in 

and cognisant of the major ideological debates of her time. 

The crucial debate with which she was concerned was the 

issue of morality and in particular the question of how 

individuals should assess their personal responsibilities 

and inclinations in the light of their material 

circumstances. The novelist offers her readers a radical 

morality and far from endorsing the given values of late 

eighteenth century capitalism, she was in many ways 

critical of them. Two central themes of Austen's fictions 

are her attempts to elucidate a morality that is 

independent of the material values of the capitalist marlcet 

and the claims that she articulates for the quality of men 

and women and the right of women to moral independence and 

autonomy. In respect of morality in the late eighteenth 
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century and early nineteenth century Austen represents not 

a conservative but a liberal tradition, a tradition opposed 

to the extension of patriarchal authority. Products of the 

period of transition, Jane Austen's characters also lived 

at a crucial point m English history, the point at which a 

society already essentially Capitalist was undergoing 

transformation into an industrial one. 
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SENSE AND SENSIBILITY: Shameless Want of Taste 

The period from 1775 to 1817 is the lifetime of Oane Austen. 

The period was essentially markred by challenges to the 

traditional hierarchy of English class society. 

Consequently, the period itself punctuated challenges to 

conventional social roles and responsibilities. In England 

the decisive agent of the change was not just the French 

Revolution but also the more subtle, more gradual, 

dissemination of the values and behaviour associated with 

capitalism. By the first decades of the nineteenth century 

birth into a particular class no longer exclusively 

determined one's future social or economic status. The 

traditional authority of the gentry, and of the values 

associated with their life-style, was a subject under 

general debate. In the midst of such changes, the 

assumptions that had theoretically been shared by the 

eighteenth century moralists and their audiences seemed 

increasingly problematic, requiring radical change. Jane 

Austen, a product of the time responded radically to the 

issue. Here m the present chapter of the dissertation we 

would likre to examine the novelist's traits of radicalism 
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and transitionalism as well in respect of her first 

published novel Sense and Sensibility(1811). 

In Sense and Sensibility Austen viewed individualism's 

challenge to paternalism. Here in this novel the most 

fundamental conflict is between Austen's own imaginative 

engagement with her self-assertive characters and the moral 

code necessary to control their desires. In the greater part 

of the novel Jane Austen's strategies endorse the 

traditional values associated with her ^sensible' heroine, 

Elinor Dashwood. Almost every action in the novel suggests 

that individual will triumphs over principle and individual 

desire proves more compelling than moral law. In the 

climactic final encounter between Elinor and Villoughby, 

Elinor is aroused to a pitch of complex emotion. She cannot 

unreservedly praise the man she wants to marry. '*At first 

sight' she admits, 'his address is certainly not striking; 

and his person can hardly be called handsome, till the 

expression of his eyes which are uncommonly good, and the 

general sweetness of his countenance is perceived. At 

present I know him so well that I think' him really handsome; 

or at least, almost so' (20) . 
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Austen also attempts to control the allure of Marianne's 

romantic desire by refusing to consider seriously either the 

social origin or the philosophical implications. The 

novelist consistently provides men's behaviour with a 

realistic explanation by describing the social or 

psychological contexts that shaped it. Mr. Palmer's general 

contempt, Elinor concludes Vas the desire of appearing 

superior to other people' (112)—a desire that is an 

understandable compensation for Palmer's initial error: ''his 

temper might perhaps be a little soured by finding, like 

many others of her sex, that through some accountable bias 

m favour of beauty, he was the husband of a very silly 

voman' (112) . 

The only female character Austen appears to explain is Lucy 

Steele. Initially, Lucy's 'deficiency of all mental 

improvement' seems to be the effect of her neglected 

education and in this point Jane Austen takres her radical 

view. She holds: ^Lucy was naturally clever; her remarlcs 

were often just and amusing ... but her powers had received no 

aid from education, she was ignorant and illiterate, and her 

deficiency of m.ental improvem-nt ... could not be concealed 

from Miss Dash-'ood' (127). 
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Austen explicitly ridicules the notion that Lucy's Vant of 

liberty' could be d̂ue to her want of education' by having 

Edward cling to this rationalization to the end. But in 

jilting Edward for his brother Robert, Lucy conclusively 

proves herself inherently flawed. Austen wants to convince 

the reader that female nature is simply inexplicable and 

that propriety must put a restrain on this natural, amoral 

force. At least one other set of female characters also 

3upport3 this argument, but paradoxically, the episode in 

which they appear alludes not to an innate female nature but 

to the constraints imposed on women by patriarchal society 

and the novelist is seriously aware of it. 

Jane Austen at least intuits the twin imperatives that 

anchor patriarchal society; men want women to be passionate, 

but, because they fear the consequences of this appetite, 

they want to retain control over its expression. This 

anxiety explains why women in this society must experience 

30 problematic a relation to their own desire. In order to 

win the husband necessary to their social position, women 

must.gratify desires by concealing whatever genuine emotions 

they feel so as to allow men to believe that they have all 

the power. In Sense and Sensibilitr/ the novelist pursues the 

grim reality that is implicit in her account of the 
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Dashwood's economic situation. The novel repeatedly 

dismisses the analysis of society that realism might imply. 

But Austen's idealism never completely banishes her 

realistic impulse. She retains both ^principles' and 

^romance'. Thus Marianne is made to debunJc her own youthful 

romance and the novel as a whole endorses the ^heroism' 

(242, 265) of Elinor's self-denial. 

Some of the tensions that we finally feel in Sense and 

Sensibility emerge from the conflict between the realism in 

which the action is anchored and the romantic elements that 

Austen harnesses to this realism. She also suggests that 

Elinor's self-denial- her refusal to reveal Lucy Steele's 

secret and her willingness to help Edward even to her own 

disadvantage, ultimately contributes to her own happiness 

as well as to the happiness of the society. The 

prerogatives of society, Austen suggests, sometimes malce 

secrecy and repression necessary. Despite her recognition 

of the limitations of social institutions, Austen is more 

concerned with correcting the dangerous excesses of female 

feeling than with liberating this anarchic energy. In this 

context Mary Poovey's observation is worth mentioning. Her 

book: entitled The Proper Lady and the Woman f̂riter 

(Chicago, 1984) is concerned with the way in which the 
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bourgeois concept of t̂he proper lady' is reproduced in the 

work of Vollstonecraft, Mary Shelley and Jane Austen. 

Poovey traces the concept through its formation in the 

eighteenth century as the middle class taJces control of 

society and locates its women as commodities for exchange 

m a marriage market. Jane Austen belonged to the lower 

gentry and her situation enables her to measure her 

characters in Sense and Sensibility against a normative 

ideology of human values. 

The thematic exclusiveness about Jane Austen's first ever-

completed narrative Sense and Sensibility (1811) is that 

quite artistically in a much-polished manner the novel 

upholds the theme of the danger of sensibility in 

temperament and the advantage of sense. In her bid to handle 

such a binary opposition as sense and sensibility, we would 

try to point out the traits of Austen's transitionalism and 

radicalism in the present novel. If we take Horthanger Abbey 

as the last work of Jane Austen's early phase. Sense and 

Sensibility is essentially the first of her completed 

novels. In it, it seems that there has been a change in the 

novelist's attitude in studying complex spectacle of man's 

social behaviour. This is evident in her radical portrayal 

of men and matters m the contemporary society. 
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Sense and Sensibility is well written. The characters are in 

genteel life, naturally drawn and judiciously supported. The 

characters of Elinor and Marianne are very nicely 

contrasted, the former possessing good sense with a proper 

quantity of sense, the latter with an immoderate degree of 

sensibility, which renders her unhappy on every trifling 

occasion and annoys everyone around her. Elinor has a strong 

understanding and cool judgement and an amiable temper with 

strong feelings, which she knew how to control. Marianne is 

sensible and clever but so terribly impetuous in all her 

3oy3 and all her sorrows as to know no moderation. Her 

sensibility is all in the extreme. 

The sensibility of Marianne is without bounds. She is 

rendered miserable and in her peculiar temperament this 

misery is extravagantly cherished. Elinor on the other hand, 

has her own love-difficulties to encounter and her own 

sensibility to subdue, the painful task" of endeavouring to 

alleviate her sister's grief which preys upon her health so 

much that she is soon reduced to the brink" of the grave. 

Jane Austen's attitude to sense and sensibility question is 

undoubtedly radical. Her idea of sensibility in a sense 
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derives from the Richardsonian cult of sensibility - the 

value of emotion. 

A realistic interpreter of life, Jane Austen beyond doubt, 

leaves a distinct mark- of her changing vision of life as 

well m her Sense and Sensibility. The novelist at 36 with 

this novel made her appearance before the reading public. In 

her radical alterations in the form of a series of letters 

Jane Austen suddenly shifts to a narrative form in the novel 

under discussion. Again, an acute observer of men and women 

and the decadent society of the Regency period and all its 

artificial social norms and naked self-interest, the 

novelist handles themes quite radically in the novel. She 

even reacts sharply to the individual traits in the 

individual character. In her critical observation in the 

presentation of life Jane Austen shows an unusually k̂ een 

awareness of the inner void in most of the literary and 

social conventions. 

The antithesis in the title Sense and Sensibility might be 

considered not merely as synoptic formulation of the theme 

of this particular novel, but as a focal point in Jane 

Austen's perception of men and women in their social 

relations. B.C. Southam in his introduction to the Critical 
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Essays on Jane Austen considers it from a slightly different 

angle when he notes: â recurrent; theme in Jane Austen's 

writing is the need to distinguish between reality and 

illusion, to explore and discriminate among conditions of 

true false vision' (Southam, 1968,xv). What seems more 

interesting and less recognized so far is the recurring 

pattern of a journey from ignorance to wisdom. Oane Austen 

as a radical does not simply contrast the two attitudes, 

conditions or set of values. She actually portrays man's or 

woman's inner progress from one condition to the other; 

trust in the possibility of the progress constitutes the 

core of her transitionalisra and radicalism and also her 

perception of human individuals as wayfarers on a journey 

towards sense and sensibility reflecting her deeper 

commitment to life and art. 

Jane Austen's analyses of man's way of Icnowing and of his 

relationship to the social world are based on assumptions 

that were familiar in the eighteenth century. Readers have 

sometimes been annoyed by Jane Austen's preferences for 

Elinot, a preference that seems to validate the importance 

of the social surface and to derogate feelings. Marianne's 

feelings are apparent because she acts in accord with them. 

She cares for essentials, not for superficialities. Elinor 
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in contrast, is intensely interested in social conventions, 

indulging often m hypocrisies that hide her feelings from 

others. She wishes to satisfy the demands of society, as 

well as of the self. ^Understanding' is crucially important 

to Elinor's complex perspective. She tries to incorporate 

into her conception of the world all of the trivial, 

contradictory, anomalous and unpleasant as well as the 

important, harmonious and pleasant aspects of her life, 

giving each its due weight. Her attempt is to understand the 

vorld, not to change it. 

The entire action in Sense and Sensibility is organized to 

represent Elinor and Marianne in terms of rival value-

systems, which are seen directing their behaviour in the 

most crucial choices of their lives. It is the arrangement 

that necessarily directs the reader's attention not towards 

what they experience but towards how they cope with 

experience, away from the experimental to the ethical. 

Elinor'3 response to the marriage of Lucy and Robert Ferrars 

13 presented in relation to multiple faculty-heart, 

imagination and reason and to each is assigned a different 

and discrete level of comprehension: 'To her heart it was a 

delightful affair, to her imagination it was even a 

ridiculous one, but to her reason, her judgment it was 
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completely a puzzle'(364). Marianne ascertains that 

Villoughby admires 'Pope no more than is proper' (47) . But 

Jane Austen's view of manlcind is not in many respects 

mar}redly different from Pope's in Essay on Man. 

In Sense and Sensibility the emphasis is on each girl's 

(Elinor and Marianne) scale of values as she applies it to 

both young men (Edward and Villoughby). According to 

Marianne, Edward does not give free rein to the intuitive 

side of his nature. She equates laclc of •*taste' with lack: of 

response, an inability to enter subjectivity. Villoughby 

remains in Marianne's mind as an evil force long after his 

betrayal of her. He becomes a part of her mental topography. 

Having created a mental world, Marianne cannot escape it, 

even when her external circumstances change. After losing 

the stability provided by illusion, she attempts to organize 

a new order around grief. 

Her mind did become settled, but it was settled in a gloomy 

dejection. She felt the loss of Villoughby's character ^yet 

more heavily than she had felt the loss of his heart...and 

the doubt of what his designs might once have been on 

herself preyed...on her spirits' (212). Villoughby's lurid 

interview with Elinor during Marianne's sickness reveals 
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the conventionalized pattern that the romance of Marianne 

and Villoughby has assumed. Marianne refused to say what 

3he does not feel but she often has little understanding of 

her feelings. She deals with everything intensely but from 

very limited intellectual premises; her categories and 

judgments are finally crude ones. The imaginative unity of 

Romanticism is to Jane Austen an egocentric and false one. 

It must be combated by a resolute effort to decentre 

oneself. One can achieve a mental accommodation of 

discordant elements but not a resolution of them. 

The difference ::'etween Elinor and Marianne is one of 

ideology. In order to give vent to her radical thought Jane 

Austen put forvard the ideological difference between the 

main characters in the novel. Marianne is optimistic, 

intuitive, unselfcritical whereas Elinor is far more 

sceptical, always ready to study the evidence, to reopen a 

question to doubt her prior judgments. She can be ready to 

revise her opinion of Villoughby. She can admit her 

mistakes, as she does of her wrong estimate of Marianne's 

illness. Indeed, Jane Austen clearly argues that we do not 

find the rigrn; path through the cold, static correctness of 

a Lady Middleton but through a struggle waged daily with our 

natural predisposition to err. 
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Again, Jane Austen's version of ^sensibility' that is 

individualism of self, in various familiar guises—is as 

harshly dealt with here as anywhere in the anti—Jacobin 

novels. Mrs. Ferror's London is recognizably a sketch of the 

anarchy that follows the loss of all values but self-

indulgence. In the opening chapters of the novel Sense and 

Sensibility '"̂ specially where Marianne is the target of 

criticism, 'sensibility' means sentimental (or 

revolutionary) idealism, which Elinor counters with her 

sceptical or pessimistic view of man's nature. Where the 

issue is the choice of a husband Jane Austen's criteria 

prove to be much the same as Mrs. West's: both advocate 

dispassionate assessment of a future husband's qualities 

discounting both physical attractiveness while stressing 

objective evidence. Both reiterate the common conservative 

theme of the day that a second attachment is liJcely to be 

more reliable than a first. The sole element of unorthodoxy 

m Sense and Sensibility lies m the execution and specially 

m the slcillful adjustment of detail, which malces its story 

more natural. The novel is not natural compared with Jane 

Austen's later novels. Certainly there is a plenty of 

evidence in the second half of the novel that Jane Austen 

was impatient with the rigidity of her framework: and all the 
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modifications she makes. Lucy Steele resembles Isabella 

Thorpe and Mary Crawford, George VicJcham, Henry Crawford, 

Frank" Churchill and Villiam Walter Elliot and in the manner 

she does not come, lilce some other authors' representations, 

vociferously advocating free-love or revolution, or the 

reading of German novels. She is the harbinger of anarchy 

for all that. 

In a way. Sense and Sensibility is worse affected than many 

clumsy work's by lesser writers because it is written 

naturally, and with more insight into at least some aspects 

of the inner life. The reader has far too much real sympathy 

with Marianne in her sufferings to refrain from valuing her 

precisely on their account. There is plenty of evidence that 

Jane Austen, anticipating this reaction, tried to forestall 

It. It 13 indeed, difficult to accept the way consciousness 

13 presented m this novel. Jane Austen is critical enough 

m her presenting Marianne and to some extent also Elinor as 

they are both drawn with strong feelings which the reader is 

accustomed to sympathise with, and actually to value for 

their- own sakre. But it is the argument of the novel that 

such feelings, like the individuals who experience them, are 

not innately good. Unfortunately, in flat opposition to the 

author's obvious intention, we tend to approach Marianne 
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subjectively. Elinor represents the Christian visdom that 

Icnows correct judgment is hard, that raanJcind is fallible and 

the world full of pitfalls. Marianne represents the 

optimistic idealism of sentimentalism. The differences 

between the two characters are not simply moral since both 

are types found in many contemporary novels, which were well 

understood by readers to personify political issues. The 

property-owning classes in England were fearful that the 

example of the French Revolution would increase support for 

those British radicals who were demanding political and 

economic equality for all of Britain's citizens. These 

radicals were from around Eighteen hundred termed Jacobins, 

a term which originated m a Parisian egalitarian political 

club which met first in 1789 in the old convent of the 

Jacobin (i.e. followers of St.Jaques). 

Contemporaries saw Sense and Sensibilily as one of the genre 

of anti-Jacobin novels, Marianne signifying the disturbance 

caused by revolutionary fervour, by a commitment to passion 

and to the ideal that brookrs no social conventions, and to 

the individual's selfish will rather than social conformity. 

Lilce Elizabeth m Pride and Prejudice, she is a threat, 

fascinating but needing to be suppressed. Anyway, Jane 

Austen's sense of ^sense' approximates to the traditional 
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Christian personal and social ethic, her ^sensibility' to a 

modern individualist ethic in two -different manifestations, 

Marianne's and Lucy's. This again is no doubt, a pointer to 

Jane Austen's trait of transitionalism in her art. 

Sense and Sensibility lilce all Austen's novels is a drama of 

language in which her heroines suffer from what can Qnd 

cannot be said. The association of women with ''Silence' has 

become a richly commonplace formula in contemporary theory. 

In the novel under our close consideration the silences of 

two women are made powerfully ^audible' . The narrative is 

punctuated by their repeated but different refusals to 

speak:. Elinor, on the side of sense, withholds her words 

from considerateness for others. Marianne, on the side of 

sensibility, refuses to speak" because she is careless of 

social properties because she will not compromise the truth 

for politeness'3 sak-e or because the strength of her feeling 

ciefies representation m words. Broadly, the silences of 

Elinor are those of reserve and integrity; the silences of 

Marianne are those of non-conformity and emotional 

powerl'essness. Vhile Elinor bravely suppresses the private 

language of her feelings in order to engage in the public 

world of sometimes trivial and commonsense, Marianne treats 

from that world into the serious and desperate privacy of 

76 



her sensibility. The main difference is that Elinor's 

silences result from sel- censorship-she listens în silence 

and immovable gravity' to Robert Ferrars, for instance but 

Marianne's do not. Marianne, after all, stands for the cause 

of Romanticism in this novel. 

In her role as a radical, Jane Austen also plays her part of 

opposition at places in her delineation of both Elinor and 

Marianne. Although both the heroines retreat into silence at 

various points, it is the silence of Marianne, which remains 

problematic because it is not incorporated into the 

narrative, liJce Elinor's. Elinor's silences signify heroic 

reticence and control and are contained by the language of 

sense. Marianne's silences signify emotions which have 

escaped control and which are, therefore, in opposition to 

Austen's art. Marvin MudricJc writes that ^Marianne 

represents an unack-nowledged depth of her author's ^spirit' 

(1976, 114). By a different reading again, it is Marianne 

who retreats from social intercourse, refuses to pay polite 

visits and is finally rendered speechless in misery and 

illness. Marianne, with a bias that goes contrary to the 

apparent sympathies of the author, is the place where the 

familiar dilemma of women, to speak: or not to spealc, is 

played out. 
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Sense and Sensibility is usually interpreted as an argument 

of mind against heart, judgment against feeling, policy 

against spontaneity. Classicism against Romanticism and as a 

corollary of these, of reticence against self-expression. 

Such an interpretation reveals Elinor's stoical reticence 

that triumphs over Marianne's spontaneous outbursts. Of 

course, sense has the privileges and powers of public 

speech, while sensibility is private and therefore, 

powerless eloquence. Any way, Marianne defies the 

conventions of social intercourse because she is victimized 

by them and her silences spealc against sense because they 

are refused a hearing in the main text. 

A radical as Jane Austen was, she quite efficiently deals 

with the theme of crisis in Sense and Sensibililr^ when 

Marianne receives Willoughby's cruelly explicit letter of 

repudiation. Elinor discovers her ^stretched on the bed, 

almost choclced by grief (237) . Marianne thrusts a bundle of 

Villoughby'3 letters into Elinor's hands and then Austen 

v/rites, 'covering her face with her handkrerchief, almost 

screamed with agony' (237) . The word 'almost' used twice as 

a qualification of Marianne's actions, is crucial. The word 

smothers the protest, imprisons the sound in the 
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inarticulateness of mere sensibility and seems to assert the 

authority of rational control. The phrase magnificently 

enacts the whole drama of Marianne's rebellion in this 

novel. Marianne is trapped in ^sensibility', a prison which 

gives no access to the language of articulated protest but 

the silence of which is now resonant and violent. Such 

^passionate violence' is no longer of the surface but of the 

depths, and the sign of it is a kind of speechlessness, 

vhich IS not only Marianne's but also Jane Austen's. 

A product of a period of transition (the end of eighteenth 

century and the beginning of nineteenth century) Jane 

Austen's version of the female awakening goes contrary to 

post-romantic expectations. In Sense and Sensibility, 

instead of coming to understand the thwarted sexual nature 

of her own sensibility, Marianne must grow out of her 

private and exclusive love for Villoughby and come to accept 

marriage based on 'no sentiment superior to strong esteem 

and lively friendship' . She awakens into a knowledge of 

herself which is that commanded by the society around her. 

Marianne's development from love to 'lively friendship' from 

illness to health, from egocentric sensibility to conforming 

sense also takes the form of a development from private 

inarticulateness to public speech. Such a change is no 
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doubt, a pointer to the reaction against sentiraentalisra and 

the novel of sensibility in the eighteenth century, of which 

Austen is a prime example and this very aspect testifies to 

the traits of transitionalism in the author as well. 

Jane Austen's own life-time was marlred by challenges to the 

traditional hierarchy of English class society, and as a 

result, to traditional social stands and responsibilities. 

Her Sense and Sensibility is a fine specimen of the 

challenges that the writer threw open. The challenges 

ultimately brought about different changes in social, 

cultural and other important aspects of life in Austen's 

era. In England the decisive agent of the changes was not 

just the French Revolution but the more subtle, more gradual 

dissemination of the values and behaviour associated with 

capitalism-agrarian and industrial. Money made itself felt 

m investment and capital return. Birth into a particular 

class no longer exclusively determined one's future social 

or economic status. The traditional authority of the gentry 

and of the values associated with their life-style was a 

subject under general debate. As the daughter of a country 

clergyman with numerous and strong ties to the landed upper 

gentry, Jane Austen was involved in this crisis of authority 

in an immediate and particularly complex way. As a clergyman 
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Austen's tather belonged to the lesser realms of the gentry. 

The wealthy Knight family of Kent adopted one of her 

brothers, Edward. Two of Austen's brothers James and Henry 

became clergymen and her two youngest brothers Francis and 

Charles entered the British Navy and became Admirals. 

Francis ultimately became a Knight. Thus Jane Austen was 

raised to a height of the middle-class society but she never 

wished to emulate the gentry's life-style out and out. She 

was even able to see the marlred differences between the two 

components of the middle-class; the landed gentry and the 

urban capitalist class. 

As Jane Austen's career progressed, we see her gradually 

developed aesthetic strategies capable of balancing her 

attraction to exuberant but potentially anarchic feeling 

with her investment in traditional social institutions. The 

balance is embodied in thematic material she chose and the 

rhetorical strategies that harness the imaginative energy of 

her readers to a moral design. In Sense and Sensibility, 

Jane Austen viewed individual's challenge to paternalism. 

The most fundamental conflict in the novel is between 

Austen's own imaginative engagement with her self-assertive 

characters and the moral code necessary to control their 

anarchic desires. Nearly everything in the plot of Sense and 
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Sensibility undermines the complacent assumption that the 

Christian principles generally held. Almost every action in 

the novel suggests that, more often than not, individual 

will triumph over principle, and individual desire proves 

more compelling than moral law. Jane Austen here is more 

prominent in her role as a radical. Moreover, the narrator's 

prefatory evaluation of John Dashwood, for example ĥe was 

not an ill—disposed young man, unless to be rather cold 

hearted and rather selfish, is to be ill disposed' (5) 

directs our attention most specifically to the way in which 

what should, m theory, be moral absolutes can and in 

practice do, shade off into infinite gradations and 

convenient exceptions. Here again, some pertinent questions 

crop up- is it always morally wrong to be '̂ rather' selfish, 

specially in a society in which such selfishness is the 

necessary basis for material prosperity? What efficacy will 

moral absolutes have in such a society? 

V/oman's assertive subjectivity is a salient theme in Sense 

and Sensibility. By way of raising Marianne's assertive 

subjectivity Jane Austen seconds the eighteenth century 

radical view that woman's appetites are particularly 

dangerous and more alcin to inexplicable natural forces. 

Except for Elinor, nearly all of the women in Sense and 
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Sensibility are given to one kind of excess or another. Mrs. 

John Dashwood and her mother, Mrs. Ferrars, attempt to 

dominate the opinions, the professions, and even the 

emotions of the men who are closest to them. Again, 

Willoughby'3 aunt, who is empowered by money and age, is 

even more tyrannical. Sophia Grey, Villoughby's fiancee, 

enacts her passion and her will when she commands Villoughby 

to copy her cruel letter for Marianne. Austen here 

essentially implies that these women are exceptional only in 

the extent of their power, not in the force of their 

desires. 

Austen's female characters certainly do not monopolize 

passion, nor are their little contrivances finally more 

destructive than Willoughby's deceit. But contrasting them 

VIth her presentation of male characters can identify the 

implications of her characterizations of such women. Austen 

consistently provides men's behaviour with a realistic 

explanation by describing the social or psychological 

contexts that shaped it. Austen is also certainly radical 

enough when she explicitly ridicules the notion that Lucy's 

Vant of liberality could be' due to her want of education. 

Of course, the only female character in the novel Austen 

appears to explain is Lucy Steele. Initially, Lucy's 
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'deficiency of all mental improvement' seems to be the 

effect of her neglected education: '*Lucy was naturally 

clever; her remarlcs were often just and amusing... but her 

power had received no aid from education she was ignorant 

and illiterate, and her deficiency of mental improvement ... 

could not be concealed from Miss Dashwood' (127). 

Austen's final comments on Lucy are decisive; her behaviour 

exposes ""a wanton ill nature' (336) characterized by 'an 

earnest and unceasing attention to self-interest' (376) . The 

harshness with which Jane Austen disposes of Lucy Steele 

exceeds the necessities of the plot, but it is perfectly in 

Iceeping with her radical design. Austen wants to convince 

the reader that female nature is simply inexplicable and 

that propriety must restrain this natural amoral force. This 

however, alludes to the constraints imposed on women by 

patriarchal society. It is interesting to note how Austen 

negotiates it. 

The episode that begins and ends in Eliza's infidelity to 

Brand-on upholds the truth that the passionate excesses of 

women ought to be checlced. Brandon fears that beneath the 

romantic refinement of the girl lurkrs a woman's sexual 

appetite, which is both ^common' and Mangerous'. The 
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anxieties Brandon unwittingly reveals suggest Austen's 

unraistaJcable critical insight into the twin imperatives 

that stabilized patriarchal society: men want women to be 

passionate but they also want to retain control over the 

passion. This anxiety explains why women in this society 

must experience so problematic a relation to their own 

desire. In order to win the husband necessary to their 

social position, women must gratify men's desires by 

concealing whatever genuine emotions they feel so as to 

allow men to believe that they have all the power. Vomen 

must use the allure of 'romantic refinements and the 

evasion of manners and modesty in order to arouse male 

desires and lessen male anxieties'. In her first ever-

completed novel Sense and Sensibility Gane Austen pursues 

the grim reality of patriarchy that is implicit in the 

account of the Dashwood's economic situation. However, 

despite its gestures towards realism. Sense and Sensibility 

repeatedly dismisses the analysis of society that realism 

might imply and instead embraces radicalism. But Austen's 

radicalism never completely banishes her realistic impulse 

either. If in Sense and Sensibility some tensions are still 

felt, they are from the conflict between the realism in 

which the action is anchored and the radical elements that 

Austen harnesses to this realism. 
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Austen is to be considered eternally modern for her ability 

to teach heightened subjectivity and moral discrimination. 

Critics such as Lionel Trilling and F.R. Leavis were 

confident of their ability to discern in Austen a person 

very much lik-e themselves, someone who believed that a 

'moral life should be led privately or domestically behind 

closed doors'. If Jane Austen concerned herself with social 

experience, it was axiomatic that this experience had been 

so acutely understood as to maJce her representations 

timelessly relevant: her fictitious communities were 

essential communities against which actual communities could 

be measured. Austen's rise to prominence occurred not so 

much in her own time but in the late nineteenth century when 

a literary canon was being constructed around the inherently 

unstable configuration of moral seriousness and political 

disengagement. In Austen's time every ruling—class family 

Had Its relation m the clergy. It was because the power of 

the church was beginning to decline under the secularizing 

impact of Darwin and urbanization that Matthew Arnold 

suggested literary studies as a spiritual and ideological 

replacement for waning religious faith. It was after the 

publication of J.E.Austen—Leigh's memoir of his aunt in 

1870 that Jane Austen decisively entered the list of great 
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British writers. Austen, liJre Flaubert was engaged in the 

pursuit of a style in the perspective of a radical view and 

a transitional period of time in respect of her handling the 

narratives. 

Mary Poovey and Isobel Armstrong hold that Austen's texts 

mediate between an established gentry ideology founded in 

ideas of untransformable hierarchy and the disruptive 

ideology of a rising, co modifying bourgeoisie that has a 

much greater respect for individualistic passion and 

intelligence. Sense and Sensibility bears the traces 

Napoleonic dictatorship and imperial conquest. Austen's 

respect is not for the bourgeoisie but for the autonomous 

woman who has a power founded not in money or status but in 

her own intrinsic wit. In their discussion of Austen, 

Gilbert and Guber assume that no woman would be stupid 

enough to enjoy submission to patriarchy and that Austen's 

narratives appear to defer to male authority in order for 

women to gain limited power. Austen remains for them 

(Gilbert and Guber) a writer whose vigorous awareness of 

patriarchal power makres it possible for women to recognize 

strategies of resistance. In Sense and Sensibility Marianne 

Dashwood is attractive because unconventional and 

rebellious. She does not speak: because she finds her 
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companions not worth speaking to. For Austen, Marianne's 

silence is a refusal, an act of rebellion that threatens 

not just social propriety but the fundamentals of her own 

art. Her rebellious silence must be converted into Elinor's 

articulate self-repression. 

It 13 therefore, only in Marianne's not said that the real 

threat lies and it is in the reconfiguration of what her 

not-said means that we see the real triumph of radicalism in 

the battle of sense and sensibility. Ve read Austen's novels 

as romantic love stories at least as the general readers 

consider. But a serious reader would surely find in them 

(novels) something else-social and economic realities of 

'*»roraen's lives being exposed but undermined by marriage. Gane 

Austen m her narratives reveals the gap between sentimental 

ideals and the actuality of hypocritical and avaricious 

world that reduces people to commodities to be brokrered in a 

marriage marlcet. Her texts advocate the view of marriage as 

something that closes down all other possibilities of 

existence and weds women and men to a structure of bourgeois 

property relations, 
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NORTHANGER ABBEY: All Equally Against Her 

Horthanger Abbey is a radical's attack" on the extremely 

popular Gothic mysteries of the time, particularly The 

Mysteries of Udolpho by Mrs. Radcliffe. The popularity of 

Mrs. Radcliffe must have been a threat to a serious artist 

like Jane Austen and she felt it strongly. In Horthanger 

Abbey there are brief excursions into literary comment, 

that appear to indicate a natural desire of Jane Austen to 

make her way as a writer. It does not please Jane Austen 

that a young lady might be ashamed to be seen reading a 

novel but would proudly show herself with a copy of 

Spectator. An engaging story of human beings in pursuit of 

love, money and pleasure, Horthanger Abbey begins with 

Catherine Morland, the heroine's visit to Bath. Bath 

represents the very opening of independent life for 

Catherine. Ve are at once struck by the immediate intensity 

of Catherine's wish to become engaged to Henry Tilney, the 

hero of the piece. Elements of radicalism in Austen are 

explicit in her dealing with the actions and interactions 

among' different characters in the novel. More breathlessly 

reckless is the engagement of Isabella Thorpe and 

Catherine's brother, James Morland. Jane Austen, unmarried 

herself knew the inglorious fervour of these girls in 
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pursuit of a husband. There is a suggestive edge of 

degradation in the miserable impatience. Isabella Thorpe is 

a characterization of considerable interest. She has an 

ongoing vigour and sustaining ambition and a pure 

purposefulness that daze Catherine. Isabella's heartless 

self- interest dpes not really makre a villain of her. In 

fact, she is hardened by her laclc of money and the 

necessity to find a husband to malce up for the laclc. 

General Tilney invites Catherine to visit Northanger Abbey. 

This invitation, however, is the useful vehicle in which 

the action of the novel moves forward. But one thing that 

Jane Austen maJces us understand is Catherine's middling 

charms and prospects that malce her an unlilcely candidate 

for the General's dreams for his son. This also results in 

the discovery of cold-heartedness, snobbery and down right 

meanness. Revelations of human perfidy are particularly 

startling m Horthanger Abbey. 

Jane Austen hinges her novel upon love of money or in a 

different way, greed. Truly, she knew, as we kmow now, 

money precedes even the reverence for social position. It 

is the very essence of love in many instances and plays its 

part in the most natural and pure affections. Isabella 

Thorpe's engagement to Catherine's brother provides a vivid 
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instance of the power of money to create or destroy love. 

Vhen the financial arrangements and expectations are 

announced by the young man's father, the disappointment of 

Isabella and her mother is immediately clear. The mother 

and the daughter make the usual empty protestations of 

gratitude but the very words reveal them as ungrateful, 

greedy and completely contemptible in their lacJc of 

appreciation for the kindness of the father. •*Every body 

has a right to do what they like with their own money', 

says Isabella implying that the Reverend Moorland might 

have endowed more generously if he had wished. It is not 

long after, of course, that further proof of Isabella's 

lack of feeling is provided by the news that she has taken 

up an excited flirtation with Captain Tilney, the brother 

of Henry. She sees this, we guess, as a social and 

financial improvement but she does not realize that Captain 

Tilney is also unable to love, or at least to marry, 

without money and would never take seriously a penniless 

girl like herself. 

Any way, the rejection of the standard notions of feminity 

13 evident in the early chapters of Horthanger Abbey 

where the author m mock despair laments that Catherine 

norland, who preferred rough boy's games to elegant 
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occupations such as watering a rose-bush or feeding a 

canary, was quite unsuited to the role of heroine, ^She was 

moreover noisy and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness, 

and nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green 

slope at the back: of the house' (2) . As if this was not 

enough, when the man she thinkrs she is in love with fails 

to show up at a ball, the disappointed Catherine returns 

home not to weep or to toss sleeplessly in bed, but in 

stead to ^appease' her ''extraordinary hunger' and then to 

fall asleep for nine solid hours. Her physical energy and 

spontaneity provide a contrast with Isabella Thorpe, the 

arch and affected husband-hunter, who perfectly fitted the 

conventional role-model of a feminine woman as well as the 

fictional stereotype of a woman of sensibility. 

John Thorpe in Horthanger Abbey, a callow braggart, 

declares with indignation, Î never read novels; I have 

something else to do'(31) and ridicules Fanny Burney 

'vv̂ ithout having read her. On the other hand, most of Jane 

Austen's heroines and other positive characters seem to be 

avid readers, Catherine Morland, initially apologetic about 

her taste for novels, is pleasantly surprised that an 

educated man such as Henry Tilney showed share her 

enthusiasm. Jane Austen's double-edged defence of the novel 
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in chapter 5 of Horthanger Abbey is provolced by attitudes 

such as these. In this rare authorial intrusion she demands 

a better deal for the novel as a genre and attack's 

hypocritical people who secretly read what they publicly 

condemn. But in the same novel (Horthanger Abbey) she is 

also able to establish a parodic or ironic relationship 

with a literary tradition she professes to admire and this 

13 perfectly illustrated in Horthanger Abbey where a 

sJcillful balance is maintained between enthusiastic support 

for the new genre and an awareness of its sentimental 

excesses. Jane Austen praises the novel's delineation of 

the varieties of human nature, its humour, the concreteness 

of its language and its realism. The novelist herself was 

an ardent but critical reader of the novels. 

Perhaps ir was fortunate for Jane Austen that she preferred 

r-o conform to the outer framework- of the convention and 

regard the po3t--nuptial life of a woman as strictly 

outside her purview. Her radical vision of life would have 

found it difficult to reconcile a description of the 

heroine's married life with the demands of fiction. Her 

playful subversion of some of the conventions of the 

popular novel in Horthanger Abbey resulted in the non-

publication of the manuscript in her lifetime, even though 
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a publisher had paid for it. Whatever might have been her 

fictional stand on marriage as a happy ending, one gleans 

from her letters her misgivings on the subject in real 

life. She wrote to her favourite niece, Fanny in 1817:^Oh 

what a loss it will be when you are married. You are too 

agreeable in your single state, too agreeable as a niece: I 

shall hate you, when you delicious play of mind is all 

settled down into conjugal and maternal affection' (L 18). 

Although not explicitly stated, and perhaps not consciously 

intended either, in Horthanger Abbey the same loss can be 

perceived in the transformation of the high spirited 

Catherine Morland of the early chapters into the subdued 

and chastened heroine of the concluding pages. The 

boisterous young girl, who ^hated confinement and 

cleanliness' is changed into a creature inhabiting enclosed 

space, who reads not romances but moral essays ^appropriate 

to her silence and sadness' and the wildness of whose 

imagination has been suitably controlled. Even if we grant 

that such change is in any case inevitable because 

adulthood for woman is a fall from freedom, marriage 

nevertheless intensifies the setting of boundaries and 

imposition of socially determined roles. 
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However, the process of self-definition for a heroine often 

includes at least one refusal for a marriage proposal, a 

plot-strategy that persisted. This can be read as a 

symbolic assertion of a woman's will in a society where the 

ideology of capitalism sanctioned individual (male) 

enterprise in the wider world, but efforts were still being 

made to retain the old power structure within the orbit of 

the home. Some women writers covertly challenged the dual 

values and tried to malce the voice of the female individual 

heard. But as women their heroines were still bereft of 

political or economic power; the only sphere in which they 

could exercise a semblance of choice was in the arena of 

marriage. Even then as in a country-dance which Henry 

Tilney in Horthanger Abbey calls an emblem of marriage, 

only the male could really choose his partner: 'You will 

allow that in both (a country dance and matrimony) man has 

the advantage of choice, woman only the power of refusal' 

(57). 

In the novel under discussion Jane Austen is essentially 

radical m her approach to the heroine for investing the 

countries outside England with romance and exaggerated 

charm on the one hand and sinister horror of untold vices 

on the other. Henry Tilney's voice 'Remember that we are 
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English, that we are Christians' (159) reminds that Jane 

Austen's fictional vorld is firmly located in south of 

England. Just as ^Catherine dared not doubt beyond her own 

country, and even of that, if hard pressed, would have 

yielded the northern and western extremists' (161), Jane 

Austen dared not expand her actual fictional space beyond a 

dozen countries in the southern England of which she had 

first hand experience, even though her knowledge and 

interest extended to areas far outside this empirical 

boundary. The England she really Icnew and valued was 

largely agrarian, governed in a paternalistic fashion by 

the land owning gentry and aristocracy. In her novels she 

seldom ventures beyond the pastoral south of England to the 

industrializing north. If her advice to her niece Anna 

against talcing her fiction characters out of England is any 

indication, Jane Austen believed that a writer ought to 

3tay withm the territory she fully knew. The territory 

Jane Austen Icnew consisted of self-sufficient rural units 

v/ith their ov/n church, shops and apothecary, and presiding 

over these coroniunities, a few land owning families with 

large-and comfortable family seats, symbolic of traditional 

English society. In Horthanger Abbey the great mansion 

Northanger Abbey is not at the centre of the narrative but 
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the heroine finds her way to it at the end of the 

narrative. 

It is well known that Jane Austen herself was an eager and 

unashamed reader of novels. Her letters mention scores of 

boolcs not only by well-known writers but also by many 

lesser writers. In Horthanger Abbey book-s by different 

authors provided the staple diet of young girls lilre 

Isabella Thorpe and Catherine Morland. That Oane Austen was 

capable of laughing at the novels she herself read with 

relish, is seen in the very novel under our present 

discussion where the defence of the novel in the famous 5^*^ 

chapter is undercut in the succeeding chapter by an 

exchange between two giddy girls about their favourite 

reading; 'But my dearest Catherine what have you been doing 

with yourself all this morning? Have you gone with Uiolpho? 

.>3 I have been reading it ever since I wokre ... I should 

Iik"e r.o 3penc my v/hole life in reading it' (23) . 

The tongue-m-gheck- relationship between the defeace -̂f the 

'genius, wit and taste' of the maligned company of 

novelists in chapters and the gushing sensationalism of the 

conversation m chapter 6 is typical of the double-edged 

mirth of Horthanger Abbey. Not all the novels written or 
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read in Jane Austen's time can have displayed 'the most 

thorough Icnowledge of human nature, the happiest 

delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of 

wit and humour' (24), but, as some one involved in the 

enterprise of writing and reading novels, Jane Austen had 

no patience with those who affected to despise them. 

The nature of the bookrs consumed of course, determines the 

personality of Austen's heroines. In Horthanger Abbey 

Catherine Morland is shown to be 'in training for a 

heroine' . Her reading includes; "̂ All such work's as heroines 

must read to supply their memories with those quotations 

which are so serviceable and so soothing in the 

vicissitudes of their eventful lives'(3). The list includes 

Shalcespeare, Pope, Gray and Thompson among others. The 

heroine for whose role Catherine is training herself 

belongs to the genre of popular romance but, as the novel 

progresses 'the anxieties of common life began; ...to a 

IDroceed to the alarm of romance' (183) . Teaching her that 

life has the tendency to overflow fictional boundaries, 

Catherine's education is best described in Tony Tanner's 

words: 'One of the things she has to learn is to break out 

of quotations as it were, and discover the complex. 
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Differences (as well as the complex connections) between 

reading a book- and reading the world' (1986,189). 

Horthanger Abbey is in many ways a novel about novels, 

because book's and life are here intertwined in a double 

relationship. The novel traces Catherine's progress from 

the illusions created by fiction to the clear vision of 

reality. As a true radical, Jane Austen deliberately wanted 

to establish her .xew that when women folk: was discouraged 

xn reading novels, the heroines in her novels are shown 

prone to reading the ^forbidden' things. Again, the marks 

of shift or transition are further prominent in Jane Austen 

as Horthanger Abbey upholds the changing relationship 

between life and art. Tilney and Catherine have read the 

same book's but unlik-e Tilney who has the ability to see 

through the artifice of what he enjoys, Catherine confuses 

the world she inhabits. She has to play a double role in 

the novel-the innocent reader of Gothic novels who inflates 

life with the extravagance of fiction, and the heroine of a 

mock--romantic novel that parodies fictional conventions of 

love, separation and marriage as in the following 

reflection by Catherine: 

99 



Charming, as vere all Mrs. Radcliffe's worJcs and 

charming even as were the workrs of all her imitators, 

it was not m them perhaps that human nature, at least 

in the midland countries of England, was to be looJced 

for. Of the Alps and Pyrenees, with their pine forests 

and vices, they might give a faithful delineation 

(160) . 

Though Catherine is seen here as gradually discovering the 

gap between boolcs and life, the author deliberately 

subverts the process by showing her as naively identifying 

England with normalcy-obviously under the tutelage of Henry 

Tilney, who has held forth on this subject a page earlier— 

'Remember that we are English, that we are Christians' 

(159). In the present novel the business of puncturing the 

emotional rhetoric of the romantic novel is carried out at 

various novels. Vhen the hero and heroine finally unite at 

the end, this is not the triumph of ecstatic mutual 

passions or of the man's undying love for the woman, but 

something so prosaic as to reverse all romantic 

expectations: 'It is a new circumstance in romance I 

acknowledge, and dreadfully derogatory of a heroine's 

dignity' (198). The shift from romance to realism suits 

Jane Austen's inverted radical mode. From the spirited 
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defence of the novel in the early part till the happy 

ending, Horthanger Abbey contains numerous direct, oblique, 

and concealed arguments about the complex relationship 

between life and art, maJcing it the most self-reflexive of 

Jane Austen's novels. Considered from Jane Austen's traits 

of radicalism Horthanger Abbey delights us by its 

irreverence towards conventions and authority. Once again, 

the rejection of the standard notions of femininity is 

clearly seen in the early chapt.er of this novel Horthanger 

Abbey, where Jane Austen in moclc despair refers to the fact 

that Catherine Norland, who preferred ^rough boy's games' 

to elegant occupations such as watering a rose-bush or 

feeding a canary was quite unsuited to the role of a 

heroine. Jane Austen's rejection of the excessive 

emotionalism was undoubtedly a reactionary stand.. Her 

novels exemplify the author's refusal to eroticize female 

inanimation and promote the cult—vulnerability. She 

insisted on strength, rationality and autonomy in woman. In 

her bid to do this she, no doubt, came out a radical. 

Moreover, when most of her contemporary writers stressed on 

the need for female debility, it was Jane Austen who moved 

apart with her marlcs of transitionalism by way of her 

attaching importance to the need for manly qualities in her 

heroines. 
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In Horthanger Abbey, a radical as Jane Austen is, she 

handles the conventional subject matter in a consistently 

critical manner. Ideologically, it is a very clear 

statement of the anti-Jacobin position and the novel is 

distinctive for the virtuosity with which it handles 

familiar cliches of the type. Very pleasing, for example, 

is the cleverly oblique presentation of the subject under 

attack-. Most anti-Jacobin novels include characters who 

profess the new ideology, and are never tired of canvassing 

It in conversation. In Horthanger Abbey there is no overtly 

partisan talk: at all-'*By an easy transition Henry found 

himself arrived at politics; and from politics, it was an 

easy step to silence' (111). Jane Austen develops, perhaps 

from the prototypes the Stanleys in Catherine, her version 

of the revolutionary character, the man or woman who by 

acting on a system of selfishness, threatens friends of 

more orthodox principles. Again, ultimately, through cold

blooded cynicism in relation to the Krey social institution 

of marriage, human happiness is threatened at a very 

fundamental level. Isabella Thorpe, worldly, opportunist, 

Dent on aelf-gratification, is one of a series of dangerous 

women created by Jane Austen. Lucy Steele, Lady Susan, Mary 

Crawford, all lilce Isabella pursue the modern creed of 
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self, and as much are Oane Austen's reinterpretation of a 

standard figure of the period, the desirable, amoral woman 

whose activities threaten manners and morals. Moreover, in 

Northanger Abbey, the opportunities find allies where they 

should properly be most vigorously opposed—among those who 

uphold only the forms and not the essence, of orthodoxy. 

The pompous but mercenary General is as much implicated as 

John Thorpe m the pursuit of Catherine's mythical fortune. 

In the same vein, Henry and Mary Crawford meet no 

resistance, but encouragement when they threaten to 

introduce anarchy into Mr. Rushworth's ancestral estate. 

Inheriting a set of radical traits and creating in her 

fictions the revolutionary villain, Jane Austen produces 

more natural equivalent as well. Her villains are not only 

better art than her rivals. They are also better 

propaganda. The tendency among the routine anti-Jacobins 

was to create Satanic demon-villains who were dangerously 

close in the temper of the times to being heroes as has 

been observed by Dr. Marilyn Butler in her celebrated book-

Jane Austen and the War of Ideas. Jane Austen's selfish 

fictional characters are consistently smaller and meaner 

than their orthodox opponents, the heroines. They are 

restricted within the bounds of their own being and their 

hearts and minds are impoverished. 
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Horthanger Abbey is very much a novel and succeeds in 

creating and maintaining an autonomous fictional world. The 

3tory employs the common novelist's fantasy of the poor 

girl who meets, after a series of vicissitudes and marries 

the rich young man. Catherine, the heroine invites and 

kreeps our sympathy and she malces us feel that what happens 

to her matters to us. No wonder, that in the famous passage 

in chapter 5 in the novel Jane Austen radically refuses to 

condemn the novel; for Horthanger Abbey is quite as much a 

novel as Udolpho is. It is perhaps because Catherine is so 

pleasing, even when she blunders that some recent critics 

have felt that Jane Austen ends Horthanger Abbey by 

reversing its whole moral tendency; that she turns her look-

on the good sense advocated by Henry Tilney and at least in 

part vindicates Catherine's intuition. The central piece of 

evidence cited is that the General turns Catherine out of 

Northanger abbey, and thus proves to be a villain after 

all. This action of the General is the result of the ill-

tempered pique of a snobbish man who has just discovered 

that Catherine is a person of no social account. There is 

plenty of evidence through out the novel that Henry and 

Eleanor are aware of their father's bad temper, as well as 

of his snobbery and formality. Eleanor's instant obedience 
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on all occasions, for example, suggests that she has learnt 

to fear the General's anger. Again, after Catherine returns 

home, her romantic feelings are opposed to Mrs. Morland's 

worthy moralizing and here at least Jane Austen appears to 

be on Catherine's side: 'There was a great deal of good 

sense in all these; but there are some situations of the 

human mind in which good sense has very little power: and 

Catherine's feelings contradicted almost every position her 

mother advanced' (241). 

Horthanger Abbey subjects the conventional matter of the 

mere subiective genre to constantly critical handling. 

Ideologically, it is a very clear statement of the anti-

Jacobin position though, compared with other anti-Oacobin 

novels, it is distinctive for the virtuosity with which it 

handles familiar cliches of the type. Very pleasing for 

example, is the cleverly oblique presentation of the 

subject under attack". Austen's stern criticism of the 

society in which she lived is included in the present 

novel. In this novel Henry Tilney has been made to show his 

superiority by responding to Radcliffe's powers of 

invention and imagination without supposing that The 

Mysteries of Udolpho is an imitation of life. Catherine 

also shows her responsiveness but is required to malce a 
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childish confusion of life and art. Oane Austen then 

through her radical viewpoint shows that there is a further 

truth which neither the hero nor the heroine has quite 

realized. 

A close examination of the novel reveals to us the fact in 

the manners set forth as follows: First, Catherine, the 

heroine, though young and full of simplicity, has been made 

Che subject of absurd delusion, consequent upon her reading 

of romantic novels when she has much common sense. Her 

errors are not likrely to be long lasting, for her own 

abilities, with a little experience are bound to correct 

them. Secondly, the hero, Henry Tilney, although a 

clergyman is not shown as always superior in his judgments. 

He has the sense to value novels, saying in reply to 

Catherine's suggestion that ^Gentlemen read better book's. 

The person, be it gentleman or lady, who had not pleasure 

in a good novel must be intolerably stupid' (21) . He Icnows 

hov/ ro admire and how to read Anne Radcliffe ''I have read 

ail Mrs. Radcliffe'3 worlcs, and most of them with great 

pleasure. The Mysteries of Udolpho. ¥hen I had once begun 

it, I could not lay down again I remember finishing it in 

two days, ray hair standing on end the whole time' (106). 
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Thirdly, although the heroine's delusions about General 

Tilney and the ^forbidden gallery' at Northanger are 

exposed as absurd, they lead the reader to something more 

substantial. Austen handles this episode in such a manner 

as to makre us see that the heroine learns that her romantic 

notions are all mistaJcen and the world of the every day is 

better ordered than that of imagination. Catherine accepts 

the truth of things as Henry Tilney puts them to her and is 

bitterly ashamed of herself for having indulged in wild 

fantasies about the General's conduct to his late wife. 

Henry Tilney's account of his mother's life and death malces 

it clear that she did suffer greatly during her years as 

the General's wife. His abstract arguments in support of 

the idea that English wives in the Midland countries of 

England are protected by better laws and more humane 

customs than those to be found in Mrs. Radcliffe's. Alps 

and Pyrennes raise doubts in the intelligent reader's 

mind. The arguments of course, satisfy Catherine. 

Dismissing her dreadful suspicions, Henry says, 

Vhat have you been judging from? Remember the 

country and the age in which we live. Remember 

that we English that we are Christians. Consult 

your own understanding, your own observation of 

what is passing around you. Does our education 
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prepare us for such atrocities? Do our laws 

connive at them? Could they be perpetrated 

without being known, in a country where social 

and literary intercourse is on such a footing; 

where every man is surrounded by a neighbourhood 

of voluntary spies, and where roads and 

newspapers lay every thing open? (159). 

This is a powerful rejection of the Gothic fantasy of the 

wicJced husband who secretly murders his wife, or lodes her 

up for years on and in a turret, and Catherine on 

reflection, accepts it. There is, however, something really 

evil about the General and his wife had, in a sense, been 

imprisoned by her marriage to him. General Tilney is 

allowed by the laws of England and the manners of the age 

to exert near absolute power over his wife and daughter, 

and he does so as an irrational tyrant. The "̂ laws of the 

land and the manners of the age' do little to protect the 

wife as an equal citizen. Jane Austen with the help of her 

radical views on woman life and society stands apart as a 

writer of the time. In 1798, when Jane Austen began 

composing her Horthanger Abbey, The Mysteries of 

Udolpho was probably the most widely read novel in Europe. 

By her daring effort to parody the most famous female 
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novelist of the age, Austen performed the role of a radical 

in the real sense. In her novel Jane Austen repeatedly sets 

up a superficial resemblance between her own fiction and 

Radcliffe's only to revoke it with a simple yet devastating 

shift in context. Udolpho's romantic situations are 

reconstituted in the comically unromantic perspective of 

'the midland countries of England'. By this method of 

ironxc dislocation, Austen both acknowledges her powerful 

precursor and signaled her sepe^ration from her. Examples of 

this recall-and-displace technique occur throughout 

Horthanger Abbey. Vhereas Udolpho opens with Emily, St. 

Aubert accompanying her mysteriously ailing father, 

Horthanger Abbey in immediate and deflating contrast opens 

with Catherine Morland accompanying the neighbours Mr. And 

Mrs. Allen to the mundane environs of Bath, where Mr. Allen 

has been ordered for the benefit of his '̂ gouty 

constitution'. Again, moat blatantly and ridiculously in 

each of the instances incorporated into the novel Austen 

raak^es clear the sort of novelist she is not going to be. 

The events of ordinary life, with their special admixture 

of joy and fiasco, are to be the subject of her fiction not 

the sensational doings of romance. The true climax of 

Horthanger Abbey comes about not when Catherine realises 

that she has mistakren about General Tilney but it is when 
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she realises that he is still a man capable of '̂ behaving 

neither honourably nor feelingly'. She comes to such an 

estimate when she has been rudely expelled from Northanger 

Abbey. At this juncture, Catherine finally grasps painfully 

what she has m fact half known all along: '*That in 

suspecting General Tilney of either murdering or shutting 

up his wife, she had scarcely sinned against his character 

or magnified his cruelty' (201). 

Austen repeatedly connects Catherine Norland's failure to 

think: with the fact that she has never been taught to 

think-. The problem is not individual incapacity but lack- of 

education. Catherine has been made stupid by a society, 

which fails to honour the intelligence of its female 

members. 'In lustice to man', the narrator observes, 

^though CO the larger and more trifling part of the sex, 

imbecility in females is a great enhancement of their 

personal charms, there is a portion of them too reasonable 

and too well informed themselves to desire anything more 

in woman than ignorance' (86) . 

For Vollstonecratt, the condition ^imbecility' of women was 

self-perpetuating since solely their mothers or other women 

educated most girls; the pattern of female folly reproduced 
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itself over generations. Few women had the ability to train 

their daughters in the ways of logical reasoning. 

Catherine's situation has been as such under the condition 

3U3t mentioned. Her mother, to whom we learn her education 

has been solely entrusted, is no intellectual model; 

indeed, liJre Mrs. Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, Mrs. 

Morland is one of the more oblivious parents to be found in 

Austen's fictions. Preoccupied with the physical burdens of 

motherhood, she is herself too distracted to instill in her 

daughter any sense of the value of hard won knowledge. Thus 

Catherine's failure to learn to play the spinet at an early 

age, Mrs.Morland, we are told, ^insist on her daughters 

being accomplished m spite of incapacity or distaste' (2). 

For Catherine, however, enlightenment comes about in part 

through the tactful ministrations of Henry Tilney. His 

comments are almost always interestingly double-edged. He 

is an admirer of female understanding, what he regrets is 

that women do not take their own intelligence seriously 

enough-'^nature has given them so much, that they never find 

it necessary to use more than half (89) . In the scene of 

Catherine's lonely home coming after the expulsion from 

Northanger Abbey, Austen allegorizes the coming of a woman 

into a sense of her own cognitive and ethical powers. 

Ill 



Neither parent, nor lover nor friend can guide her now. She 

has to decide for herself the meaning of the General's 

behaviour. Yet she meets the challenge triumphantly. 

Catherine Morland is, however, a new kind of heroine in 

English literature: a thinking woman's heroine. With 

Henry's encouragement she makres her way out of mental 

slavishness towards a kind of liberation. The marriage of 

Henry and Catherine at the end of the novel delights us 

because both parties have shown themselves to advantage. 

Henry, by choosing Catherine, dissociates himself from the 

self-serving patriarchisra so repellently embodied by his 

father. Catherine, by choosing Henry, retains her newly 

discovered intellectual freedom. By loving the person who 

refuses to condescend to her, she demonstrates joyfully 

that condescension is no longer necessary. 

The idea just hinted at, implies that a certain 

strengthening awareness can be passed from woman to woman-

through the genre of the novel itself. A novelist of Jane 

Austen's rank" with the ability to express her own 'powers 

of nand' acts as a beacon to her female readers in 

particular and all he readers in general. This again, is an 

inspiring reminder that women as well as men can achieve 

and bear witness to the ^most through knowledge of human 
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nature'. With her traits of a radical, Jane Austen invites 

us to exert our power of mind and thereby affirms her faith 

in us to be the appreciators of her literary art composed 

at a period when an old century was passing into the new 

one. 

Uxthxn her extremely limited world, Jane Austen succeeds 

adnuLrably xn exposxng the social order of her time. As a 

radical she felt that she had a place in society. She might 

introduce unpleasant people into her stories but she 

confidently exposed them to a public opinion that condemned 

them. Instead of reproducing the Gothic types of character 

and situation in Horthanger Abbey she presents their anti

types in the actual world and organizes the types into a 

domestic narrative. The aim herein is to write 

simultaneously a Gothic novel and a realistic one, and to 

gain and iceep to reader's acceptance of the latter while 

providing that the former is false and absurd. Horthanger 

Abbey is a specimen of Austen's shifting of grounds. The 

transition is in respect of atmosphere rather than of 

character or motive. Austen in this novel most essentially 

sets up her own domestic anti-type. In the Radcliffean 

novel the heroine's consciousness or sensibility is the 

centre of action but in Horthanger Abbey the heroine's 
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function is doubled with the doubling of the action. There 

is irony even m its internal point of view in the fact 

that its two worlds must originate, converge and be finally 

discriminated m the limited consciousness of that most 

ingenuous and domestic heroine, Catherine Morland. At the 

out set, nobody but the author loiows that Catherine is a 

Gothic heroine: 'No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland 

m her infancy would have supposed her born to be a 

heroine. ... had a thin awkward figure, a sallow slcin without 

colour, dark-, lank hair and strong features' (13). 

As she grows up and becomes 'almost pretty' she begins to 

occupy, without yet being aware of it, her role. 

Catherine's luck changes when Mr. And Mrs. Allen, a 

childless couple m the village, invite her to accompany 

them to Bath. Jane Austen never lets us doubt her dual 

intention in the narrative. She places before us both what 

a character should be if he were to conform to the Gothic 

mode and what he really is. Catherine, uninstructed by her 

mother Isabella Morland is shown as incapable of making her 

own illusory world but the author comes forward to help 

her. Mrs. Allen appears on the scene. She is neither wicked 

nor vigilant. She is content to let Catherine walk and 

visit where she pleases. In due course, Catherine meets 
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Henry Tilney, a clergyman ôf a very respectable family in 

Gloucestershire' (30). It soon becomes apparent that Henry 

fancies himself as an anti-hero and provides a non-comraital 

running ironic commentary on the hypocrisy of social 

conventions in tune with Jane Austen's traits of 

radicalism. Henry prides himself on his worldliness and his 

lack: of sentimentality. He is firmly articulate about the 

wearing qualities of women's clothes and of their letters, 

about imprecision of language, about dancing and marriage, 

about the beauties of landscape. He is always informed and 

confident. His role m Catherine's unsentimental education 

is clear. To become her chief mentor, all he needs beyond 

his personality is to be attracted by her. Jane Austen 

herself, having made Catherine impeccably ignorant, 

guarantees that much, \.. in justice to men...imbecility in 

females is a great enhancement of their of their personal 

charms' (111) . 

It is typical of the explicitly radical ground of Jane 

Austen's view in Horthanger Abbey that Catherine seems, hot 

a hallucinated puppet but a credibly impressionable and 

ingenuous young girl with -̂ lough common sense. Catherine 

finds her villains, not simply because she is loolcing for 

them but because the author finds villains in actual life 
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as there are 'voluntary spies' to be found ''every where' . 

At Bath Jane Austen finds very satisfactory counterparts of 

malice, hypocrisy, and treachery and general viclcedness. 

She just diminishes the scale to demonstrate what villainy 

is like when transferred to the every day middle class 

social world. Ve can never believe that Catherine ever 

loses vigilant sight of her creator. She is the specific 

point of Austen's attack" on romantic love. Catherine, 

having fallen m love, perversely fails to lose either 

appetite or sleep; on the contrary, her reaction talces the 

form of an'*Extraordinary hunger and when that was appeased, 

changed into an earnest longing to be in bed... there she 

immediately fell into a sound sleep which lasted nine 

hours' (60) . Anyway, she is the centre of action. She is 

credible enough and functions amusingly in her role. But 

she, in due course, turns herself up as a symbol of the 

author's rejection of the romantic realm, to assert the 

claim of personal feeling. Jane Austen's rejection of 

romance develops into a rejection of personality—whatever 

value or autonomous feeling the action even begins to 

suggest for Catherine, is immediately brought to the 

author's radical outlook:. Jane Austen's radicalism can be 

traced in her li)cing for a sort of detachment. This 

detachment lies not in the behaviour of her characters but 
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in her own explicit intrusions into the theme of the novel 

as it is in her treatment of Catherine. Her attacic is 

directed against the strength of the object-the flimsy and 

false-fronted Gothic world. She over reaches into her own 

realistic world and shalces that also, dangerously. In 

Norhanger Abbey we can see hov she disposes of Catherine in 

love and in the disappointments of love as well. In her 

friendship with Isabella, Catherine is just as severely 

treated: the two girls supply, "*the place of many ideas by 

a squeeze of the hand or a smile of affection' (52). 

As a radical, Jane Austen took: an exception to social 

cruelty. It is a very common theme in her novels. 

Selfishness is one of the common human feelings and Austen 

treats this aspect vehemently because selfishness inflicts 

pain upon helpless persons. She remains alive to the 

suffering, to the wounds of indifference and cruelty. Greed 

and family pride were more readily displayed in Jane 

Austen's day than in our own. Her fictional characters are 

interesting and lifelilce and through them she projects her 

view -of life and society at large. In Horthanger Abbey, 

Henry Tilney is a very successful creation. He is in some 

sense a preview of Mr. Knightley in Emma. Henry is spared 

the acquisitive meanness of his father. But he is 
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sufficiently wordly to hold his own in the society around 

him. In Jane Austen we hardly expect the characters to 

escape their social destiny. Again, there is John Thorp, 

Isabella's brother, vho is a liar and thoroughly disturbing 

young man. Thus, in furnishing different types of 

characters in the novels, Jane Austen comes to establish 

herself not simply as a placid spinster writer but as one 

who has an insight into the variegated tastes and 

temperament of the people in society. Thereby she comes to 

be loolced upon as a radical artist upholding the 

peculiarities of the people and the society of her time. 

Ve, the modern readers get a scope as well to examine the 

relevance of the aspects of the then people and society to 

our modern times. Besides this, in her novels there is also 

wit and balance and proportion and there is something else 

m the lines that speak" of moral rebellion against the ways 

of the world testifying to her radicalism. 

Change in the approach of and attitude to Jane Austen's 

handling the theme and structure in the novels speaks for 

her traits of transitionalism. This particular aspect is 

explicitly clear in Horthanger Abbey. Although Horthanger 

Abbey is often remembered for its sequence at the Abbey, 

when Catherine is led by her reading of (presumably) Mrs. 
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Radcliffe'3 novel into fantastic imaginings, the central 

impulse of Horthanger Abbey and its serious achievement has 

nothing to do with burlesque. There is clearly a difference 

in Jane Austen's use of dialogue in the first volume and in 

the second. In the first, it is the reader alone, who is 

enlightened, by comparable dialogues between Catherine and 

the Thorpes, and Catherine and the Tilneys. During the same 

period the heroine neither learns to discriminate between 

her two groups of friends nor to be discriminating about 

them. Catherine returns from her walk- with Henry Tilney and 

Eleanor nearly is enlightened as saying: Ît was no effort 

to Catherine to believe that Henry Tilney could never be 

wrong' (114). In the second volume the impact on Catherine 

of Henry's remarJcs and negatively of Isabella's letters, is 

far greater. Catherine is brought sharply to a sense of 

reality: ^The visions of romance were over and Catherine 

was completely awaJcened' (199). When she becomes more 

tranquil, Catherine continues soberly to recognize that ^it 

had been all a voluntary, self-created delusion' (199). 

This then, is the typical moment towards which all the 

Austen actions tend, the moment when a Icey character 

abandons her error and humbly submits to objective reality. 

Ve are shown m the present novel that Catherine has learnt 

a significant general rule that human nature is worse than 
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she first thought. Apart from her aberration over the 

General; she has successively overrated the Thorpes, 

Frederick- Tilney and perhaps even Henry, with all the 

sentimentalist's optimism about human nature. Really 

speaking, Horthanger Abbey succeeds in creating and 

maintaining an autonomous fictional world essentially 

fashioned after the viewpoint of an artist born in an age 

of transition. Again, insertion of the passage of â 

neighbourhood of voluntary spies' into Henry's speech is an 

attack: on the meddling ways of Austen's contemporaries. The 

passage referred to also alludes to the spectre of 

violence. D. H. Harding's analysis of the passage is also 

worth mentioning. He argues that the reference to ^spies' 

with ^touch of paranoia' reveals some underlying tensions 

between Austen and the society in which she lived. Vhile 

the novelist 'seems to be on perfectly good terms with the 

public she is addressing', she was, in fact, at odds with 

and critical towards that public. '̂ Those close to her' 

Harding contends 'did probe and pry into the affairs of 

others', and m that sense they spied. Austen's perception 

of her world is explicitly stated through different 

passages in Horthanger Abbey. She comments on both fear and 

repression of her world in her characteristic way. Just as 

the French Revolution had a profound effect on English 

120 



social and political life, so did it permanently alter 

Austen's outlooJc. This again, is a testimony of her 

transitionalism that the present novel upholds. 

Austen's radicalism also consists in her criticism of the 

importance given to clothes by the women. Her treatment of 

this theme is essentially related to that of female 

education; the false volumes that accompanied the female 

accomplishment encouraged girls-indeed, taught them to 

stress appearances. Allen in Northanger Abbey is an example 

of middle-aged woman who is empty headed and overtly 

concerned with appearances. She has 'the air of a gentle 

woman, a great deal of quiet, inactive good temper, and a 

trifling turn of mind***Dre33 was her passion' (20). 

Another and wiser middle-aged woman m the same novel is 

Catherine's aunt, v/ho tells her 'Dress is at all times a 

frivolous distinction, an excessive solitude about it often 

destroys its own aim' (73). Catherine is unable to follow 

this advice, lying awalce at night thinlcing about a new 

gown. As if to drive home her point about clothes, such as 

that .of Catherine's brother, would have been more 

successful, 'for man only can be aware of the insensibility 

of man towards a new gown' (74). ¥hat this sentence reveals 

13 Austen's view that females' main reason for concerning 
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themselves so much with clothes is to please men and that 

they are mistalcen m doing so. Men scarcely notice or care, 

women would be mortified if they krnew, '̂ how little the 

heart of man is affected by what is costly or new in their 

attire' (74), Jane Austen clearly felt that gentle females 

cared too much about appearances and clothes, malcing them 

their own worst enemies, and she objected to the countless 

influences and pressures placed on girls to malce attracting 

men their mam goal in life. From beginning to end her 

novels are filled with flirtatious females, all of whom are 

flawed for that reason. Typically, they are vain, shallow, 

selfish and calculating. Accomplished young ladies whose 

main goal is to please men with slcills and catch their 

attention with clothes do not develop their minds. 

Superficial and without mental resources, they are fated, 

once they achieve their objective of marriage, to a life of 

emptiness. 

Jane Austen does not merely reflect the manners of the time 

in describing female life as she does both before marriage 

and in marriage but addresses herself to problems related 

to the position of women. She finds faults with certain 

female practices because of their effects on girls, the sad 

and pathetic results of which she illustrates through one 
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character after another in her novels. Trivial, cloth-

conscious females are clearly viewed critically. Austen 

obviously considers the female penchant for fashions 

misdirected. A novelist, who presents female life in this 

way and at times comment on it, does not just reflect 

contemporary life and manners. She also thoughtfully and 

critically examines a social pattern that as a woman she 

finds unsatisfactory. To examine Horthanger Abbey in 

respect of Jane Austen's radical outlooJc, her handling of 

Catherine Morland from a feminist viewpoint also needs a 

close observation. Catherine ia look:ed upon as anti-Evelina 

type, although in a different sense. She is a burlesque of 

the innocent girl who enters the world, not just unaware of 

society's ways as Burney's heroine was but also 'her mind 

(was) about as ignorant and uninformed as the female mind 

at seventeen usually is'— (18). In creating such an anti-

heroine, Austen maJces her the intellectual inferior of the 

hero, Henry Tilney. Throughout Horthanger Abbey, Henry is 

the voice of reason. Intelligent and well informed as Henry 

13, and superior m understanding to Catherine, he can be 

as mistakren as she. In correcting Catherine's errors and 

those of his sister Henry commits his own. Further, he does 

so condescendingly, as a male who loolcs down upon mentally 

deficient females. 
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Really speaking, Horthanger Abbey is not a romance as much 

as anti-romance. Austen describes a hero and a heroine who 

fell in love but also deflates the conventions of falling 

in love. In concluding the novel she explains that Henry's 

affection for Catherine, having originated in gratitude, is 

a 'new circumstance I acknowledge, and dreadfully 

derogatory of an heroine's dignity' (243). In another 

authorial intrusion that pokes fun at the lovers, Austen 

says, 'I fear to the bosom of my readers, who will see in 

the tell-tale compression of the pages before them that we 

are all hastening together to perfect felicity' (250) . 

Language is inflated for the same purpose, to amuse the 

reader, who is reminded of stock:- passages in romantic 

fiction-'^Catherine, wrap in the contemplation of her own 

unutterable happiness scarcely opened her lips' (243). 

Austen burlesques the hero and the heroine in the novel and 

they are shown to overcome various obstacles while courting 

before their marriage. Austen parodies both situations by 

creating machinery that she sets before the hero and 

heroine and then, at the appropriate moment removes it .Her 

interest is not in tracing the development of a 

relationship that would lead to marriage, as much as 
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parodying the conventions of courting. To the extent that 

she describes the relationship . between the hero and 

heroine, it hardly appears as an ideal preparation for 

marriage, at least from the female point of view .The 

hero's affection results from a pride that he feels over 

the heroine's partiality, his way of treating her reflects 

the superiority that he clearly assumes, and he marries her 

from a sense of honour as well as for love. The way that 

Austen continues to represent the female life in her novel, 

she simply strilces off in a new direction. Her stories 

move toward their marital conclusion more positively 

without the former ambivalence and uneasiness. Austen comes 

under the influence of the larger forces that were at worlc 

in English society—those stressing order, stability, 

continuity and individual duty and responsibility. Out of 

these changes came a different view of woman's life that 

the novelist hints at. Related to the changed view of the 

author a new type of heroine, more reserved, modest and 

gently as Catherine came into being in Horthanger Abbey. 

Thus, the study of the novel in the perspective of Jane 

Austen-' s transitionalism and radicalism comes to the phase 

of its conclusion. 
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PRIDE AND PREJUDICE: The More I See of the World, 
the More am I Dissatisfied with it 

The two decades froral790-1810 witnessed a considerable 

change in the literary and ideological ethos of England. 

One might say that while the Romantics focused on the 

isolated and introspective individual, the eighteenth-

century writers had by and large examined human beings 'in 

their social context. In some ways Jane Austen can be seen 

as bridging the gap between these two concerns. In her 

novels the individual is placed within a distinctive social 

setting but 13 also faced with choices that are primarily 

personal. Her recurrent theme can be seen as the interplay 

between the individual female character and the social role 

into which the community forces her. 

Thus, Jane Austen's literary career, both chronologically 

and ideologically, straddles two different ages. Although, 

brought up within the values and tastes of the eighteenth 

century, her concern with the individual linlcs her with the 

emerging values of the nineteenth century. Thus the 

features of transitionalism in Jane Austen can more 

reasonably be stressed in her two novels, one finished and 

the other unfinished. They are Persuasion and Sanditon. 
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Persuasion reflects the shift in the power axis of British 

class structure, with the new professional class taking its 

rightful place at the centre by pushing an old and decadent 

aristocracy towards the margin, Sanditon touches upon the 

new speculative enterprise that markrs Britain's expanding 

economy in the early nineteenth century. This trend evinces 

itself more radically in her most celebrated book. Pride 

and Prejudice, published in 1813, at her SS*"" year of age. 

Pride and Prejudice carries Jane Austen's youthful high 

spirits. It was her second published work (1813) though 

perhaps the earliest novel to be started by the novelist. 

In Pride and Prejudice Elizabeth Bonnet's behaviour goes 

against all norms set down by Conduct Books. She is 

independent, unaffected and intelligent and thinks nothing 

of walking three miles through muddy roads and muddied 

socks to see her sick sister. Her robust constitution and 

energy belie '^feminine' virtues of delicacy and frailty. 

Jane Austen's distaste for the fashionable affectation of 

frailty in women is also evident in an early fragment 

called Love and Friendship where, through the dying advice 

of Sophia to her daughter Laura, she mocks heroin of 

fiction given to frequent fainting fits. Again the same 

kind of contrast, though less emphatic is to be seen 

between Elizabeth Bennet and Miss Bingley; the one natural 
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and self-sufficient and the other constantly manoeuvring to 

draw Darcy's approval: 'Miss Bingley's eyes were instantly 

turned towards Darcy, and she had something to say to him' 

(48) . She pretends to dislikre dancing only because Darcy is 

Jcnown to dislilce it: Ît would surely be much more rational 

if conversation instead of dancing made the order of the 

day' (49) . Miss Bingley decides to walk: up and down in 

front of Darcy to show her figure to advantage - "̂ Miss 

Bingley ... got up and wallced about the room. Her figure was 

elegant, and she walJced well' (49) . Elizabeth on the other 

hand stands as an autonomous person who does not need a 

man's attention to prove her worth herself; she does not 

depend on other people to define her identity, a quality 

which her sister Jane and Lydia laclc. Likre Emma Voodhouse 

and Catherine Morland, two of Jane Austen's other lively 

heroines, Elizabeth is a complete person in herself who 

does not wait for a man to give her completion and 

identity. Also, all thee heroines are women of remarJcably 

robust health and vitality, fond of the open air and walkrs 

out of doors. The closed, overheated and sick- room 

atmosphere of Rosings is repeatedly contrasted with 

Elizabeth's long walfcs in the open. 
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When Mr. Collins proposes to Elizabeth and she refuses, we 

witness a confrontation between two ideologies: the belief 

that all women are arch strategists because feminity 

implies archness and a direct rational approach to life. 

Collins cannot accept Elizabeth's refusal as rejection; he 

must interpret it as her Vish of increasing ray love by 

suspense', according to the usual practice of elegant 

females. Elizabeth's exasperated reply, ^Do not consider me 

now as an elegant female intending to plague you, but as a 

rational creature spealcing the truth directly from her 

heart' (98), points to one of the essential dilemmas for 

Jane Austen's heroines. An̂ -v/ay, Jane Austen lived in an age 

when think-ers and philosophers, following Lock-e, generally 

stressed the importance of reason in human behaviour. Likre 

all intelligent people of her time, Jane Austen shared this 

Augustan heritage. In different novels she underlines like 

a radical the injustice of inheritance laws, the helpless 

position of women who are under social and economic 

pressure to marry m order to survive, and the foolishness 

of the women who have been deprived of formal education. In 

the present novel Mr. Collins is particularly taken aback 

at Elizabeth's refusal because he cannot conceive of a 

woman with so little money spurning the possibility of a 

secure and comfortable future. In all six of Jane Austen's 
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novels one sees the central character who is always a 

woman-resisting social pressure and maJcing a choice that is 

entirely personal. None of these heroines malces merely 

practical choices, as do subsidiary characters liJce 

Charlotte Lucas. Jane Austen's heroines invariably choose 

the difficult path of believing in their own integrity and 

marrying men they can respect for their personal qualities. 

In Pride and Prejudice Elizabeth emerges as a woman of will 

and spirit who thinJcs for herself. That she may not always 

be right in her judgment is another matter; in the society 

within which she lives there is very little space for the 

exercise of will. Here again, the novelist malces expression 

of her radical attitude to life and society—a society 

v/herein the woman has only the power of refusal not of 

selection. Elizabeth has been shown more and more as an 

individual with a private world of thoughts and 

perceptions. The institution of marriage as depicted in 

most of the novels of the age by its very nature implied 

subservience on the part of the women and therefore the 

grain'of the radical text sometimes seemed to go against 

the orthodox social demands. In the novel the author does 

her best to minimize the tension by showing that 

Elizabeth's acceptance of Darcy is not just a passive 
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acquiescence but a conscious choice, which also 

necessitates a spirited confrontation with the hostile lady 

Catherine. Darcy too has to perform specific acts to prove 

his humanity rather than his power, his value as an 

individual rather than his social superiority, before he 

can deserve Elizabeth as his wife. 

Jane Austen with regard to her handling the theme of 

marriage has also been progressive enough and in Pride and 

Prejudice she is at her best. Marriage is the central theme 

of all Jane Austen's novels. Respect, esteem and confidence 

are the three Iceywords signifying a happy marriage in her 

novels. The marriage of Darcy and Elizabeth is the ideal 

one fulfilling the conditions mentioned earlier. Their 

marriage is based on love and respect. But the two other 

marriages in the novel offer contrasts. Ve Jcnow that 

Charlotte and Mr. Collins have married not for love but for 

different and calculated considerations, Viclcham and Lydia 

present the other extreme. Elizabeth reflects: 'How little 

of permanent happiness could belong to a couple who were 

only brought together because their passions were stronger 

than their virtue' (62).An ideal marriage is beyond most 

women in Jane Austen's world because their choices are 

limited in any case. It is also beyond most men unless they 

131 



happen to be heirs and in a position to overloolc the 

economic axis of matrimony. 

Elizabeth in order to establish an objective detachment and 

minimize the hurt she must feel, deliberately ignores the 

difference between the economic parameters that operate for 

men and woiaen. Women who do not inherit money are unable to 

marry and condemned to a life of destitution, whereas men 

can maice a respectable living by individual endeavour. 

Elizabeth ::annot be defending Vickrham seriously because in 

her own case, in spite of having very little money of her 

own, she has the integrity to refuse first a man who offers 

her the security of a rectory and then a man with a 

magnificent estate and an income of 10,000 pound a year. By 

the time she agrees to marry Darcy, Darcy has been 

humanized and can see her (Elizabeth) as a person 

independent of the status of family. The novel thus finally 

affirms natural and genuine human values against the 

snobbery of class as well as purely economic determination. 

Pride and Prejudice embraces Austen's representation of the 

desperate situation of unportioned gentry womanhood, and 

the contradictory desires evidenced by her young women, to 

accommodate their life to what is practically necessary, or 

to rebel, run away or die. Lydia ignoring the social norm 
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and respecting her personal longings runs away with Vickhara 

with the full disapproval of the family. In describing the 

situation in the novel Jane Austen gives expression to her 

radicalism. 

Austen has little respect for bourgeois men such as Mr. 

VicJcham and Mr. Collins. Her respect is not for the 

bourgeoisie but for the autonomous woman who has a power 

founded not in money or status but in her own intrinsic wit. 

According to Judith Newton, Jane Austen's representation of 

^the autonomous woman is to some extent a compensatory 

fantasy and it is never the less valuable for suggesting that 

women do not need to submit to male ideological domination 

even if the economic and legal structures place most in male 

hands' (198 2, 72). 

In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet disregards 

economic self-interest. She anticipates and forestalls each 

move that Darcy malces towards her, perhaps to a point of 

excess, but in so doing she ensures that she maintains her 

own self-respect and independence of spirit. It is also 

recognized in the novel that Elizabeth's power is 

precarious and provisional, given her lack of financial 
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prospects. The novel is also seen as offering woman a basis 

for her own resistance to patriarchal domination. 

In the study of Jane Austen in the modern context Gilbert 

and Guber's The Mad Woman in the Attic is worth mentioning. 

In their discussion of Austen, Gilbert and Guber assume 

that no woman would be stupid enough to enjoy submission to 

patriarchy. Jane Austen for them remains a novelist whose 

vigorous awareness of patriarchal power makes it possible 

for women to recognize strategies of resistance and 

understand the havoc done by submission. It is indeed worth 

admitting that the fascination of repulsion provides a 

valuable avenue into Austen's motivations and our own 

reasons for exploring the elements of radicalism and 

transitionalism in her novels. Marianne Dashwood and 

Elizabeth Bennet are attractive because of the 

unconventional and rebellious traits in their characters. 

The opening sentence in Pride and Prejudice ^It is a truth 

universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of 

a good fortune must be in want of a wife'— appears to makre 

it clear that it is the mind of Mrs. Bennet, and the 

collective wasdom of the rural gentry, that is being 

ironised. Indeed Mr. Bennet conspicuously distances himself 

from the 'truth universally acknowledged' by his wife. The 
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evidence of the full context indicates that the undermining 

of authority is for Jane Austen an attack: on socially 

sanctioned stupidity. 

A radical as Oane Austen is, she very ably highlights the 

thematic problem in her Pride and Prejudice. She encourages 

a Jceen reader to recognize that something is wrong. The 

Problem here is that Elizabeth is unconsciously using 

Wickrham to reinforce her prejudice against Darcy and is, as 

a consequence, allowing herself to be used by VicJcham to 

reinforce his own false position. The action of Pride and 

Prejudice generally reveals that, despite what lookrs lik:e a 

generous overflow of irresponsible energy, Elizabeth's 

^liveliness' is primarily defensive. More specifically, her 

^impertinence' is a psychological defence against the 

vulnerability to which her situation as a dependent woman 

exposes her. Elizabeth's prejudice against Darcy is so 

qui 7k-ly formed and so persistent as he (Darcy) unthinkingly 

confr ts her with the very fact that it is most in her 

interest to deny. '̂ She is tolerable' Darcy concedes 

projecting Bingley's overtures on Elizabeth's behalf; 

'but not handsome enough to tempt me; and I am in no humour 

at present to give consequerr^fj to youny ladies who slighted 

by other men,'(12). 
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Elizabeth, however with her natural arrogance born of 

youth, her high spirits and intellectual superiority, 

chooses to ignore the above comment made about her by 

Darcy. She directs her intelligence towards defending 

herself against emotional vulnerability; she bases her 

moral judgment at least partially on her defensiveness. As 

the novel unfolds, Darcy's proposal and her angry rejection 

have increased, not lessened her pride and sense of 

superiority. Wanity, not a love, has been ray folly', 

Elizabeth exclaims initially but on second thought, she is 

deeply flattered by the great man's attentions, and she 

does not regret her decision. She is free to bask" in the 

triumph Darcy's proposal gives her over his ^pride', over 

his 'prejudices', and over Lady Catherine and Miss Bingley 

as well. Elizabeth visits Pemberley with her vanity very 

much intact. She feels herself more superior than ever-not 

30 much to Darcy as to love. 

Just as Elizabeth's prejudice against Darcy originally fed 

her admiration for Wickrham, so also her attraction to the 

young soldier focuses her resentment against Darcy. Again, 

Vickham's decision to marry for money does, after all, 

leave Elizabeth's vanity in tact. Jane Austen has been 
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justified in establishing Elizabeth's eventual love for 

Darcy as legitimate because it springs not from the vanity 

we ordinarily associate romantic expectations but precisely 

from the mortification of pride. In response to love, Darcy 

in his turn overcomes his prejudices against Elizabeth's 

connections, proposes to her, returns to her even after 

hope seems gone and eventually brings about the marriages 

of three of the Bennet daughters. In the conclusion to the 

novel, in awarding Elizabeth a handsome husband with 10,000 

pounds a year, Austen is essentially gratifying her radical 

stand by the way that the heroine's outspokren liveliness is 

always successful in material terms. 

Jane Austen quite artistically raaJces both Darcy and 

Elizabeth learn complimentary lessons: Darcy recognizes 

that individual feelings outweigh conventional social 

distinctions and Elizabeth realises the nature of society's 

power. Their marriage helps unite individual gratification 

with social responsibility, to overcome the class 

distinctions that elevated Lady Catherine over the worthy 

Gardiners, and to malce of society one big happy family. 

Jane Austen's experience of a close and supportive family 

also provided models both for the v/ay an individual's 

desires could be accommodated by social institutions and 
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for the context of shared values that an author could rely 

on to provide a basis for art from a radical's viewpoint. 

In Pride and Prejudice Austen however, tries to ensure that 

her readers will share a common ground by making them 

participate in constructing the value system that governs 

the novel. The famous first sentence of the novel once 

again points to the radical limitations of both ^truth' and 

'universally' . This sentence actually tells us more about 

Mrs. Bennet than any one else. 

By simultaneously dramatizing and rewarding individual 

desire and establishing a critical distance from 

individualism, Jane Austen endorses both the 

individualistic perspective inherent in the bourgeois value 

system and the authoritarian hierarchy retained from 

traditional, paternalistic society. Moreover, allowing her 

readers to exercise freedom of judgement in individual 

instances while controlling the final value system, through 

the action as a whole, Austen reproduces, at the level of 

reading experience, the marriage of romantic desire and 

realistic necessity that she believed was capable of 

containing individualism's challenge to traditional 

authorityin this novel Jane Austen introduces the spectres 

of spinsterhood. Elizabeth's mother is even more brutally 
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franJc; ^If you talce it into your head', she warns 

Elizabeth 'to go on refusing every offer of marriage in 

this way, you will never get a husband at all-and I am sure 

I do not krnow who is to maintain you when your mother is 

dead' (113). Such an introduction is just to point to the 

gap between imaginative desire and social reality-a gap 

that still exists. In this period of social turmoil even 

the dominant system of values is characterized by internal 

tensions and contradictions. In- this novel Austen separates 

the power to gratify and discipline desire from the 

conditions that generate and frustrate that desire. 

For substantiating our views so far expressed in the 

present discussion, it would be wise to turn to Mary 

Poovey's reading of Oane Austen. She holds that Jane Austen 

intends to warn her readers about 'the dangers of 

uninhabited desire and emphasize the need for controlling 

individual conduct, specially the amorous conduct of young 

women' (1984, 194). 

Elizabeth Bennet is the champion of outspoJcen desire. Her 

recognition of her own prejudicial misreading of the world 

allows her vital intelligence and wit to convince Darcy and 

find appropriate place in the social structure. At the same 
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time, Elisabeth's charming vitality is revealed as a 

defensive consequence of her financially vulnerable 

situation. From Austen's point of view, Elizabeth likre 

Marianne overestimates her personal autonomy and power and 

radically misunderstands the power of social institutions. 

The novelist also invents the more subtle narrative 

strategy to show that individual desires and social 

responsibility can be reconciled and female passion and 

intelligence does not have always to be repressed from a 

better and healthy social set-up. 

Jane Austen gives an emphasis to the economic contradiction 

of men and women's lives in her novel Pride and Prejudice. 

Elizabeth Bennet must marry with an eye to money. Men, in 

general are granted an economic privilege when on women an 

economic restriction is imposed. The details of that 

privilege and restriction are explicitly recorded 

throughout the novel. Of course, a critical study of the 

novel upholds Austen's radical viewpoint on the economic 

privileges and restrictions in the cases of the different 

male and female characters. Economic inequality shapes male 

and female power. It is evident even in the first line of 

the boofc. Some single men, it would appear, have 

independent access to good fortunes, but all single women 
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or daughters must marry for them. '^Daughters' and their 

families, therefore, must thinJc a good deal about marriage 

while single men with fortunes do not. Families with 

daughters may try to control men too, to seize them as 

''property' but it is really ""daughters' who are controlled, 

who are 'fixed' by their economic situation. Single men 

appear at liberty; they can enter a neighbourhood and 

presumably leave at will. Single men, in short have an 

autonomy that Maughters' do not and at the base of this 

difference in autonomy is the fact that men have access to 

money. 

Jane Austen experienced in her lifetime the effects of the 

industrial capitalism. This experience did she gather out 

of her belonging to a period of transition. This industrial 

taJce off under discussion belonged to the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries and incidentally Austen 

belonged to the period. The effect of industrial capitalism 

was to make consciousness of money in general more 

universal and more respectable as well. One could hardly 

ignore money after all, for money was being made and made 

rapidly in industry and exchange. Money was also lending 

status and power to men. The acquisition of industrial and 

trading fortunes must also have sharpened money 
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consciousness and consciousness of the relation betveen 

money, status and power by increasing the number of men who 

could actually acquire estates and merge with the gentry. 

In Pride and Prejudice the merging of money and trade is 

endorsed. Bingley, whose fortune comes from trade, is on 

the verge of finally consolidating his genteel status by 

purchasing a country estate. Sir Villiara, who has actually 

retired from trade, has established his family in a country 

'lodge', Elizabeth, the daughter of a gentleman and having 

connections in business, marries a man of upper gentry. 

Pride and Prejudice evolces the fact that money was being 

made. Money also lent new status and power to men of the 

iniddle class. It accelerated the merging of the gentry with 

the middle classes. In this context it is not surprising 

that Austen's vision of the power and status of women is 

persistently linkred to their economic situation. Of course 

the lot of the middle- class women was also more 

contradictory for genteel women continued to lose and 

recognize economic value while genteel men were finding new 

access to work- and new opportunities for rising. Oane 

Austen's personal relation to this larger context certainly 

increased her consciousness of money in general and of the 

contradiction between the economic lots of genteel men and 
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women in particular. The novelist no doubt, felt the pinch 

of economic stringency when writing Pride and Prejudice. 

Her father had died in 1805 and in 1813 the novel was 

published. Jane, her mother and her sister Cassandra were 

dependent for their living on three sources-a small income 

of Mrs. Austen's, a small legacy of Cassandra's and an 

amount of poundsZSO provided annually by four of the Austen 

brothers. The sum, however, was enhanced to some degree by 

the money Jane earned through writing. 

Austen's family situation moreover imposed upon her a 

heightened awareness of the economic contradiction between 

the lots of genteel women and genteel men. Austen had five 

brothers and they all had what she did not; access to work-

that paid, access to inheritance and privilege, and access 

to the status that belong to being prosperous and male. In 

1813 all but one brother was rising in a career. The 

difference which money made in the relative autonomy of 

Austen women and Austen men was also striking. Her letters 

also manifest her desire for money and the attainment of 

it, about her dependence in traveling, about the pressure 

she felt to marry and side by side the freedom of the 

brothers to marry or not to marry as they chose. Here and 

there, of course, we find some humorous consciousness of 
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inequity and there is more than one jokre about the economic 

pressure to marry: 'Single women have a dreadful propensity 

for being poor-which is one very strong argument in favour 

of Matrimony' (Letters, 194). 

Austen's fiction is obviously a means of coming to terms 

with a discomforting experience and this experience is, no 

doubt an outcome of her radicalism. Her letters also 

reflect a relation between moriey and autonomy. Indeed for 

all its references to money and money matters, for all its 

consciousness of economic fact and economic influence, 

Pride and Prejudice is devoted not to establishing but to 

denying the force of economics in human life. Despite the 

first two sentences, despite the implication that access to 

money in some way determines autonomy, the difference 

between men's economic privilege and that of women is not 

something we are invited to experience as a cause of power 

and powerlessness in the novel. Men, for all their money 

and privilege, are not permitted to seem powerful but are 

rather bungling and absurd. Voraen, for all their impotence, 

are not seen as victims of economic restriction. What the 

novel finally defines as power has little to do with money, 

and the most authentically powerful figure in the novel is 

an unmarried middle-class woman without a fortune—a woman 
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we may note, who bears a strilcing resemblance to Jane 

Austen. She is most essentially, the heroine, Elizabeth 

Bennet. 

Pride and Prejudice supports female autonomy, Mrs. Bennet 

and Lady Catherine object to the entail Mrs. Bennet 

continues t̂o rail bitterly against the cruelty of settling 

an estate away from a family of five daughters, in favour 

of a man whom nobody cared anything about' (58). Jane 

Austen breaics away with the female convention of 

confinement. She tries to rid them of this. Lady 

Catherine's rude excursion to Meryton, Jane's visit to 

London, and Elisabeth's to Hunsford and Derbyshire are seen 

as deviations from the more usual pattern of women 

activities, which they most willingly undertaJce. In the 

novel again, male privilege then, and access to money in 

particular, malces men feel autonomous. It also malces them 

feel empowered to control others, specially the women to 

whom they malce advances. Indeed, with the possible 

exceptions of Bmgley and of Mr. Gardiner, virtually every 

man in the novel reacts in the same fashion to his economic 

privilege and social status as a male. All enjoy a 

mobility, which women do not have. And yet, in spite of 

their mobility, their sense of autonomy and their desire to 
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master and control, we do not feel that men are powerful in 

this novel. Austen, through her radical outlook- malcea us 

feel 30. Their sense of power and their real pomposity are 

at base a set-up, a preparation for poetic justice, a 

license to enjoy the spectacle of men witlessly betraying 

their legacy of power, of men demonstrating impressive 

capacities for turning potential control into ineffective 

action and submission to the control of others. 

It is also significant that the only proposals of marriage 

recorded in the novel are unsuccessful and that both 

suitors are so immersed in their sense of control that they 

blindly offend the women whose affections they mean to 

attach and, m the process provoke what must be two of the 

most vigorous rejections in all literature. Here is 

Elizabeth to Mr. Collins: ^You could not make me happy and 

I am convinced that I am the least woman in the world who 

would make you so' (103) .There is Elizabeth to Mr. Darcy: 

Î had not known you a month before I felt that you were 

the last man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed on 

to marry' ( 182). 

It*.Jal3o significant that two of the men in the novel who 

have risen through preference-another benefit of male 
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privilege- enjoy little more than an inflated sense of 

control. They succeed mainly in annoying those whom they 

propose to act ûpon. Sir William, who has ^risen to the 

honour of Knighthood' and retired to Meryton, 'where he 

could think- with pleasure of his own importance', does no 

more than provolce Darcy when he attempts to claim his 

society. Mr. Collins may enjoy ^the consequential feelings 

of early and unexpected prosperity' and he may persuade 

Charlotte Lucas to marry him but he is thwarted in his 

attempts to act upon Elizabeth, Darcy, and Mr. Bennet and 

even Lydia and Kitty' (66) . 

Jane Austen's view also on many occasions presents the 

things in the novel in such a way as to raak-e our sense of 

male control undercut by the radical readings with which 

some men submit to the control of others. Mr. Collins and 

Sir Villiam both manifest such slavish admiration of those 

u'-ho stand above them in rank and their own imagined power 

13 constantly and ironically placed side by side with 

images of self-abasement: Sir William ^stationed in the 

uoorw^y, in earnest contemplation of the greatness before 

him' (151) . Collins carving, eating and praising "'as if he 

felt that life could furnish nothing greater' (154). 

Collins, moreover, qualifies his potential autonomy by 
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submitting virtually every decision to the ^particular 

advice and recommendation' of Lady Catherine. Bingley also 

surrenders Jane because he depends on Darcy's opinion more 

strongly than on his own. Men are also prone to misusing 

their autonomy by making bad investments. Mr. Bennet's own 

imprudence must account for his unhappy domestic life and 

Viclchara's failure of resolution binds him with Lydia, a 

giddy woman without a fortune. Thus access to money and 

male privilege in general do grant men the potential for 

control of their lives and for control over women, but, 

against the backrground of their real physical mobility the 

men in Pride and Prejudice are essentially set up to 

surrender to misuse, to fail to realize the power that is 

their cultural legacy. 

In obvious contrast to men, women, in their economic 

dependence, have far less potential to do, as they lilce. 

Most women m the novel must marry. Women, even with money 

feel pressured to get a man (the rich Miss Bingley pursues 

Darcy, as does Lady Catherine on behalf of the wealthy 

Anne)-. Voraen, for the most part, do not dwell on their 

power to choose, do not debate over getting a husband, and 

seldom give thought to the value of one husband over 

another. The degree of female obsession with men, the 
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degree to which they laclc autonomy or self-control, may 

also be measured by the degree to which they helplessly and 

unthinkingly discount their ties to one another when a 

man's attention is at stake. Caroline Bingley, of course, 

is the most extreme example. Her abuse of Elizabeth is 

unrelenting. 

All young women m the novel are caught to some degree in 

the same current and this enforces our sense of universal 

female condition. Oane Austen shows that women appear to be 

determined almost uniformly by economic and social 

conditions. But, just as we are not permitted to feel that 

men's economic privilege necessitates power, so are we not 

permitted to feel that women's lack of privilege 

necessitates powerlessness. The first two sentences of the 

novel again may emphasise the idea that women's compulsive 

husband hunting has an economic base but we are never 

allowed to feel that base as a determining force in their 

experience. There is consciousness of economics, to be sure 

but that consciousness is raised and then subverted. One 

effect of undermining the force of economic realities is to 

make most women, m their helpless fixation on men and 

marriage, look perverse or merely silly and to lay the 

blame on women themselves, not on their economic and social 
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lot. Another effect, however, is to suggest, rather 

wishfully, that there is some way out. Men may go about 

acting more powerful than women, their lot in life may give 

them the potential for befuddled critical vision, they are 

not really powerful at all. Conversely women may seem 

powerless as men are not, but because we are finally not to 

feel that they are victims of social and economic forces, 

they do not have to be powerless after all. Vhat we have in 

Pride and Prejudice, it seems, is a novel that recognizes 

the shaping influence of economics but denies its force. 

The novel, in fact, all but levels what in life we Jcnow to 

have been the material base of power and powerlessness and 

defines real power as something separate from the economic. 

In Pride and Prejudice the real power lies in the radical 

attitude of Jane Austen. Elizabeth Bennet is essentially an 

Austen fantasy, a fantasy of power. Elizabeth's world, as 

created by Jane Austen affords her a freedom, which 

Austen's world evidently lackrs in. It affords her scope not 

only to entertain radical attitudes but also to express 

them • with energy and to put them into effective action. 

Elizabeth can do more than quietly scorn Miss Bingley's 

eagerness to please Darcy. She can also reject outright 

Charlotte's schemes for securing a husband. She can put 
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herself at some distance from gratefulness, scheming, and 

over-eagerness to please men and - in the process she can 

also be rather direct and effective in challenging Darcy's 

traditional assumption of control as a ruling-class man. 

Elizabeth's v/orld, in contrast to Austen's permits her 

something more than spiritual victories, permits her mope 

than that sense of autonomy, which comes with wittily 

observing the confinements of one's situation, with 

standing apart from them in spirit while having bend to 

them in daily behaviour. It permits her not only the 

energetic expression but also the forceful use of those 

critical energies which Austen herself diverted into her 

novels. Austen's fantasy of female autonomy is far more 

rebellious for Elizabeth's autonomy. In Pride and Prejudice 

r.he most prominent form of power is that of female autonomy 

and in Austen there is an expression of the changing social 

context. Austen, in allowing female autonomy to work: 

effectively against a ruling—class male, evolces a more 

general sense that the authority of landed males had been 

challenged. In her endorsement of an autonomy not tied to 

class or fortune, Austen also reveals some affinity with an 

individualism that had ties to the French and the 

Industrial Revolutions. This individualism is usually 
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identified as middle-class or anti-gentry, for it is tied 

less to Austen's class sympathies than to her partially 

articulated feelings as a woman- the energy of Elizabeth's 

critical opinions, for example, is directed against these 

very men of the middle class, those men rising in careers, 

who conventionally define for us what individualism means. 

Austen's adaptation of individualism is thus more feminist 

Chan middle class, for it is a disguised expression of 

discontent with the growing division in money, status, and 

power between middle-class men and women. 

Elizabeth'3 autonomy, again, expresses an individualism 

adopted to female use. The most potent qualification of her 

autonomy lies in the nature of the fictional world that 

Austen has created on her behalf. Austen's version of 

Elizabeth's universe is one, which mitigates the punishing 

potential of her critical views and challenging behaviour. 

It is, of course, Austen's subversion of economic realities 

and of male power that permits us to enjoy Elizabeth's 

rebellious exuberance and we feel that Elizabeth is in 

conflict with the forces of her world. 

To allow a nineteenth century heroine to get away with 

being critical and challenging especially about male 
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control and feminine submission is still to rebel against 

ideology and dominant social relations, no matter how 

charmingly that heroine may be represented, no matter how 

safe her rebellion is made to appear. When Austen allows 

Elizabeth to express critical attitudes and to act upon 

them without penalty, she is moving against early 

nineteenth century ideologies about feminine behaviour and 

feminine fate. This is more so because by any traditional 

standards Elizabeth's departures from convention ought to 

earn her a life of spinsterhood, not a man, a carriage and 

10,000 pound a year. Elizabeth's universe is real ,enough-

its economic and social forces are Icept close enough to the 

surface. Ve believe in it and do not dismiss it as fantasy. 

Elizabeth herself is so convincing that we cannot dismiss 

her either. For all its charm and relative safety, 

Elizabeth's rebellion invites us to taJce it seriously, and 

it is for this reason, it is assumed that the 

rebelliousness of Pride and Prejudice is further qualified. 

Elizabeth's resistance to male control, to men's assumption 

of control, and women's submissive behaviour is that, likre 

Austen she is not ready to accept the traditional basic 

division in men's and women's economic lot. Men have a 

right to money that women do not. Men have a right to 
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greater autonomy, to greater power of choice. To this end 

Elizabeth's real aim is self-defence; she wants to resist 

intimidation and to deny Darcy's particular assumption of 

control over her. She, of course, in defending herself 

egainst the controlling power of Darcy's negative 

I; udgements, suggests that she is also defending herself 

against a desxre to please Darcy. The remarlcable thing, 

perhaps, is that her rebelliousness maintains a quality of 

force, still strilces as power. In fact, her rebellious 

energies retain a quality of force because they really act 

upon her world; they change Darcy, change the way he 

responds to his economic and social privileges, and change 

comethmg basic to the power relation between him and 

:-li2abeth. 

in Pride and Prejudice the very theme worlcs as a 

compensatory fantasy for women's role in a society. Mary 

Poovey in her The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer observes 

'as the fantasy represents women as important, competent, 

intelligent and well aware of their social position, the 

fantagy subverts patriarchal ideas of women as passive, 

emotional and incompetent' (1984, 196). 
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The triumph of Elizabeth Bennet redefines power in term of 

intellectual ability-precisely the area where Austen and 

other women could compete as equals. Jane Austen with her 

radical view has been successful in projecting her heroine: 

in this novel as bright and sparkrling one who is more than 

a match for any man around and who compels a man with money 

and power to set aside her prejudices and offer her all. 

Such a fantasy may be compensatory to women readers whose 

life experience is probably in .total contradiction, but the 

fantasy invites women to be lilce Elizabeth and not feel 

abashed before patriarchal oppression. Pride and Prejudice, 

the most loving to its author in particular and to the 

common readers in general has relevance even in this twenty 

first century. 

Elements of change play a predominant role in the novel. 

Towards the end it is seen that Elizabeth has changed, so 

Darcy. The horizons of each partner have altered- a new 

harmony has been fixed. Both ^pride' in one and ^prejudice' 

in the other seem to wither away. Elizabeth is ready to 

modify, her independence and to be absorbed into Darcy's 

world. She has yet to meet the ''real' Darcy and to go out 

into his grounds, and when she does, the settlement 

throughout almost destabilizes. Elizabeth and the Gardiners 
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are taJcen through landscape that is virtually a paradigm of 

the picturesque. The river winds^ the irregular openings 

among the wooded high ground 'gave the eye power to 

wander' (223) . It is also fascinating that Elizabeth is 

associated not simply with a disruptive and transgrssive 

category but with an aesthetic classification which 

disrupted other categories m the eighteenth century. It 

was the most disputed aesthetic category of the time. 

Elizabeth, however, associated herself so powerfully with 

the intrinsically unaccountable picturesque, crossing 

Darcy'3 stream by a bridge which spans a defile and 

conducts her to a path only wide enough for one person, 

bringing with her that 'liveliness of mind' for which Darcy 

loves her. Elizabeth is essentially the representative of 

nonconformity and she is the harbinger of change. Her very 

presence, her intervention in Pemberley, produces radical 

alteration. The objects seen through the Pemberley windows 

'opening to ground' (235) tooJc 'different positions' (p 

216) according to the laws of perspective though that 

change is reciprocally governed by the changing position of 

the person who relates to the objects. 

Pride and Prejudice, from its thematic point of view raises 

some radical questions. The text aslfs these questions not 
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only through Charlotte's deconstruction of marriage as a 

financial settlement but more transgressively through 

Lydia's subversion of sexual convention. Indeed it is 

through Lydia, who jolces about the excitement of dressing 

an officer in drag, that the novel unsettles rigid gender 

distinctions. Mr. Bennet complains, vith sceptical irony 

that his son-in-law Viclchara ^simpers' (292) effeminately. 

To say this of an army officer, normally associated with 

masculinity, radically questions the artificial 

construction of gender society. Interestingly, Mary 

VTollstonecraft had challenged conventional gender 

distinctions by pointing to the effeminacy of pampered army 

officers in her Vindication of the Right of Woman. Again, 

all women in the novel are caught by the despotism of 

convention; whether they transgress the limits of decorum 

or they repress the flow of feeling, they are likrely to be 

the victims of oppression or misunderstanding. The novel 

was written, as we know, in a period when government 

repression was fierce. 

Pride and Prejudice, indeed, opens up qrip>3tion3 of "great 

complexity. The text a-̂ ks radical questions perhaps the 

more radical. The luckles character in the novel, 

Elisabeth, crosses a narrow bridge to security, fulfillment 
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and virtually another class. But bridges declare that there 

are gaps and rifts to be crossed and there may even be 

chasms, which are impassable. The novel leaves these 

implications unexplored. Jane Austen's self critical a 

remark- about the novel's tightness' is also a pointer to 

her radical insight. Certainly it seems that Pride and 

Prejudice made the next novel Mansfield Park almost 

mevxtable. Mansfield Park piclcs up the questions of class 

privilege and power and how these are sustained. It 

explores the problems of social mobility in the poignant 

difficulties of Fanny Price. Pride and Prejudice leaves 

these problems before they become acute. 

Jane Austen is by common consent an author remarlcably sure 

of her values. It is by virtue of her certainties that Jane 

Austen is called Augustan. She finds her ideal within a 

world 3he deliberately makes resemble the actual. The 

essence of her certainty is that the reforms she perceives 

to be necessary are within the attitudes of individuals; 

she calls for no general changes in the world of the 

established lesser landed gentry. Like her Elizabeth Bennet 

in Pride and Prejudice, "̂  ae Austen, the novelist, has 

experienced social rebuffs at first hand. The class she 

deals with, has locax and not national importance in 
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Eighteenth century terms. She is a Tory rather than a Whig. 

She believes that the gentleman—as her words 'consequence' 

and 'usefulness' imply, derives his personal dignity from 

the contribution he malces at the head of an organic, 

hierarchical, small community. It is for such a community, 

ideally perceived, that her novels speak:. The novel of her 

time was not just didactic. It was also seen as relevant to 

contemporary issues. These issues are unusually deep and 

clear-cut and inevitably partisan. Jane Austen's novels 

belong decisively to one class of partisan novels. The 

novelist shows no love for the great aristocracy (as 

represented m Darcy's family). Her attitude to social 

distinctions in the upper reaches of society has been 

radical one testifying to her Tory Radicalism. Many modern 

critics have suggested that Pride and Prejudice appears 

deliberately to run counter to the conservative tendency. 

In appearing before her readers in the guise of Elizabeth 

Bennet, Jane Austen reveals herself as the critic of 

various forms of orthodoxy. 

Mr. Lionel Trilling rates Pride and Prejudice as 'radical' 

one thematically (1955,89). The novel, in the movement of its 

plot, represents a great change that was overtaldng society. 

It also shows the movement of a formerly depressed class into 
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a position of power, and of a formerly powerful class into a 

position of compromise. Elizabeth and her family (The 

Bennets) represent a rising middle class, with its money made 

in trade, and its characteristic virtues of independence and 

value for the individual rather than for his status in 

society. On the other hand, Darcy represents the old 

aristocracy, whose family must learn to respect merit, 

whatever its origin. In fact, the novel moves towards a 

social synthesis as Elizabeth, and Jane marry into higher 

rank's rather than their own. Elizabeth attracts critics of 

diverse tendencies as well and they are predisposed to likre 

the heroine as she champions individualism against the old 

social order. Elizabeth, independent and informal can be 

contrasted with Darcy, who is socially established and 

formal. Initially, Darcy and Elizabeth are introduced as 

polar opposites. Jane Austen has been radical enough to talce 

to task- the individual follies and foibles of the characters. 

At the first assembly Darcy is discovered to be proud; to be 

above his company having a disagreeable countenance (10). But 

Elizabeth 'had a lively, playful disposition, which delighted 

in an,ything ridiculous' (12) . Elizabeth certainly continues 

in the notion that she and Darcy are so different as to be 

totally incompatible. Her teasing of him while they dance 

reveals the extent of the contrast: 
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Are you consulting your own feelings in the present 

case, or do you imagine that you are gratifying mine?' 

ask-s Darcy. 'Both' replied Elizabeth archly; ^for I have 

always seen a great similarity in the turn of our minds. 

VTe are each of an unsocial, taciturn disposition, 

unwillxng to speak, unless we expect to say something 

that will amaze the whole room, and be handed down to 

posterity with all the eclat of a proverb.(91) 

This, no doubt, conveys Elizabeth's so also of Austen's 

view that there is no similarity in the turn of their 

minds: a hasty conclusion based on her hostile first 

impression of Darcy. Darcy's view of Elizabeth is also 

roloured by his sense of difference between them. Of 

course, for him it is not a difference of personality but 

of social status. 

Jane Austen, a product of a period of transition, quite 

reasonably in her novels, maices an exposure of her traits 

of tf'ansitionalism as well. Pride and Prejudice is, no 

doubt, a novel of reconciliation. The confrontation between 

the two central characters--El.i zabeth and Darcy—brings 

about mutual illumir '̂ •̂ -'n, not because one has opposite 
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qualities but because each discovers the other to be worthy 

of respect. The very admission of the value of an opponent 

forces both Elisabeth and Darcy to be more humble about 

themselves. Jane Austen, of course, allows time to 

Elizabeth to change her emotional antipathy for Darcy into 

a predisposition to love him and she also needs time to 

bring Elizabeth to a full sense of reasoning. Again, it is 

to be remembered that it is from her father Mr. Bennet that 

Elizabeth derives the tendency that is in her to 

Rusanthropy, before her reformation begins: '*The more I see 

of the world, ohe more am I dissatisfied with it; and every 

day confirms ray belief of th':: inconsistency of all human 

characters, and of the little dependence that can be placed 

on the appearance of either merit or sense' (135). 

No wonder then, that she is brought to a proper view of 

Darcy's pride and prejudice, v/hich, although excessive, was 

still in its way more reasonable, more based on objective 

evidence, than her own. Likre Darcy, she emerges from a 

period of mcrospection concluding that, partly through a 

v,/rong • upbringing, she has consistently overvalued herself. 

In their ultimate state of enlightenment, Jane Austen's 

hero and heroine illustrate a view of human nature that 

derives from pessimism and net from optimism. The theme of 
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the moral education of Elizabeth which is paralleled by 

that of Darcy does not sanction but rebukes the 

contemporary doctrine of faith in the individual. It is 

possible that Jane Austen meant to ridicule the hackneyed 

theme by standing it on its head; what she offers is hate 

at first sight. In any case, as she develops her plot in 

the final version, it is clear that to her love at first 

sight and hate at first sight are essentially the same. 

Both are emotional responses built on insufficient or wrong 

evidence and fostered by pride and complacency towards the 

unreliable subjective consciousness. 

Indeed, Pride and Prejudice takres a lead in its author's 

presentation of the relation not only between the 

individuals but also between the individual and society. In 

her doing this, she is all the more radical and 

transitional. The novel under discussion is a special case 

in respect of the society it presents. The style of social 

life is that of the end of the eighteenth century with the 

different forms of behaviour and social interaction that 

began to become the norm in the beginning of the nineteenth 

century. Lady Catherine de Bourgh arrives at Longbourn. She 

demands a walk: in the garden with Elizabeth, and during the 

walk:, demands a promise from Elizabeth that she will not 
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attempt to marry Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth refuses and her 

ladyship is highly 'incensed'. Tbe dialogue between them 

provides an insight into Austen's nature of social 

criticism: , 

Whatever ray connections may be, said Elizabeth, 

if your nephew does not object to them, they can 

be nothing to you. Tell me, once for all, are you 

engaged to him? I am not. Lady Catherine seemed 

pleased. And will you prdmise me never to enter 

into such an engagement? I will maJce no promise 

of the kind (286) . 

The dialogue offers an argument between a bigoted, snobbish 

woman and a more rational and liberal-minded girl. Vhereas 

Elizabeth is accurate in dismissing unreasoning class 

prejudice. Lady Catherine appeals to a system that has 

endured unchanged for a long time. This system seems to be 

a fixed constant in Lady Catherine's mind. The suggestion 

is that her fixed idea of social hierarchy has become a 

belief in destiny. The superstitions of this belief are 

reinforced by her reference to ^the shades of Pemberley'. 

It seems that in her mind meeting another person is an 

'attention' and confers an obligation. This suggests that 

Lady Catherine's fixed idea of her station in society 
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interferes m her relationship with others. Thus, 

relationships between human beings are fixed, conditioned 

by the social structure in which Lady Catherine believes. 

Hence her particular point is about Elizabeth's lack: of 

^gratitude'. ¥hen Elizabeth begins to defy her, she claims 

to feel ^ashamed'. ¥e can now understand tha^ shame, 

disgrace and a deep discomfort is associated with any 

threat to her rigid belief system, almost as if it is an 

unspeakrable s m that 'dishonours' the doer. Lady Catherine 

herself, and the whole of society. Money is an important 

factor that sits uneasily m the middle of Lady Catherine's 

social concept, so far as Pride and Prejudice shows. 

Darcy's and Miss de Bourgh's fortunes are ^splendid' while 

Elizabeth is Vithout.-.fortune i' Thus far money seems to 

appear as the natural adjunct of those with 'family' and 

'connections'. However, her disgust at the sordidness of 

money-that Lydia's marriage was 'at the expense of your 

father and uncle,' complicates her attitude. It seems that 

m Lady Catherine's mind, as long as money joins money it 

13 'splendid'', disgusts her. It is to be noted here that 

Jane Austen is precise in defining this hypocrisy; the 

connection occurs to us, but not to Lady Catherine. The 

idea that she might depend on money to preserve her 

position, is too sordid for her ideas of social class. 
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There are actually two crucial points in Elizabeth's view 

of society, which are radically modern for her time. The 

view is essentially that of Jane Austen as well. Elizabeth 

broadens and softens Lady Catherine's rigid ideas of social 

distinction, Elizabeth implicitly acknowledges that there 

could be such a disparity of education and manners as to 

rnalce marriage impossible between two people. Her argument 

seems to be that belonging to a ''gentleman's' family 

provides her with a sufficient baclcground and education. In 

this way, she regards all of a broad sector of society to 

be ''equal' . Again, more challengingly, Elizabeth repeatedly 

emphasizes her own and Darcy's rights, as individuals, to 

raalce free decisions for themselves. She boldly says that 

she will decide what Vill in my opinion, constitute ray 

happiness' , and she points out that Darcy will marry a 

v/oraan, he is attached to, not who Lady Catherine wants him 

to marry. This argument goes to the heart of the question 

about society and this also very poignantly upholds Jane 

Austen's radical view of the then society as well. It is to 

be remembered that Lady Catherine's idea of society entails 

fixed relationships between social ranlcs, not between 

individual human beings. Elizabeth stands in opposition to 

this and araues the more modern and Meraocratic' view of 
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individual freedom of choice of which Jane Austen as back: 

as early nineteenth century was a strong and uncompromising 

advocate. 

The ^place of woman' in the world of Jane Austen's novels 

is an enormous subject and this subject has been dealt with 

radically. The eighth chapter in the novel substantiates 

the aspect. The context is: Jane Bennet is ill at 

Netherfield, Elizabeth stays there to nurse her. In the 

evening, Miss Bingley begins to talJc of Darcy's sister 

Georgiana. Here through the conversations between the 

characters Jane Austen has projected her view about the 

position and function of ^young ladies'. Jane Austen has 

been quite radical in her putting absurdities into her 

characters' views on female role and position in the 

society as represented by her novels. 
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MANSFIELD PARK: I Like to Hear Your Enthusiasm 

Jane Austen was not just of the eighteenth century and her 

world was by no means completely calm. She was thirteen in 

the summer of 1789 when forces were unleashed in France 

that set that nation and every nation of the western world 

on a different course. Life was no longer the same and 

never would be again, so great were the transformations. 

This was so in France as in England. The stability of the 

eighteenth century brokre down dramatically. Jane Austen 

underwent a quite different experience as the stresses and 

strains of The Revolution entered the rural calm of her 

world and disrupted its accepted ways. An overall change in 

the social pattern was overtly noticed. As a result, a 

large part of the interest of her novel Hansfield Park is 

now thought to lie exactly in the sensitivity of her 

response to social change. 

To examine Austen's response to social change inevitably 

means considering her lifetime exactly coinciding with a 

decisive period of change. Avron Fleishman sees Mansfield 

Park appearing at a crucial point in the transition of 

English society to the modern age, when there was a fear 

that the French Revolution would spread to England. He 
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'argues the themes of Mansfield Park- grew out of Austen's 

responses to the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars and 

their impact on English life' (1970,68). 

The England in which Austen lived was changing in response 

to the new burdens of the Revolutionary Age. The French 

Revolution had an immediate impact on England and initiated 

a political debate that pertained not only to how the 

Revolution was viewed but also to internal, domestic 

issues. Vhile not a propagandist, Austen was a participant 

in that debate. In fact, England's war with France is a 

theme in Mansfield Park. 

There is no question that in Austen's final period 1808— 

17 she was disturbed over past memories. Anyway, the traces 

of the elements of transitionalism and radicalism in the 

author abound in the novel, being the first of its kind 

revealing her new state of mind and outlook as well. The 

social argument in Mansfield Park continues that of the two 

previous novels but presents it in a way that is new. 

Austen did not work that argument into an eighteenth-

century framework, but placed it in the unstable world of 

the nineteenth century. The Bertram estate was divided, 

made up of sound and weak parts. Into its midst came the 
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Crawfords and Fanny Price, responding differently to 

questions that, private as they might seem, stood for 

public issues. This novel could have had ^reform or ruin' 

as its motto and precisely in the way that Evangelicals 

regarded that question and reform was necessary publicly 

and politically as well as individually and spiritually. 

Mansfield Park is not just about the ordination of Edmund 

Bertram but the ordination of society. And one of its 

subjects is the improvement of society, in the Burlrean 

sense. 

Mansfield Park is a novel that represents a major departure 

from Austen's earlier fictions. While she introduced a 

Burlcean argument in Sense and Sensibility and Pride and 

Prejudice, she developed it more fully in Mansfield Park 

and tested in ways that were possible only within the type 

of narrative that it provided. And this is the first novel 

to reveal the influence of Evangelicalism on Austen's 

thinking and writing, just as it is the first to carry an 

imprint of her wartime experience and her new way of 

viewing the family. Between all of these parts of Mansfield 

Park there are logical connections. Together, they are 

parts of an integrated whole, a cluster of ideas, values 
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and commitments that took shape as a common response to the 

French Revolution and Napoleonic wars. 

By the time Jane Austen wrote Mansfield Park, she lived 

fully in the nineteenth century; by that time her thinking 

and writing had been deeply affected by the sea change that 

swept over England as a result of the French Revolution. 

The novel, according to Q. D Leavis is ''the first modern 

novel in England' (Collected Essays,40). It is also a 

problem novel, marlcing itself as Jane Austen's great 

transitional work as well. Mansfield Park resolutely 

disturbs the decorum by which good manners, good 

appearance, good taste in the arts, intelligence and 

liveliness and charm accompany, while not being identical 

with, good people. The Crawfords have all these, but are 

spiritually inferior. Fanny Price, the heroine, possesses 

all the good qualities but only in limited and secondary 

ways. She is, really speaking, the leading edge of Jane 

Austen's transitional enterprise. She is also made to 

provoke feelings in critics and scholars that range from 

constrained and dutiful, pity and admiration to positive 

repulsion. Fanny is a repressed young woman ^born to 

struggle and endure', with whose girlhood, unlighted by 

close affection and endorsement from anyone but Edmund, we 
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have been led tenderly to sympathize. Fanny's trouble with 

her unloving environment is so evident that attention to it 

should prevent an overall identification of her point of 

view with that of the novel. 

Again, Mary Evans' analysis of tfansfield Park carries with 

it a radical reading. Austen emerges as a proponent of 

radicalism by virtue of the fact that she exposes the 

craclcs in the structure of the establishment, questioning 

the aristocracy's fitness for government. Sir Thomas 

Bertram appears as the exponent of a repressive regime. In 

this regard Evans points out that ^excessive repression 

merely serves to harbour subversive fantasies and 

undisciplined desires' (1987,72). In Sir Thomas's absence in 

Mansfield Park- these are allowed to flourish. The metaphor 

of Mansfield thus reveals a society where the reliance on 

male authority and the regulation of behaviour lead to 

anarchy and Evans pursues this to conclude that the society 

itself, as depicted by Austen, ^is based on a system of 

equal wealth and property distribution, which requires 

redress' (74) . From this perspective Austen can be seen as 

belonging to an alternative tradition, which Butler 

describes as one Vhich attackrs patriarchal privilege and 
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appeals for democratic access to the processes of 

government through the figure of Fanny Price' (1975,224). 

Mansfield Park engages itself in a dialogue about gendered 

behaviour and sexual difference that was itself a pressing 

topic for intellectual debate in early nineteenth century 

England. Gender carries weight as an important cultural 

sign and consequently impacts upon power relations in 

contemporary society. An insight into Austen-novels reveals 

to the scholars the fact that the novelist is consciously 

utilizing the contemporary conduct manual as a negative 

rather than positive backdrop to her presentation of issues 

in girl's education. Again, literary texts are not isolated 

from real events, but are themselves a part of history and 

should be examined accordingly. As a result, the images of 

confinement and expansion, which pervade Mansfield Parle, 

taJce on new meaning in relation to the contemporary debates 

about slavery and colonialist expansion which form part of 

the novel's extra-literary context. Vhile concentrating on 

the study of this particular novel, an understanding to the 

effect that Austen emerged in a period of transition 

develops. She was an author whose literary career developed 

in a society where women were becoming a major force in the 

publishing industry and where the conditions for female 
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authorship had never before been so favourable. Fergues 

goes significantly further in placing Austen firmly in the 

context of the early nineteenth century publishing 

explosion. In examining the changing economic climate and 

the associated conditions of literary production for women, 

Fergues malces linkrs 'between the marlcet economy, authorial 

independence and the awareness of gender politics' (1991, 

145) with which the narrative of Hansfield Park is 

suffused. A sense of power radiates through this novel and 

this attributes to Austen's new-found professional 

confidence. The novel is often called a novel by a female 

about female education. In being so, Jane Austen through 

this novel criticizes superficial qualities, particularly 

accomplishments which were too narrowly aimed at giving a 

girl a higher price in the marriage market; accomplishment 

and mercenary marriages tended to be coupled together. The 

Bertram girls' education had been spent not only on their 

appearance and accomplishments but also on superficial 

information designed to raalre them appear clever and well 

informed in company. 

The first part of Hansfield Park, until Sir Thomas's 

return, facilitating Maria's marriage, is about the entry 

into life of the two Bertram sisters; their education, 
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their values, and specially their inability to resist the 

worldly baits proffered by the Crawfords. In the second, 

slightly longer part, Fanny, the exemplary heroine, 

encounters in her turn the temptation of Henry's love and 

Mary's friendship, and prevails. Her endurance sets right 

the wrongs done at Mansfield by the older girls. Maria 

Bertram specially, is a girl according to the female 

moralist's common formula. Having demonstrated her vanity 

and superficiality in adolescence, she grows up with the 

typical ambition of marrying for money: 

Being now in her twenty-first year, Maria Bertram 

was beginning to think: matrimony a duty, and as 

marriage with Mr. Rushworth would give her the 

enjoyment of a larger income than her father's as 

well as ensures her the house in town, which was 

now a prime object, it became, by the same rule 

of moral obligation, her duty to marry Mr. 

Rushworth if she could (Mansfield Park", 38-39) . 

This Muty' is one of the few Maria acknowledges for their 

father's daughter neither she nor her sister Julia feels 

any obligation. They are not fond of Sir Thomas Bertram, 

whose role as parent has so far been a negative one, and 
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accordingly they feel nothing but a sense of release when 

he departs for Antigua: 

They were relieved by it from all restraint; and 

without aiming at one gratification that would 

probably have been by Sir Thomas, they felt 

themselves immediately at their own disposal and 

to have every indulgence within their reach (32). 

In characterizing her heroine, Fanny, Jane Austen 

illustrates her ideological disagreement with Maria 

Edgeworth. Fanny Price is a Christian. The clue lies in 

those characteristics in which the Bertram girls are 

deficient. 

In Mansfield Park a new element is added: the subject 

matter of a conversation becomes as important as the 

insight it offers into character, and conversation becomes 

the occasion for the clash of distinct system of value. The 

action of the novel is so entirely bound up with the value 

system of the various characters that they are always to a 

greater or lesser extent illustrating, acting out their 

beliefs. All late-eighteenth century moralists of whatever 

colouring prefer country to the town, but Jane Austen's 

Fanny does so as a typical radical: because she associates 
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it with a community in which individuals have well defined 

duties towards the group, and because physically it reminds 

her of the wider ordered universe to which the lesser 

community belongs. Urban life, on the other hand, has given 

Mary selfish values; she betrays her egotism when she 

laughs at the farmers who will not let her have a wagon to 

move her harp. 

A major theme of the novel Mansfield Park is the 

relationship between a conservative cautious and principled 

world, represented by Sir Thomas, the house itself, Edmund 

and Fanny and a new lively world of London, fashion, 

extravagance and lack- of principle represented by the 

Crawfords, Maria and Julia and Tom before his accident. 

This relationship as shown by Jane Austen in the novel, 

upholds the author's technique of fusion a fusion of the 

conservative and the progressive, represented by an age 

dying and the other just to come into existence. The 

eighteenth century life began to brealc down and new ones of 

the nineteenth century started talcing its place. Hence we 

can say that Jane Austen is a novelist who worJcs with some 

traces of transitionalism in dealing with her work: of art. 

Anyway, the broad conflict between the old and the new, 
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between moral principles and selfish gratification is 

exemplified through out the novel. 

To speaJc about Gane Austen's radicalism, mention can be 

made of an ambiguous picture of authority shown in the 

novel. It is either an artificial position occupied by a 

fool (Mr. Rushworth) or a solid influence, which orders the 

world and directs the lives of those under its authority 

(Sir Thomas). Jane Austen as a radical presents two 

contrasting emblematic characters Mr. Rushworth and Sir 

Thomas. This theme of contrast is built in the seventeenth 

chapter in the novel Mansfield Park. The following extract 

will exemplify our point: 

A man might represent the country with such an 

estate; a man might escape a profession and 

represent the country ...I dare say he will be in 

Parliament soon. Vhen Sir Thomas comes ... Iceeps 

every body in their place (133). 

Mansfield society falls apart into selfishness. The placing 

of a -discussion of authority within a context of petty 

squabbles suggests that the disintegration of relationships 

in Mansfield itself is part of a wider social malaise. Oane 

Austen, as a conscious writer and responsible member of the 
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society took- exception of it. In English society, where a 

man of authority can give purpose and consequence to weaJcer 

characters (as Sir Thomas does for Lady Bertram), it is 

also possible for a fool (Mr. Rushworth) to represent ^the 

country'. In the absence of proper authority, people will 

become preoccupied with selfish pursuits and social 

cohesion will brealc down. Ve know it well that society 

depends upon affection, which leads people to care enough 

about ^right' behaviour. The structure Jane Austen uses in 

Mansfield Park is one where minor individual events are 

related to greater matters. So, the theatricals introduced 

in the novel are emblematic of the artificiality of 

appearances: people represent themselves in order to pursue 

self-interest. 

Now, let us turn to the society of the time Jane Austen 

depicted in her novel Mansfield Park. Indeed her novels 

focus almost exclusively on a narrow stratum of the upper— 

middle class in rural English settings, and their entire 

narrative interest is in the ^neighbourhood', made up of a 

few families of this class and one or two professional 

people such as clergyman or naval officers who visit each 

other on a regular basis. The style of social life is that 

of the end of the eighteenth century and also of the 
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different forms of behaviour and social interaction that 

began to become the norm during the nineteenth century. 

Though the novels do not attempt to depict any other way of 

life outside that of the class to which Jane Austen herself 

belonged, Fanny's visit to her family in Portsmouth in 

Mansfield Park, is an exception to this rule. Certainly, 

the Prices' home is the poorest household Jane Austen 

describes in any of her novels. On one hand, Mr. Price is a 

naval officer and Mrs. Price, once a Miss ¥ard is with 

seven thousand pounds. Their life is disorganized, and 

money is short but they are, or have been members of the 

'visitable' class. On the other hand, there are also large 

landowners or members of the minor aristocracy as Sir 

Thomas Bertram in the present novel. 

References to the Vest Indies and the slave-trade in the 

21**̂  chapter of Handfield Park testify to the change in 

scheme and scope of Jane Austen's art of writing novels. Î 

love to hear ray uncle tallc of the Vest Indies. I could 

listen to him for an hour together ... asJc him about the 

slave trade last night' (164). Jane Austen's depiction of 

the social world is normally limited to 2̂ to 3 families in 

country life' . But in Mansfield Park the mention of the 

slave trade and the Vest Indies marks a broader perspective 
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and different or changed viewpoint of Gane Austen's novels. 

Sir Thomas maJces mention of the wider world in the 

baclcground - the Vest Indies, and Fanny asJcs him a question 

about ^The slave-trade'. First, Fanny accepts that the 

outside world is man's domain and accepts her female role 

by taking ^pleasure' in '^information' about it, given to her 

by a man. Ve may wonder what ''pleasure' she could get from 

information about the slave trade. The slave trade was a 

much-debated issue through out Jane Austen's life. The 

anti-slavery committee was established in London in 1787 

and efforts to abolish the trade were repeatedly put to the 

Parliament throughout the 17903. The law in Britain was 

finally changed in 1808 but the slave trade carried on for 

several decades, with the open involvement of many British 

traders and the owner of slaves were awarded heavy 

compensation when existing British—owned slaves were freed 

in 1833. Clearly, at the time Jane Austen writes about, 

slavery was an important political issue, in the process of 

rapid and often violent change. Similarly, many well-off 

English families owned land in Vest Indies. However, at the 

time • Jane Austen writes about, economic changes 

(particularly the collapse in the price of sugar) had 

severely reduced profits from these plantations. The 

reference to Antigua is, therefore, also a reference to 
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rapid and disturbing economic change. Jane Austen's readers 

would immediately recognize Sir Thomas's difficulties, 

connecting them to current stories of economic insecurity 

and huge financial losses and current arguments over the 

moral issue of slavery. In this context we can turn to 

Edward Said's discussion on Mansfield Park. 

The images of confinement and expansion pervade 

Mansfield Parle. They talce on new meaning in 

relation to the contemporary debates about 

slavery and colonialist expansion that form part 

of the novel's extra—literary contexts (1993, 

99) . 

Jane Austen has chosen particularly disturbing and morally 

ambiguous references to the outside world. Her reticence is 

equally noticeable. She does not reveal Sir Thomas's 

practice or her attitude in the matter of slaves. But we 

the readers come to know it carefully well that Jane Austen 

in her days held a totally different view on the system of 

slavery. Vhen most of the people initially did not go much 

against the practice, she even nourished a sympathetic 

attitude to the slaves and their lots. In the income and in 

its need for the Bertrams, the novelist, however, parts 

with her critical consideration. The Bertrams do depend on 
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the income from Antigua. Tom's extravagances very quickrly 

force Sir Thomas to economize in his plans for Edmund and 

the visit to Antigua is described as a 'necessity in a 

pecuniary light' which forces him ^to the effort on quitting 

the rest of his family' (28) . These references then carry 

disturbing hints that the Bertrams' vay of life is under 

threat, that the world is changing and the economic base of 

the landed gentry is far from secure. They also imply that 

there is something artificial about the whole structure of 

family, house and estate. Sir Thomas has been presented in 

the novel as the English patriarch and the owner of 

Antiguan plantations. He is also the owner of the slaves 

engaged by him for the plantations. When Sir Thomas Bertram 

returns to England, his niece puts a question to him about 

the slave trade. Of course, we are not told what the 

question was not what answer was given. But the novelist in 

making Sir Bertram a slave-owner abroad implicitly 

contrasts Miss Fanny's moral stature in England. Since it 

is often assumed that Jane Austen could not have thought 

much about anything, which did not impinge upon her 

domestic life and familial relations. 

A3 Margaret Kirlcham suggests, Mansfield Park upholds the 

Ideal of 'liberty, equality and fraternity' (1983,118). Her 

183 



reading leads to the conviction that as a radical Jane 

Austen wanted to propagate these very ideals, through more 

relevantly in a feminist context. The equal moral status of 

women is made clear through exposure of the absurdity of 

any other belief. In Hansfielde young people, oppressed by 

the prison-liJce atmosphere of Mr. Rushworth's house, share 

'one impulse, one wish for a ir and l i b e r t y ' ! F a n n y ' S n e e d f o r f r e s h 

English air is stressed again and again; 'She requires', as 

Crawford ironically comments, ^constant air and 

exercise.-.ought never to be long banished from free air and 

liberty of the country' (410). 

Mansfield Park is also pointedly concerned with fraternity, 

an ideal that a radical should always fight for. In the 

novel it is in the relationship between Fanny and her 

brother William. Fraternity is the paradigm of equal, 

affectionate relationships between men and women. This is 

always held as an ideal, having implications beyond the 

literal meaning of ^brother' and 'sister'. Edmund Bertram 

treats his inferior little cousin as a sister in the early 

part of the novel. He does not fall in love with her until 

the final chapter. This is not because Jane Austen had 

suddenly and unself—consciously become interested in 

incest, it is because the marriage which provides the 
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necessary happy ending of this literary genre (novel) 

carries implications about the right relationships between 

men and women, both in marriage as a social institution, 

and in society at large. Again, Jane Austen in the present 

novel shows that such an ideal is more readily to be found 

in contemporary society between brothers and sisters than 

husbands and wives, though she seelcs a transference to the 

marriage relationship of the ideal with William, Fanny 

experiences a ^felicity' which she has never known before in 

an ^unchecked, equal fearless intercourse' (234). 

From a close survey of the novel, it comes to appear that 

Hansfield Park embodies Jane Austen's most ambitious and 

radical criticism of contemporary prejudice in society and 

in literature. Confirming herself to ^two or three families 

in a village', working within the conventions of the 

domestic comedy, she enlarges its scope so that it carries 

philosophical and political resonance far beyond its 

surface meaning. It is the only novel set in a county she 

had never visited and through it the novelist attempts to 

solve' the special problem of woman by depicting the ideal 

patriarch as one who would "'establish and maintain a 

community which permitted her to take her rightful place'. 

In Hansfield Park, indeed, Jane Austen shows that English 
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women, even though they lack: 'genius or large fortunes, are 

not to be denied the moral rights' appertaining to such 

being. A little absurdity here and there is no bar, since 

'cational beings' of both sexes are also mortals and 

uncommonly prone to absurdity, even in their best moments. 

It is a Jcnown fact that a novel of female education 

criticizes superficial qualities, particularly 

accomplishments which are too narrowly aimed at giving a 

girl a higher price in the marriage raarJcet. This debate, to 

take into account, was linkred to the female aspect of the 

inferiority of Vit' or 'cleverness' to judgment. This was 

also a common eighteenth century topic of educationists. In 

Mansfield Park the Bertram girls' education is not only 

shown on their appearance and accomplishments but also on 

superficial information designed to malce them appear clever 

and well informed in company. The structure of the novel 

itself is severely built round the entry in to life of the 

two Bertram sisters—their education, their values and 

specially their inability to resist the worldly habits 

proffe.red by the Crawfords. Subsequently, Fanny, the 

exemplary heroine, encounters in her turn the temptation of 

Henry's love and Mary's friendship and prevails. Her 

endurance sets right the wrongs done at Mansfield by the 
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older girls. Maria Bertram grows up with the typical 

ambition of marrying for money. In her twenty first year 

she considers matrimony a duty. Her marriage with Mr. 

Rushworth would give her the enjoyment of a larger income 

than her father's, as well as ensure her the house in town. 

As daughters, neither she nor her sister Julia feels any 

obligation to Sir Thomas Bertram. They are not fond of him 

whose role as parent has been a negative one alhd 

accordingly they feel nothing but a sense of relief when he 

departs for Antigua: 

They were relieved by it from all restraint; and 

without aiming at one gratification that would 

probably have been forbidden by Sir Thomas; they 

felt themselves immediately at their own 

disposal, and to have every indulgence within 

their reach (32) . 

Fanny prefers the country to the town and associates it 

with community in which individuals have well-defined 

duties towards the group. The country reminds her of the 

wider ordered universe to which the lesser community 

Delongs. Urban life on the other hand, has given Mary 

cielfish values. She betrays her egotism when she laughs at 

the farmers who will not let her have a wagon to move her 
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harp. Her materialism is best exposed when she comments 

that in 'London money buys anything'. This is, as if, a 

radical outburst of the novelist herself. In Mansfield Park 

religion comes to the forefront in the sequence of things 

taking place. The scene in the chapel where Mary is 

offensive about clergyman brings out for the first time in 

full the gulf between the Crawfords and the religious 

orthodoxy. 'It is a pity,' cried Fanny, 'that the custom 

should have been discontinued' (85) . Mary in her 

individualism cannot even begin to apprehend the social 

value Fanny sees in religion. Of course, Mary is clearly 

equally indifferent both to the social aspect of religion— 

- Muty' and 'morals' and to its spiritual demand of self-

Icnowledge, since she accepts no reality outside her own 

sensation. The action of the novel is so entirely bound up 

with the value systems of the various characters that they 

are always to a greater or lesser extent illustrating, 

acting out their beliefs. 

From our study of the different characters in the Novel, it 

is found that Jane Austen is not interested in impressions 

conveyed by the subjective identification with the heroine. 

Actually, she gives her external world a solidity and 

scale, which eventually belittles individual characters. 
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That Jane Austen is a radical, is once again substantiated 

when the cynical Cravfords in Mansfield Park appear liJce 

Satan in the Garden of Eden, hostile to the old ethos of 

the place and bent on destruction. Every detail of what 

they say and do suggests their self—willed lawlessness— 

Mary, irrationally challenging the dimensions of the 

wilderness because she happens to feel tired, Henry defying 

the restraint imposed by the limits of the ground and the 

loclced gate. Yet the Crawford's encroachment at Southerton, 

dangerous though it seems, remains in the end curiously 

ineffective. To this end, lilce Burke, Jane Austen not only 

locates the enemy but also diminishes him. In the Bertram 

sisters and in Henry there is an odd, willful capacity for 

self-destruction. They are more likely to reject a 

momentary restraint than to attack restraints 

systematically. In escaping into the Park, Henry, Maria and 

Julia go off in a different direction from their supposed 

objective, the avenue of oaks, which accordingly survives 

the threat they originally offered it. Sotherton, although 

an empty hall, remains in tact. By the end of the story it 

is only individuals, Maria and to a lesser extent Henry, 

who have destroyed themselves. 
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Gane Austen's radical aspects are evident enough in hec 

introduction to the play sequence .in Mansfield Park. The 

play is Kotzebue's Lovers Vows. The play shows that each 

actor continues to be selfishly absorbed in personal 

feelings, in spite of the corporate activity he is engaged 

in. Fanny is not unamused to observe the selfishness, which 

more or less disguised, seemed to govern all. Macia and 

Henry are bent on self-gratification of an even more 

culpable Icind. Apparently comic dialogues have a serious 

level of meaning. For a general judgment of the play— 

acting Jane Austen takes her side with the common 

contemporary arguments against amateur acting. By 1814 the 

increasingly strong Evangelical movement had sufficiently 

publicized the link" between upper-class immorality and the 

private theatricals. A common and important leading 

objection is that play-acting tempts girls specially into 

an unseemly kind of personal display. In his Bnquizy Into 

the Duties of the Female Sex, 1797 which Jane Austen re ad 

with approval in 1805,Thomas Gisborne declares that acting 

is ^almost certain to prove injurious to the female sex'. 

Gisborne believes that acting will harm a young woman 

through encouraging vanity and destroying diffidence ^by 

the unrestrained familiarity with the other sex, which 

inevitably results from being joined with them in the 
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drama'. Vhat Jane Austen wants to maJce us understand is that 

the characters in touching one another (as when Henry holds 

Maria's hand) or mateing love to one another on the stage 

are not just acting but expressing their real feelings. The 

impropriety lies in the fact that they are not acting, but 

are finding an indirect means to gratify desires, which ace 

illicit, and should have been contained. The unbridled 

passions revealed by play-acting has been the purpose of 

the sequence to bring out. Thus, ideologically Jane Austen's 

choice of play is crucial. In the sub plot the Baron's 

daughter, Amelia persuades the clergyman Anhalt to overlook" 

the fact that she is a woman—by convention passive and 

noble. She is conventionally debarred from marrying a 

bourgeois. Here, Jane Austen's argument is that in defiance 

of convention human beings should obey their impulse. Thus 

Frederick- and Amelia are the two characters in the play 

(Lovers' Vows) who expound Kotzebue's message of fretiom in 

sexual matters and defiance of traditional restca- cs. la 

Mansfield Park, at times it is sufficient that a cha.acter 

who is central to the play's ethos mak«s a direct challenge 

to the house and its owner. Even the Crawfords, who have 

abstained from general discussion of the propria cy of 

acting, know immediately that the father will nc : permit 

the play to go on. 
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The most important of the many themes incorporated into 

Mansfield Park is the fundamental conflict between Fanny's 

own Christian values and what she perceives as a many 

sided, anarchic, irreligious modernity. Ideologically the 

coherence of the novel depends on the reader's being able 

to malce the connection Fanny maJces, the subtle association 

between Portsmouth and London. In both the towns people's 

lives are dominated by one form or other of materialism. 

Petty details of life obscure the eternal verities. Vorst 

of all perhaps, there can be no love, no ^natural' family 

feeling for in a material world, every individual is loud, 

self assertive, at war with the interest of others. The 

people in both Portsmouth and London lead characteristic 

modern lives directed at materialistic ends. The subtle 

alignment of the two in Fanny's consciousness, illustrates 

Jane Austen's radical implication. However, in Mansfield 

Park no one tallcs of revolution. Mr. Price, Fanny's real 

father, illustrates non-ideal human nature as it comraoi."''/ 

is, an ugly way of life led without interest in others, 

without any sense of order because he does not even 

perceive the existence of such an ideal. Radically, Fanny's 

feebleness that modern readers tend particularly to dislilre 

is probably a device of Jane Austen to make Fanny less 
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perfect but more ^human' and therefore, more appealing. The 

real significance of her character for the novelist is not 

its wealmess but its strength. Once again, a radical as 

Jane Austen is, her creation of Crawford's character is a 

sharp pointer indeed. Indeed, the character is an intrinsic 

triumph for the novelist. At the same time, Cravford and 

Mary are drawn as too much creatures ^of the world' to 

relinquish their established habits. In handling the 

characters Jane Austen also exposes her other trait i.e. 

transitionalism. This has been exposed in the way that the 

period spent by them (Crawford and Mary) at Mansfield and 

their contact with Fanny and Edmund Bertram brings them 

nearer than they have ever been to altering their attitudes 

and their way of life. Crawford slips baclc into vanity and 

easy pleasure, Mary cannot clear a judgment that has been 

clouded too long by worldly influences. Her readiness to 

suggest that Crawford must be artfully distracted into the 

paths of virtue is a characteristic symptom of an incurably 

blunted sensitivity. Apparently it is not in the nature of 

Crawford or of Mary to change, but there has been a time 

when they, and we, believed that they might. 

In reality the impulse in Hansfield Park: is not to forgive 

but to condemn. Its praise is not for social freedom but 

193 



for social stasis. Fanny Price is overtly virtuous and 

consciously virtuous. Our modern literary feeling is very 

strong against people vho, when they mean to be virtuous, 

believe they know how to reach their goal and do reach it. 

But m Mansfield Park Jane Austen most assuredly mak:es us 

feel that the above attributes of virtue do not reconcile 

to the virtue of Fanny Price. The terrified little creature 

as Fanny Price is, she grows up to be virtually the 

mistress of the estate in the long run. Again, to consider 

Jane Austen's radicalism in this novel, we should closely 

examine the character of Mary Crawford who is actually 

another version of Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. 

Mary Crawford is also the antithesis of Fanny Price. The 

boldness with which the antithesis is contrived is a 

typic&i of the uncompromising honesty of Hansfield Park. 

Fanny is a Christian heroine. It is, therefore, not 

inappropriate that the issue between her and Mary Crawford 

should be concentrated in the debate over whether or not 

Edmund Bertram shall become a clergyman. 

A product of the period of transition, Jane Austen also 

imbibes in her ' certain marlcs of transitionalism in her 

handling of the subject matter in the novel. In one of her 

letters she tells: ^Now, I will try and write something 
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else and it self be a complete change of subject— 

Ordinacion'. Indeed, in Mansfield Park, the question of 

ordinacion is of essential importance. It is not really a 

religious question but rather a cultural question, having 

to do with the meaning and effect of a profession—what 

will happen to Edmund as a clergyman? To Mary every 

clergyman is the Mr. Collins of Pride and Prejudice. She 

thinJcs of ordination as a surrender of manhood. But Fanny 

sees the church as a career that claims a man's best manly 

energies. Oane Austen held a man's profession to be a 

matter of considerable importance. In nineteenth century 

Englai-d the ideal of a professional commitment inherits a 

large part of the moral prestige that an ideal gentleman 

has. A man's moral life is bound up with his loyalty to the 

discipline of his calling. Right action is typically to be 

performed without any pain to the self. In Oane Austen's 

days much of the preoccupation with duty was not a love of 

law for its own saJce, but rather a concern with the hygiene 

of the self. 

That i rapid change of radical kind in the nature of family 

life ras an actuality is proved by the evidence to be found 

m Mansfield Park. Jane Austen could get quite subtle 

humour from the contrasts between the manners of the new 
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generation and the old. The social conventions of Mansfield 

Park in contrast to the agreeable Regency formality of the 

new generation are tellingly incarnated at the opening of 

the Mansfield ball. Actually, the novel under discussion is 

the turning point in Austen's enquiry into the value of the 

movement of social life in her own lifetime. There is no 

doubt about Jane Austen's rejection of the out moded life-

style, represented by Sotherton and its insufferable 

Rushworth family. The house is shown as merely a stifling 

museum where spontaneous life has died and to which the 

Regency Improver is quite rightly called to modernize and 

open a prospect. In contrast to the inhibiting constraints 

of Sotherton and Mansfield parlc, the new style represented 

by Miss Crawford and her setting in the Rectory, recently 

modernized by her sister, the new Rector's wife, is shown 

to constitute an irresistible attraction for Edmund 

Bertram: he escapes from his own house to the freedom of 

conversation and wit of Miss Crawford and the fascinating 

novelty of the new life--style that the novelist 

sympathetically creates for us in the following passage: 

A young woman, pretty, lively, with a harp as 

elegant as herself, and both placed near a window 

cut down to the ground, and opening on a little 

lawn, surrounded by shrubs in the rich foliage of 
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summer, was enough to catch any man's heart 

(189). 

The informality of the Rectory is part of the charm we see, 

in cor.crast to Mansfield Park- where even teatime is a 

ritual- ''the solemn procession, headed by Baddeley, of tea-

board, urn, and cakre-bearers' . Life is indeed a ritual there 

and the novelist appreciates as much as Edmund the 

enchanting domestic scene the Regency had created with its 

relaxation and comparatively emancipated conversation, 

which are inseparable from the aesthetic charm. Edmund is 

sufficiently the prisoner of his upbringing to feel that 

Miss Crawford is wrong, almost immoral, in freely 

expresfî ing her perfectly just opinion of her uncle, since 

he fee^3 it improper to criticize the older generation who 

represent parents. 

Now, in our conclusion to the present study of Hanefield 

Park, it can be said that Jane Austen's attitudes are 

always critical^ Her characters are held away from herself 

and her vocabulary is that of a system of values, which is 

not emotional but rational and critical. It is interesting 

to observe that the unique features in Austen as a novelist 

of a transitional period have nothing to do with the 
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Romantic Movement except in so far as the new recognition 

of children as children is concerned. The work: of the 

Romantic poets is something that Oane Austen shows she Icnew 

of but unimpressed. In 1794 Oane Austen was in her 

twentieth year and therefore the revolution in material 

things and all that implied of inward change, had happened 

when she was no more a minor. She was capable of developi^ng 

her own outlook: without being influenced by others'. Thus, 

besides being a radical in her outlook Jane Austen also had 

in her the traits of an artist essentially belonging to a 

period of transition and Hansfield Park testifies to this. 
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EMMA: I am Very Glad 1 Did Think of Her 

Traits of radicalism and transitionalisra in Jane Austen get 

their due expression in Einnia. It is a fact that all Jane 

Austen novels are domestic in theme with marriage at the 

centre .To examine the theme of transitionalisra and 

radicalism in Emma we would start with the novelist"* 

handling the ^marriage' in the novel .In an age when 

marriage was loolced upon as something not a matter of 

rejection particularly for a marriageable woman, Emma 

Voodhouse is the only Austen heroine who openly rejects 

marriage. Reference can be drawn from the very Tenth 

Chapter in the novel. Herein the chapter it is found that 

Harriet is surprised that Miss Voodhouse does not wish to 

marry: 

I do so wonder. Miss Voodhouse that you should 

not be married, or going to be Married 1 So 

charming as you are! Emma laughed and replied, ray 

being charming, Harriet, is not quite enough to 

induce me to marry. 

But still, you will be an old maidl And that's so 

dreadful! Never mind, Harriet, I shall riot be a 

poor old maid; and it is poverty only which raa)ce3 
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celibacy contenqptible to generous public! A 

single woman, with a very narrow income, must be 

a ridiculous, disagreeable old maid! The proper 

sport of boys and girls; but a single woman of 

good fortune is always respectable. 

Dear me! but what shall you do? How shall you 

employ yourself when you grow old (73-74). 

Harriet represents the conventional view and Emma's 

decision nor to marry goes against the norm. Harriet also 

is horrified at the idea of an old maid Vhich is so 

dreadful' . 

Finally, she asJcs a practical question ^how shall you 

employ yourself when you grow old?' Harriet's disbelief and 

astonishment are a testament to the unchallenged hegemony 

of the conventional view. Her naive remark- that it is ôdd 

to hear a woman talk: so' also reveals that men enjoyed an 

intellectual freedom denied to woman. Accepted social 

attitudes also govern her use of ^old maid' as a pejorative 

or pitying description. Equally, ^Vhat will you do with 

your life?' expresses the conviction that marriage, 
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childbearing and house - keeping are the purposes of a 

voman's life. Any other purpose for female existence is 

unimaginable. This view does finally present a clear 

challenge to Emma. 

A modern reader is liicely to applaud Emma. Her speech 

quoted earlier is an evidence of her quality of fresh 

thought, taking a detached view of social conventions. She 

torpedoes Harriet's illogic precisely: M̂y being charming, 

Harriet, is not quite enough to induce me to marry' (73), 

at the same time exposing Harriet's assumption that women 

passively agree to marry and it is more so if they are 

""charming' . Emma continues, reaching concise conclusions 

and formulating clear premises, 'If I were to marry, I must 

expect to repent it,' and 'I have none of the usual 

inducements to women to marry' (73) . Emma is also found to 

put forward her argument that women marry for "fortune', 

'employment' or 'consequence', or to be 'beloved'- all of 

which she has. She has, therefore, no reason to marry. A 

modern reader finds this argument to be nothing but a 

projected view qf Jane Austen herself giving an expression 

to her radical view. In Emma Jane Austen introduces us to a 

heroine who, even under an enormous, all-pervading social 

pressure re-affirms her own 'self not to be found as usual 
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in an age the novelist was born and brought up. Emma's role 

in the novel presents herself to be a young woman 

attempting to deny the power of social imperatives. 

Emma is more than the history of a young woman's inducement 

to marry; it is Austen's demolition of the idea of absolute 

social hierarchy. Recently, Austen critics have ta)cen new 

interest in the politics of her fiction, and Marilyn Butler 

argues that her novels depict a stable, hierarchal world 

reflective of Austen's own Tory values. Butler's reading 

may hold for the early novels, conceived before England had 

felt the full brunt of Revolutionary turmoil, but it could 

not be less true of the worJcs that appear at the end of the 

Napoleonic wars. There, Austen is at one with her European 

contemporaries in depicting a world revolutionized by the 

disappearance of social absolutes. Mansfield Park, Emma and 

Persuasion all deal with this theme but Emma is the only 

one to do so radically. 

The coincidence of sexual and social desire in Austen is 

also worth mentioning. Marriage is the Austen-heroine's 

career. In Emma, objects of ambition, like those of love, 

are always socially determined; that la, they are 

designated to the subject by the desire of a third. Harriet 
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is proud to drink tea with Miss Voodhouse because Mrs. 

Goddard's girls envy her, just as she admires Robert Martin 

because her Highbury friends do. And, in a post-Napoleonic 

world lilce that of Bmma, the final dictators of desire are 

not an elite, but the majority. An object becomes or 

remains socially desirable because ordinary people compete 

to have it. This world of democratic desire and universal 

rivalry is the world of Emma. Jane Austen malces Emma to 

play the role of arbiter in society and m love; she 

forgets that in post-Revolutionary society, one's imitators 

are one's potential competitors. As her rivalry with 

Harriet reveals Emma's love for Knightley, so the 

competition of Mrs. Elton exposes the reality of Emma's 

social ambition. ^Self-important, presuming... (with) a little 

beauty and a little accomplishment, but...little judgement' 

(281), Mrs. Elton is Emma's double and Austen's dissection 

of her heroine's personal and social pretensions provides 

some of the subtlest satire in her fiction. 

Emma is forced to endure comparison with a rival she 

considers beneath her, and the more she tries to 

distinguish herself from her double the more she 

demonstrates their fundamental similarity. Austen traps her 

in the paradox of post-Revolutionary upper classes 
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eternally engaged in the effort to inscribe a difference 

between themselves and an emulative bourgeoisie. Mrs. Elton 

does more, however, than reduce Emma from model to rival. 

By liberalizing the regal metaphor behind Emma's 

pretensions-as at the Crown, or in her imitation of Marie 

Antoinette at the Donwell picnic. She reveals its 

ridiculous and illusory nature. Indeed, by taking up Emma's 

conservative social criteria and making them her own, Mrs. 

Elton invalidates a whole set .of hierarchical notions that 

permit her to assert her superiority to the Tupraens as Emma 

asserts hers to the Eltons. Emma conceives of her society 

in terms of rxgid inequalities. But the social hierarchy of 

England m 1816 is one of open classes, not closed castes. 

The course of the narrative contradicts these conservative 

misconceptions in the same way as it exposes Emma's errors 

of personal psychology. 

To Emma's illusion of a stratified, stable rural English 

society, Austen counter poses the narrator's vision of a 

society stable only in change, in which social status is 

constantly altered by good fortune and bad, by marriage and 

by death, by hard work, and, above all, by the passage of 

time. This surely is a pointer to our point of interest in 

Jane Austen and it being the traits of transitionalism. The 
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world of Emma, then, is a revolutionized world in which 

traditional notions of ranlc and caste are challenged by new 

social forces that express themselves through universal 

rivalry. In fact, the more closely we analyse the social 

fabric of Emma, the more its illusion of Burlcean stability 

disappears before a picture of a traditional society in 

rapid, almost chaotic, flux. The absences or incapacity of 

fathers, the recurrence of the epithet ^nobody' etc. all 

suggests that the patriarchal and hierarchical divisions of 

English country society are in the process of being 

subverted. Reactionaries lilce MR. Voodhouse repeatedly 

invoice time in favour of traditional prejudices but in Emma 

it paradoxically proves to favour the upstart. Mrs. 

Churchill, Emma's synecdoche for the power of rank, Vas 

nobody when he married her' (310) . Frank- Churchill, the 

master manipulator of Emma's erotic triangles, epitomizes, 

by his ambiguous class status and egotistical pursuit of 

self-interest, the career of the successful arriviste. The 

confidence in ^chance (and) circumstance' (438), he 

proclaims m his letter to Mrs. Veston is borne out in his 

Beylian gamble for love and wealth. If Emma's and 

Knightley's marriage restores an appearance of social 

stability at the narrative's close, the anticipated 
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marriage of Churchill and Jane is a symbol of the social 

order's radical contingency. 

Ve need only contrast the marriages, which close Ennia with 

those that conclude Pride and Prejudice to appreciate Jane 

Austen's in dealing with the subject. In both gentlemen 

marry gentlemen's daughters .The romantic quality of the 

early novel lies less in the disparity of its matches than 

in the manner in which it brings them about. Jane's union 

with Bingley and Elizabeth's with Darcy are presented as 

victories of individual emotion over the obstructive 

jealousy and snobbery of third parties. The regard of the 

lovers 13 conceived and maintained outside the sphere of 

social influence. In Emma love and society relate quite 

differently. Jane Austen's narrative art has the 

effectiveness of a great novel because its erotic and 

social triangles function together, simultaneously 

deconstructing the romantic concept of love and the Tory 

concept of society on which Austen's fiction is based. 

Austen is at her strongest, when she opposes Emma's elitist 

illu3i,ons with the ironic yet generous concept of equality 

in the pursuit of happiness, the democracy of desire. Emma 

Voodhouse, subverts the patriarchal structures in which 

they are inscribed, imaging Austen's own quiet subversion 
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of the repressive ideology her novels seem to endorse .In 

EMMA, the unsettling of the polarities finds its wittiest 

advocate m the heroine herself, vho, in a characteristic 

move, complains that Mr. Knightley the novel's ^normative 

and exemplary figure', finds their respective judgments 

'̂ not near enough to give me a chance of being right, if we 

think- differently' (99). Yet Emma's attempt to substitute 

difference for opposition is more than just a clever piece 

of sophistry. Eraraa is frequently Vrong' as she is here, 

but perhaps she is ^right' to question the absoluteness 

with which Knightley does in fact view the distinction 

between them. Perhaps, moreover, her '^wrongness' is often 

closer to being 'right' - that is, to yielding Jcnowledge of 

the fictions that sustain social existence—that Knightley 

and his scholarly advocates will admit. Patriarchal 

criticism of Emma, of course, taJces Knightley's side, 

portraying the narrative as a conflict in which ^right' 

seelcs to appropriate 'wrong' and to recast it (her) in its 

(his) own image .It is possible, however, to pursue an 

apparently perverse but more critically productive tactic: 

we can give Eraraa respect and construe the conflict 

dialectically, treating it less as an opposition and more 

as a difference. 
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Ve might try, then, to read the novel as a contest between 

Emma and Knightley, a contest between two equally 

compelling interpretations of the self—especially the 

female self and society. Knightley states his views 

succinctly when he objects to Emma's adoption of Harriet 

Smith as her protegee: 

I am much mistakren if Emma's doctrines give any 

strength of mind, or tend at all to make a girl 

adapt herself rationally to the verities of her 

situation in life. They only give a little 

polish*^ (39) . 

Despite the starJc opposition that Knightley's terms 

suggest, the difference between the two implicit pedagogies 

cannot be simplified as the difference between a serious 

and a playful education or between a moral and an aesthetic 

one. For if Knightley's 'strength of mind' borders on the 

conformist virtue of 'adaptability', Emma's 'polish', while 

It signals a politics of superficiality, is by no means 

superficial. 

In Emma, Icnightley is made to criticize Emma's educational 

principles because 'They only give a little polish' (82) . 

Jane Austen here exposes Mr. Knightley just as a proprietor 
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whom, A. Walton considers the ^custodian of judgment' (A. 

Valton, 1965, 68). Again, in the following passage which 

describes the academic programme Emma has advised for 

Harriet, we may discern both authoritarian and subversive 

discourses: 

Her view of improving her little friend's mind, 

by a great deal of useful reading and 

conversation had never yet led to more than a few 

first chapters and the intention of going on 

tomorrow. It was much easier to chat than to 

study (68). 

Knightley has already mentioned Emma's long-standing 

propensity for drawing up lists of books to read, only to 

abandon her ambitious plans; 

I have done with expecting any course of steady 

reading from Emma. She will never submit to 

anything requiring industry and patience and a 

subjection of the fancy to the understanding 

(37). 

However, offering an alternative to the patriarchal view of 

reading as a regimen for ^strengthening the mind' and 

forming character, Emma's misreading (of the charade,71) 
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arises from a radically different understanding of 

character. From a close study of. the novel Bmma we find 

that Emma and Harriet are a composite character, so that 

Emma's assumption that the Charade was intended for Harriet 

seems oddly appropriate. Actually, as characters in a 

novel, Harriet and Emma, fall short of uniqueness and unity 

because substituting for each other, they ^mean' something 

other than themselves just as a rhetorical figure means 

something other than itself. Now, it seems to be something 

quite relevant to refer to the observation of -Joseph Litvalc 

in the following lines; 

Austen is at her most subversive, then not in 

intimating the anti-social recesses of her 

heroine's interiority but in locating Emma in 

this potentially endless circuit of fiction, 

interpretation, and desire with its dynamic, and 

reciprocal relations between men and women. 

(Litvak:, 105) . 

That Oane Austjen is a radical in her handling the theme of 

Emma is once again firmly proved when we examine the fact 

that Jane Austen's narrative presents its major characters 

as growing or maturing or developing as separate or distinct 

or different individuals. It is also a fact that she also 
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imbibed in her traits of transitionalisra, being a product of 

an age of transition. Jane Austen's major characters are 

maturing and separate entities and this very proposition has 

well been supported by Lawrence Stone in the following 

manner: 

The notion that people begin as separate 

individuals who then march out and connect 

themselves with others, is one of the most 

dazzling bxts of self-mystificati on in the 

history of the species (Lawrence Stone, 1977, 

683) . 

* 

In Austen's fictions, as has been pointed out earlier in 

this dissertation; marriage plays a crucial role in an 

individual's life. Marriage in Austen's fictions is 

portrayed as the ultimate or final union rather than as 

separation or passage-unlilce in other cultures in which a 

woman's marriage can involve passage from her original or 

paternal family to the family of the husband sometimes 

years before the marriage or consummation itself can take 

place'. In Austen this flight (through marriage) from family 

is consistent with the changing shape of the family in the 

eighteenth century, in the long-term shift towards the 

nuclear family .The family in its nuclear scale brings the 

211 



spouse in a very intimate terra. Intimacy is the sumraum 

bonum of Austen's fiction, her highe-st value, the reward of 

her heroine's struggle and the goal of her narratives. In 

Brnma of course, Austen vorlcs with a radical's outloolc in 

dealing with the value of true intimacy in a marital 

status. Emma's former closeness with Mrs. Veston is set 

against her friendship with Harriet Smith. This friendship, 

or more properly, this patronage of Harriet is set in 

competition with Mrs. Elton's patronage of Jane Fairfax. 

Through these contrasts the reader is regularly shown that 

Emma prefers the insipid company and unequal friendship of 

Harriet Smith to the more valuable or more equal and thus 

more challenging friendship expected but spurned between 

herself and Jane Fairfax. Jane appears to be the only 

logical choice, but most of the time she does not reside in 

Highbury. As Mrs. Veston points out, Harriet is the only 

realistic possibility for a friend to Emma. She argues to 

Mr. Knightley; 

How fortunate it was for Emma that there should 

be such girl in Highboy for her to associate 

with... you are so much used to live alone that you. 

do not know the value of a companion (36). 
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In the long run, Emma is found to tell Harriet of Gane V̂e 

are ali/ays forced to be acquainted whenever she comes to 

Highbury' (86). Emma's intimacy, however, is narrated quite 

clearly through different phases in the course of the 

novel from Miss Taylor, the governess who stands in the 

place of a mother, through Harriet Smith, the female 

friend, to Mr. Knightley, the husband, just as in all of 

Austen's novels she must separate heroines from female 

friendship in preparation for marriage. In this context we 

should, of course, talce into consideration the fact that 

Austen nowhere examines happy marriage within her novels 

proper but 'ler novels are constructed so as to lead up to 

the hope that such happiness is possible, lying just on the 

other side, as it were, of the last page of the novel. In 

this sense, Austen's are novels of courtship not of 

marriage; for they always end on the threshold of marriage, 

where intimate happiness is indicated in the future tense, 

as something about to be experienced but not experienced 

and verified quite yet. Marital happiness is dependent 

upon Icnowledge of the other, and full knowledge of the 

other 13 another word for intimacy. 

Another very important and noteworthy aspect in Jane Austen 

is surely her attitude to the idea of literary pursuits in 
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the male and female authors. This very aspect is very 

rationally and faithfully dealt with in Emma. LiJce a true 

radical, Jane Austen has been very particular about it. She 

attaches gender to writing in order to create a disjunction 

between writing and speech. She also observes that the 

source of speech resides in the individual. She establishes 

this as the basis for the truth-value of writing. Oane 

Austen grants priority to the verbal practices of women, 

,/omen vhc itiay never carry out programmes of reading 

literature, but who are nevertheless essential to 

maintaining polite relationship within the community. She 

has Emma who renounces the strategies of fiction-making. 

Austen condemns her heroine to think out social 

relationships over and over again in terras of imaginary 

narratives .It is by this process that Emma develops a 

language that will enable her not only to express but also 

to knov; her Cv/n feelings, and such knowledge is the 

precondition i r avoiding the pitfalls entailed in 

misrepresenting the feelings of others. Thus the novel 

produces a reliable language of the self by the curiously 

backward process of allowing its heroine to repeat her 

misreading of sexual relations until she knows her 

feelings. Accordingly, Mr. Knightley recognizes two spirits 

in Enmia, a vain spirit that prompts her fiction-making and 
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a serious spirit that understands the violations of truth 

as they occur;. He explains; Îf one leads you wrong, I am 

sure the other tells you of it' (225). 

The very manner that establishes relationship between 

gender and truth, distinguishes Austen from Richardson. 

There is the shifting of the ground-a pointer to Jane 

Austen's traits of transitionalism. Like Richardson, Auaten 

represents the struggle between various modes of 

representation as a struggle between male and female. But 

it is to be noted that for Austen the female requires 

reform at least as much as, even more than the male .The 

novel opens with Emma being in charge of the house .She is 

left with too much leisure time at her disposal for raatch-

malcing. Of her long-withheld approval of Harriet's 

engagement to Robert Martin Mr. Knightly reraarJca: Ŷou are 

materially changed since we talked on this subject before' 

(325). But upon Emma's admission, Î hope so for at that 

time I was a fool,' he accedes to her former interpretation 

of Harriet's character: '*and I am changed also; for I am 

now very willing to grant you all Harriet's good qualities' 

(327) . So far as the above speech by Mr. Knightly is 

concerned, it seems that the speech is a renunciation of 

the conventional language of love. He soon resumed: Îf I 
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loved you less, I might be able to tallc about it more. But 

you know what I am. you hear nothing but truth from me' 

296). However faltering the terms, in which Knightley 

confesses his true feelings for Emma are, Austen proves yet 

more withholding when it is Emma's turn to reply .In this 

context the voice of the novelist completely supplants that 

of the lover: 

She spoJce then; on being so entreated-what did 

she say? Just what she ought, of course .A lady 

always does. She said enough to show there need 

not be despair-and to invite him to say more 

himself (297). 

But one thing is to be considered that Jane Austen grants 

Mr. Knightley authority to read the human character, 

authority that is nearly equal to her own-on ground that he 

(Knightly) was one of the few people who could see ^faults 

in Emma Woodhouse, and the only one who ever told her of 

thera' (5). Once again, it is only the novelist who can turn 

Emma's self-sufficiency into a deficiency that instigates 

desire independent of a social origin .If early on Emma 

speak-3 of herself as a most complete individual, Austen 

writes this speech as the absence of Emma's awareness that 

she is missing something as a female .It is the same order 
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of deficiency that prompts Emma to insult Miss Bates and 

thereby inspire Knight ley's harshest indictment; ^How 

could you be so unfeeling to Bates?' (258) . 

In a similar fashion Austen attributes the smallest lapse 

in social decorum to a failure within the individual, a 

flaw which the novelist as a radical, identifies as a 

defect of gender. It is more than a little interesting to 

note that in order to fill the model Mr. Knightley sketches 

out for her, Emma must not only learn that she desires, but 

must also suppress the aggravation she feels towards women 

she cannot absolutely control. That Emma is so transformed 

in the course of the novel suggests that the acquisition of 

this form of literacy is the same as the formation of a 

nineteenth century individual .One can observe the shift in 

Austen's emphasis away from natural virtue as the quality a 

woman exemplifies to a more complex understanding of 

subjectivity and the part example plays in shaping it. 

Emma's problem originates in her absent mother because her 

^mother had died too long ago for her to have more than an 

indistinct remembrance of her caresses', she was raised by 

a woman who ^had fallen little short of a mothering 

affection but who allowed Emma too well of herself (1) . 

Austen's novels castigate behaviour that has been prompted 
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by social motivation—Emma's low regard for Martin, 

Knightley's for Harriet, Elton's for Harriet, as well as 

Emma's for Miss Bates. Austen actually at places, uses the 

traditional signs of social status to show how they work" 

havoc among the members of her community if they have the 

power to define individuals. But communication is confused 

and the community disrupted just as surely when status 

signs are ignored. In this way the novelist demonstrates 

that these signs do not operate effectively within 

traditional rhetorical categories or within the reigning 

grammar of social identity. For Austen, the new genre was a 

form of power in its own right, which could displace the 

material body of the subject and the value of those objects 

constituting the household. Indeed, Austen proposes a form 

of authority a form of political authority that works 

through literacy rather than through traditional juridical 

means to maintain social relations. If by Austen's time, 

sexual relations are assumed to be the specialized 

knowledge of the female, and it is in the female writing 

that the terms, of such relationships are figured out, then 

fiction fulfills its discursive function by exemplifying 

the conduct of relationships between men and women. 
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Once again, in our attempt to establish Jane Austen as a 

novelist of a period of transition^ we can say that reading 

Emma we must not only equate language with power but also 

equate the language of power enjoyed by an elite minority 

of country gentle foiyc quite removed from the centre of 

power. This very aspect characterized the English country 

gentry at the turn of the century—the eighteenth merging 

into the nineteenth .In Oane Austen's Bmma we also find a 

shift in the handling of her thematic structure. UnliJre hec 

five other novels in which shifts of location and plot 

dynamics are interconnected, Bmina is entirely situated in 

Highbury, 16 miles off London. The sense of being closed 

in, is emphasized by Mr. Voodlouse's anxiety about droughts 

through, open doors and the danger that is thought to 

threaten women walking unescorted beyond the shrubberies. 

Don well Abbey is only twenty minutes' brisk: walk away even 

for a delicate creature such as Jane Fairfax,' but Emma 

insists, "̂ It is too far indeed to be walking quite alone. 

Let my father's servant go with you. Let me order the 

carriage' (274) . 

Gypsies accost Harriet and, even though they may not have 

meant any harm, a situation is created in which she needs a 

male to rescue her. Randalls, the residence of the Vestons, 
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is only about a mile away from Emma's home, Hartfield, and 

Donwell Abbey, Mr. Knightley's estate perhaps twice this 

distance but we are told that Emma and her father have not 

visited Mr.Knightley for two years .Box Hill, barely six 

miles away, is a picnic spot that Emma has never seen 

before the disastrous outing there. To be settled and 

satisfied seems to be the ideal, because Frank- Churchill's 

remark; "*I am sick of England, and would leave tomorrow if 

I could' is considered by Emma to be the reaction of a 

spoilt young man who has had too much '̂ prosperity and 

indulgence 1' (276). 

The war between Britain and France over two decades may 

have resulted m an emphasis on values and here is also 

found an emphasis that Mr. Knightley shares with Emma in 

his condemnation of Frank Churchill's ways as more French 

than British. Emma's sense of exultation at the country 

background is an unconscious projection of her desire being 

mediated through the author's appreciation of the shift of 

culture from, gentry level to agrarian one. This 

appreciation is nurtured and refined through taste and hard 

work. We know that Mr.Knightley is a conscientious landlord 

whose closeness to his bailiff, William Larkin, is 

something of a joke in his social circle. His friendship 
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with his tenant farmer Robert Martin also shows an 

appreciation of the value of honest labour that Emma m her 

idleness would never understand. Still, it is possible to 

3ee why radical critics such as David Aers and Rosen Sales 

see Jane Austen m Emma as a radical in handling the world 

of the rich land owning gentry to the total exclusion of 

the majority of the population: 

She waves a magic wand and the mass of the 

population vanishes into thin air, leaving only 

the fruits of their labour for the lilces of Mr. 

Knightley to appropriate. You can walk" around 

large and populous Highbury or walk: around Mr. 

Knightle.'s estate and never see a labourer. The 

system •. f production is so natural that we are 

persuaded that it needs no work-er (D.Aers, 1981, 

128-29). 

Emma strikres one as predominantly a text in which the 

existing order and social boundaries are considered 

critically. Harriet and Robert Martin's marriage is a 

convenient reconfirmation of class identity and the two 

outsiders Jane Fairfax and Frank- Churchill are coupled and 

eliminated f :-m the enclosed static world of Highbury so 

that normalc'i can return. It may again be recalled that Mr. 
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Voodhouse and Emma feel uneasy about Frank- Churchill who 

opens too many doors and whose disregard of class gets the 

author's approval to some extent. The father-daughter 

observation in this regard is a reliable indicator of the 

author's view. The question of class never comes to the 

surface so sharply in Gane Austen's other novels as it does 

in Emma. In fact; there is the least ambiguity about Jane 

Austen's position on class. She has a total disregard for 

the hierarchical structure of the society of her time. In 

every confrontation between the aristocracy and the middle 

class, she unerringly aligns herself with the latter. 

While examining Jane Austen's attitude to life and society 

of her time from a radical's perspective, we should equally 

touch upon the fact that in Emma the preservation of class 

hierarchy becomes an important issue. Marriages, instead of 

being means of social and spatial mobility become devices 

for rigid reconfirmation of class and space enclosures. 

Harriet's marriage with Mr. Knightley's tenant farmer means 

that 'the intimacy between her and Emma must sink.' However 

much Mr. Krightley might value Robert Martin at work:, he 

recognizes that socially they must not interact; ^His rank 

in society I would alter if I could, which is saying a 

great deal, I assure you, Emma' (358). 
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This is because social boundaries are seen as inviolable, 

almost divinely ordained. The issue of authorial irony 

becomes most thorny in the last pages of the novel, where 

according to many interpretations; Emma's moral education 

reaches its completion. The long—avaited resolution of the 

mystery surrounding Harriet's birth is resolved when ^she 

proved to be the illegitimate daughter tradesman' (365), 

shaming Emma's attempt to connect her with the ^gentlemen' 

in her social circle: 'The stain of illegitimacy unbleached 

by nobility or wealth would have been stain indeed' (308). 

The words 'blood', 'stain', and 'taint' are used more than 

once in the novel, emphasizing the concern that was felt 

for preserving the purity of the blood of̂  the English 

gentry. Earlier, when Emma is in raptures over Donwell 

Abbey, she reflects on the 'untainted blood' of the 

Knightleys as one of their supreme achievements and at the 

end she is thankful that she has failed in her efforts to 

find a gentleman husband for a mere tradesman's daughter: 

'Such was the blood of gentility, which Emma had formerly 

been so ready to vouch fori' (365). 

The recurring language of purity and pollution testifies to 

Emma's anxiety to preserve social boundaries. The middle 
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class move upwards through marriage, but the code within 

which Jane Austen operated did not permit descent below a 

certain social and economic level. The narrative of Emma 

closes in upon itself, offering a contrast to her next 

novel Persuasion, raarldng out a sort of transitional 

approach, where the movement is outward .The two great 

houses Hartfield and Donwell Abbey, merge at the end of 

Bmina, merely repeating a union between the two families 

that has occurred once already. Consequently there is no 

expansion of the family or social circle. In Persuasion the 

heroine marries outside her social class. She not only 

glories in being â sailor's wife" but also happily becomes 

part of gradually expanding fraternity of sea-faring people 

who do without the stability of a fixed home. Considering 

the importance of the houses in Jane Austen's earlier 

novels, the relinquishment of a fixed home in Persuasion 

seems a major departure. Emma is, indeed, after close 

examination of the two remarkrable traits of radicalism and 

transitionalism m Jane Austen, the greatest stumbling 

block- to the theory that her novels show her views on 

social and moral questions, gradually developing into those 

of Persuasion where 'they are least class-bound' as 

observed by Mukherjee in her Re-reading Jane Austen (69). 
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This chapter as is opened up with the theme of marriage, so 

also it is ending with our handling the same thing having a 

little different implication altogether. Marriage in Bmna 

is thought of entirely in terms of actual and particular 

relationships. Jane Austen, though a radical in her times, 

is fascinated by the complexities of personal 

relationships. Emma is as convincing as our own lives and 

has the same Jcind of concreteness. The subject of Emna is 

marriage but not marriage in the abstract. It is through 

the consciousness of the heroine Emma, that the situations 

in the novel are revealed. She is no heroine in the 

conventional sense. She is not merely spoilt or selfish. 

She is presented as proud and her very pride leads her to 

inflict suffering that might ruin happiness. She has an 

attitude to marriage typical of the ruling class. She sees 

human relationships in terms of class snobbery and property 

of qualifications. Her chief concern about Mr. Knightley is 

that his estate should be preserved for little Henry. It is 

only through her intimate experiences that she comes to a 

more critical and more fully human view. Jane Fairfax, 

again., is significant character in the novel. Ve know 

nothing of her except what we gather in the course of the 

novel. She xs a young woman of singular refinement and 

^true elegance' (elegance of mind involves a genuine 
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sensibility to human values). It is true that Jane Fairfax 

is as good as she is clever and as clever as she is 

beautiful. But it is also true that Jane Fairfax is an 

unprovided woman with no prospects in life beyond those of 

earning her living as governess at Mrs. Smallridge's and 

passing her hard earned holidays with Miss Bates. 

A good deal of moral passion of Emma does undoubtedly arise 

from Oane Austen's understanding of and feeling about the 

problems of women in her society. She is a radical at her 

looking at the problems troubling the woman folk. It is 

this realistic, unromantic and indeed subversive concern 

with the position of women that gives the tang and force to 

her consideration of marriage. The most intimately 

illuminating theme in the novel is, time and again, the 

theme of marriage. There is no doubt about it. It is 

essential to Jane Austen's plan that the matrimonial 

experiences should be in no way muffled or sentimentalized. 

She examines with a scrupulous yet passionate and critical 

precision the actual problems of the world. That this world 

is narrow cannot be denied. How far Oane Austen is radical 

in dealing with so narrow her world is an important issue 

for consideration. Its smallness, however, does not matter 

at all. There is no means of measuring importance by size. 
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Vhat is valuable in a work of art are the depth and truth 

of the experience it communicates. The silliest of all 

criticism, Arnold Kettle observes in his An Introduction to 

the English novel - 1 is: *The one, which blames her for 

not writing about the battle of Waterloo and the French 

Revolution ... the limitation and the narrowness of the 

Hartfield world are the limitations of class society' 

(Arnold Kettle, 1996, 93) . 

The values and standards of the Hartfield world, of course, 

are based on the fact that lilce a true radical Jane Austen 

feels that as if it was a right for a minority of the 

community to live at the expense of the majority .No amount 

of sophistry can get away with this fact that to discuss 

the moral concern of Jane Austen without facing it would be 

hypocrisy .It is perfectly true that within the assumptions 

of aristocratic society, the values recommended in EMMA are 

sensitive enough. Here again, we would turn to Arnold 

Kettle who holds: '̂ Snobbery, smugness, condescension, lack: 

of con3iderati9n, unkindness of any description, are held 

up to.our disdain' (Arnold kettle, 1996 ,94). 

Some positive forces operative in Jane Austen are 

beautifully illustrated in this particular novel. Among 
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these forces is her highly critical concern over the fate 

of women in her society, a concern that involves a 

reconsideration of its basic values. This is fairly 

exemplified by the following description of Emma's visit 

with Harriet to a sicJc cottager-

They were now approaching the cottage, and all 

idle topics were suspended. Emma was very 

corapa33ionate...it was sicJcness and poverty 

together which she came to visit ... I feel now as 

I could think- of noting but these four creatures 

all the rest of the day and yet who can say how 

soon It may vanish from ray mind? ^Very true'; 

3aid Harriet, p̂oor creature 1 One can think: of 

noting else (68). 

A radical as she is, Gane Austen imbibes in her certain 

forces, the lik-e we have made mention of in the present 

discussion. If aristocracy is implicitly defended, it is at 

least on rational grounds. Emma upholds the actual, 

concrete problems of human existence in an actual, concrete 

society. It is, again, Jane Austen's sensitive vitality, 

her genuine concern for human feelings in a concrete 

situation as Emma presents, that captures our imagination. 

It is this concern that gives her such delicate and precise 
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insight into the problems of personal relationships. Thus 

the novelist lets us Jcnow the way men and women in a 

particular given situation worlc out their problems of 

living in a transitional society that existed in the end of 

the eighteenth and the of beginning of the nineteenth 

centuries/ 

229 



PERSUASION: He has no feeling for others 

In our effort to trace out the traits of transitionalism and 

radicalism in Jane Austen in respect of her last completed 

novel Persuasion, we may turn to Claudia Johnson. Claudia 

Johnson precisely points out that the turn that Jane 

Austen's career talces in its last phase: 

Vistfully and romantically unfulfilled in the 

twilight of her life, the author Jane Austen 

grows tenderer on romantic subjects she had 

disparaged in the confidence and severity of her 

youth; with her own opening out into a new world 

of emotion, eighteenth Century ^objectivity' 

yields to nineteenth century "* subjectivity' 

(Johnson, 1988, 144). 

Persuasion is her last completed novel and evinces this 

change clearly. It is actually a departure from her usual 

practice. Of all the novels that the author wrote, 

Persuasion is the farthest removed from the pressures of 

polit.ical controversy that animates the fiction of her 

time. Vhat is strikingly different about Persuasion is that 

it shows how the improvident landowners, proving themselves 

unworthy of their station, have left England poised on the 
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bank of a new world dominated by the best and the 

brightest, the Royal Navy. Eventually, foolish and 

financially embarrassed landowners • are made to appear in 

Austen novels .Sir Walter will resume Kellynch and yield it 

in the time-honoured way to his heir William Elliot who 

knows how to serve ĥis own interest and own enjoyment' 

(250) and Vill lose his hold on the situation in which 

Providence placed him' (248). In Persuasion the landed 

classes are snown to have lost their prestige and their 

moral authority tor the heroine. Lady Russell's ^prejudices 

on the side of ancestry' and '*value for rank and 

consequence' (11) are never allowed to be anything more 

than amiable but groundless articulations of self-interest. 

Persuasion distinctively minimizes problems which had 

before been so momentous to the heroines. In this novel 

Jane Austen i3 free to explore female independence. Anne, 

like Emma is an autonomous heroine and Persuasion may 

reasonably 1-- conceptualized as a debate between 

individualism and propriety. Anne's independence from 

traditional, paternal authority is also a pointer to the 

novelist's traits of radicalism as well. Again, the 

heroine's decision to break off her engagement, though it 

causes Sir Walter's paternal displeasure, does not at all 
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perturb her. On the contrary, it has everything to do with 

the advice, not the authority of a trusted friend. Lady 

Russell, to whom Anne does not owe the comparable duty of 

obedience. Such is Anne's filial disposition at nineteen. 

At twenty-eight she pays Sir Walter even less mind. Vhile 

Sir Walter pursues Lady Dalrymple, Anne visits a ^nobody' 

and Mrs. Smith without as much as informing him. For Anne, 

no hard conflict between duty and inclination is implied 

by defying or simply ignoring her father. Indeed it is all 

to say; ^Anne krept her appointment; the others Icept theirs' 

(158) . Jane Austen has made Tilney in Horthanger Abbey to 

be seen as an obstacle and his authority however limited, 

must be confronted and overcome. Similarly, Admiral and 

Mrs. Croft are shown not as gentry .Far from presiding over 

a neighbourhjod, they live most contentedly at sea, 

-inconc-rned .'icn the production of heirs or the 

LepL-oduction :f ideologically correct values through the 

cultivation of local attachment. From some points of view 

there are differences between Admiral Crofts and General 

Tilney. The former, to be sure, nowhere expresses or 

implies progressive opinion. But to Anne, the difference is 

great.' The years which bring the Admiral into prominence 

are those which mark" off the disparity between ôld English 

style' of the senior Musgrove and the '*new' English style 
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of their 'accomplished daughter' (40) and which have 

brought changes with them accounting for what William 

Elliot calls the 'unfeudal tone of the present day' (139) . 

The causes and the processes of such transformation may 

however, be treated as the subject of Persuasion. Austen, 

throughout this novel tries to consider the psychological 

impact that social arrangements have on women and the 

apparent possibilities which the ^unfeudal tone of the 

present day' may hold out for them. Anyway, Lady Russell 

does not share the mindlessness typical of the squires, 

ladies and baronets m this novel. Much to Elizabeth's 

irritat-ion, ahe is always reading 'the new poems and states 

of thf_: naticii ciiat come out' (215). She aims her approval 

of Villiara Elliot at Anne in such a way as to show 

Ventworth'3 boldness in what she considers to be the worst 

possible light: 

He (William Elliot) was steady, observant, 

moderate, candid: never run away with by spirits 

or by selfishness which fancied itself strong 

feeling and yet with a sensibility to what was 

amiable and lovely, and a value for all the 

felicities of domestic life, which characters of 

Lancieo enchusiasm and violent agitation seldom 

really posses (146-47). 
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Lady Russell awards the prize for true, as opposed to 

'fancied' feeling to the man whose- sensibility evinces the 

most responsiveness to women—the ^amiable and lovely' and 

dismisses Ventworthian impetuosity as only fitful in its 

loyalties and subversive in its effects. 

The action of Persuasion begins eight years before the 

opening of the novel, when Ventworth angrily spurns young 

Anne Elliot because he believes she showed ^feebleness of 

character' m relinquishing their engagement. Ventworth'^s 

anger deaervea particular attention because it is anything 

but customary to fault women for diffidence, Ventworth, of 

course, does not appear to believe that the inconvenient 

modesty of the maiden will be redeemed by the submission of 

the wife or to value the 'feebleness' often held to be part 

of woman's duty as well as her charm. Conservative fiction 

and conduct literature tirelessly preach to women about the 

duty of submission. But a product of the period of 

r.ransition, Jane Austen marlcs her departure from the 

oaseles^ and ura-easonable values. Li)ce a true radical she 

projecc:^ her characters, particularly female ones, in the 

light of a new approach to life and values. Jane Austen's 

novels are particularly striking for their ability to 

excite female weakness and to promote the cult of 
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vulnerability. She was a believer, in the vein of a 

radical, in insisting on strength, rationality and autonomy 

in women-spontaneously reacting to social practices that 

restrained a woman's potential as an individual: ^But I 

hate to hear you talk- so lilce a fine gentleman and as if 

women v/ere all fine ladies, instead of rational creatures' 

(94). 

Considering chat men and women had to operate within 

different economic parameters, Jane Austen seems to have 

let the man off too easily. Women who did not inherit money 

and were unable to marry were condemned to a life of 

destitution, whereas men could go out into worJc to seeJc 

their fortune-an option that the hero in Persuasion has 

been granted to talce up. Moreover, that money is not an 

immutable quality likre intelligence but an element that 

responds to individual endeavour, that it can be generated 

through trade and industry, is recognized in the novel 

under our active consideration. Anne Elliot knows the value 

of money lik-e any male member of the time and has been 

shown by Jane Austen as capable of effective and detailed 

management of the household economy of an impoverished 

father. This surely is a step further to show that the 

novelist with her progressive bent of mind infused in her 

heroine the manly qualities. This can be regarded as a 
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symbolic assertion of a woman's will in a society where the 

ideology of capitalism sanctioned individual enterprise in 

the wider world. This assertiveness is firmly established 

m Persuasion where in the end Jane Austen lets Anne 

Elliot, the heroine, take the initiative in eliciting a 

response from the man. Ventworth overhears Anne's avowal of 

the constancy of a woman's love, at first perhaps by 

chance, but she decides to continue her declaration within 

his hearing and m effect confesses her love to him, thus 

inverting a social taboo: 

That he was a sensible man, an agreeable raan-that 

he tall-red well, professed good opinions, seemed 

to ludge properly and as a man of principle...He 

certainly krnew what was right and was rational, 

discreet, polished and cautious (172 - 173). 

There is a constant tension between a woman's need to 

exercise choice in order to define herself as an individual 

and the society's demand that she should conform to. Jane 

Austen as a novelist however, could not set herself free 

from the tension. In handling the thematic scheme of her 

j!0vels v/e fma herself tossed between tensions. In most of 

her novels she is found not to have used foreign settings 

and the restrictive frame of England that she knew. Ve know 
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that she warned her niece Anna, who had literary ambitions, 

against the danger of following her fictional characters to 

an unJcnown territory: 

You had better not leave England. Let the 

portmans go to Ireland, but as you know nothing 

of the manners there you had better not go with 

them (Life of Jane Austen 257). 

lowever, eiement-a of transitionalism and radicalism can be 

craced in chis very tension. If Fanny Price in Mansfield 

Park 13 lonely m her heightened consciousness, so is Anne 

m Persuasion. While for Anne the sea stands for expanding 

world of new experience and adventure, her baronet father 

is caught up in the self-reflexive world of mirrors and his 

anxiety to retain the class privileges that economic 

reality can no longer sustain. Sir Walter inhabits the 

past, refusing to face the fact that the balance of power 

is shifting from those whose rights are based on 

mheriTrance _• cnose who are making Britain's fortunes at 

3ea and m the colonies. In this novel, the year of the 

action, 1814, is very close to the year of coraposition-

1816.- Persuasion incidentally is the only novel of Jane 

Austen that has such an explicit historical context. Vhile 

Sir Walter defensively shields himself from history, 
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concentrating on his complexion which can only be saved 

from the effects of age by insulation from sunlight and 

open space, his daughter has been Jeeeping up with Britain's 

maritime achievements. Vhen Admiral Croft is mentioned as a 

possible tenant for the Elliot family seat, which Sir 

Walter can no longer maintain, his quiet and unobtrusive 

daughter seems to have all the information about this war 

hero: 'He is the real admiral of the white. He was in the 

Trafalgar action, and has been in the East Indies' (p51) . 

Sir Walter is completely indifferent to these facts, and 

merely speculates on the admiral's appearance: 'Then I talce 

it for granted ...that his face is about as orange as the 

cuffs and cafes of my livery' (51). 

The comic exaggeration of Sir Walter's traits are a device 

to freeze in a grotesque unreality of the class that 

refused to face the changing demands of history and 

geography. Although Anne Elliot's fate relegates her to a 

passive role amidst the smug and static men who cannot see 

beyond their own immediate context and young ladies living 

merely to be 'fashionable, happy and merry,' she hanJcers 

for the wider world of action where men and women have 
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mobility across the globe. Mrs. Croft's account of her 

travels, in the course of which she has 

Crossed the Atlantic four times and ...been once to 

the East Indies and back: again; and only once, 

besides being in different places about home Corlc 

and Lisbon and Gibraltar (94). 

Moreover, Mrs. Croft stands out in the crowd of bourgeois 

ladies in her assertion of physical sturdiness, defying the 

expected feminine qualities of frailty and dependence-

"Thank- God! I have been blessed with an excellent health 

and no climate disagrees me' (95) . She embodies a code of 

behaviour that challenges the much-hallowed ideas of the 

chivalric male and delicate lady. Vhen her brother 

expresses his scruples about carrying women on board his 

ship because of their inconvenience, she admonishes him, "'I 

hate to hear you talking so, liJce a fine gentleman, and as 

if women were all fine ladies instead of rational 

creatures.' (p94). This particular analysis of the text 

along with the relevant citation once again goes steps 

further to exemplify the fact that Oane Austen in her 

period, so remote from ours was no doubt a radical. Ve can 

also here refer to Pride and Prejudice wherein Elizabeth 

Bennet's insistence is that she is not an ^elegant female' 
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but a ^rational creature' (91). In her physical vitality 

Elizabeth too defies the code that values debility and 

frailty .One also recalls Jane fiusten '*3 description of 

young Catherine Morland, who played criclret, rolled down 

slopes and hated confinement and cleanliness. Jane Austen 

seems to have an unarticulated image of a fully 

individualized woman who is physically and mentally 

unrestricted, more mobile, more aware, more herself th.an 

the fainting creature in need of male protection and 

totally without a mind, an image that the conduct books and 

popular fiction had combined to idealise Mr. Croft's 

regret, 

I never went beyond the Streights-and never was 

in the Vest Indies. We do not call Bermuda or 

Bahama, you know the Vest Indies (94). 

Even those who had never been to the Vest Indies could have 

financial interest there - a fact underlined in the subplot 

of Persuasion. Mrs. Smith's husband had brought a small 

estate in the Vest Indies, which since his death had been 

""Under a sort of sequestration of the payment of its own 

incumbent' (208) and which the chivalrous Captain Ventworth 

restores to her by Vriting for her, acting for her and 

seeing her through all the petty difficulties of the case' 

(253) . So by the end of the novel Mrs. Smith has an 
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^improvement of income' through an investment made in a 

distant colony. Jane Austen, however, does not even have 

recourse to the familiar fictional device of shifting the 

inconvenient characters off to the colonies. But a close 

study of the novel indeed upholds one very particular truth 

that here we find the sea having a major presence and seems 

to be very much on the very verge of widening out beyond the 

shores of the British Isles. Anne Elliot does not have a 

fixed home at the end of the novel but '̂ She gloried in being 

a sailor's wife' (253-254). The vitality of society is seen 

to have shifted, as it were, from the land to the sea. This 

aspect surely confirms in the author the very traits of her 

radicalism ant tranaitionalism side by side. 

Now let us come to dwell upon another very important issue 

viz., the question of class as faced by Jane Austen and 

examine it in terms of her last completed novel Persuasion. 

Her novels in fact, always focus on the upper middle class 

and the gentry. LiJce a true radical she never tooJc her side 

with the aristocrats. Here is hardly any ambiguity about 

Jane Austen'3 position in this regard. In every 

confrontation between the aristocracy and the middle class 

she unerringly aligns herself with the latter. To exemplify 

this with reference to Persuasion, it would surely be not 
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out of track- if ve refer to the other very notable worJc by 

the novelist-Pride and Prejudice. In this novel the middle 

class Bennets and Gardiners compel the upper class Darcys 

and de Boucgha to taJce them seriously. Elizabeth suffers 

from no sense of inferiority on her first visit to Rosings 

because 'mere stateliness of money and rank- she thought she 

could witness without trepidation' only "^extraordinary 

talents or miraculous virtue' (156). Later when L^dy 

Catherine gives class difference as a reason why Elizabeth 

cannot marry Daccy, Elizabeth's spirited reply was, *He is a 

gentle man, I am a gentleman's daughter, so far equal (161). 

In Persuasion also the definition of a gentleman is the 

same. Sir Valter Elliot insists that only those who live on 

unearned income from inherited land without taking up a 

profession deserve this appellation. Reminded of a 

gentleman called Mr. Ventworth who had once lived in the 

neighbourhood, he responds, 'Ventworth? Oh ayl Mr. 

¥entworth, the curate of Monicford. You misled me by the 

term gentleman. I thought you were speaking of some man of 

property' (52). 

In Persuasion the rising professional class is obviously 

privileged over the decadent aristocracy. All the titled 
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people, from Sir Walter to ^the Dowager Viscountess 

Dalrymple and her daughter, the honourable Miss Cartaret' 

are drawn with comic exaggeration". Anne's indifference to 

r̂anJc and connection' is clearly the normative position in 

this novel. Jane Austen at times, maJces us see that the 

country's economy was expanding through overseas trade and 

development of the colonies and in most of her novels 

traditionally seen as depicting a stable, static and 

limited world - the pulls and pressures that enhance social 

mobility are not only visible but are woven into the plot 

with the novelist's masterly handling the theme itself. In 

the novel under our active consideration the dice are 

obviously loaded in favour of those who have risen through 

individual effort. Eight years before the beginning of the 

novel Ventworth was, 

A young man who had nothing but himself to 

recommend him, and no hopes of attaining 

affluence but in the chances of a most uncertain 

prof essi jn, and no connexion to secure even his 

farther rise m that profession (55). 

By the end of phe novel 'Captain Ventworth with and five 

twenty thousand pounds and as high in his profession as 

merit and activity would place him' (250) is equal to 
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anyone in England and can marry, t̂he daughter of a 

foolish spendthrift baronet' (250), with Jane Austen's 

blessing . In Persuasion the reraarkrable departure from the 

tradition is shown in the fact that the heroine marries 

outside her social class; she not only glories in being a 

sailor's wife but also happily becomes part of gradually 

expanding paternity of sea-faring people who do without the 

stability of a fixed home. Considering the importance of 

houses in Jane Austen's earlier novels, the relinquishment 

of a fixed home in the present novel seems indeed a major 

departure. 

As a radical, Jane Austen is sometimes found to go against 

the waves. Although London and Bath often feature in Jane 

Austen's novels as settings for developments in the plot-

serving to bring people together or to dislocate from the 

familiar context, with Jane Austen the important events and 

the final resolutions of the novels always taJce place in 

the countryside. To view the town and the country as 

morally opposing entities has indeed been an age-old 

literacy convention. In Jane Austen''s case the practice 

obtains further validation through her own emotional 

attachment to the countryside. ¥e know that, liJre Anne 

Elliot, the heroine in Persuasion, Jane Austin ^persisted 
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m a very determined, though very silent disinclination for 

Bath' (149). She vas miserable when, after spending the 

first twenty-3iK years of her life in the quiet rectory of 

Steventon in Hampshire, she had to move to Bath because of 

a sudden decision made by her parents. Anne Elliot, the 

heroine, created in Jane Austen's maturity, feels out of 

place in the social rituals of a fashionable resort and can 

only sigh that her father ^should feel no degradation' in 

changing his residence from the spacious country seat 

Kellynch Hall to a cramped place whose walls are ^thirty 

feet asunder'. 

Change of location is thus a very important feature in Jane 

Austen m heL thematic scheme. This is also very important 

an aspect for us to deal with the aspects of transitionalism 

in the author particularly with reference to this particular 

novel - Persuasion. Now let us examine it closely. The 

change of location thus is a pointer to the novelist's love 

for liberation. In Persuasion the sea is the liberating 

element. This novel contains more changes of location than 

any of her earlier novels. The motif of a house, so 

important m the other novels both as a concrete object and 

as a symbc 1 of social stability, recedes into the 

back-ground. Anne moves from Kellynch Hall to Uppercross and 
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then to the seaside resort of Lyme. Each of these places 

embodies a different set of values and Anne goes through the 

process of setting one against another eventually to sort 

out her own priorities. She also had to submit to another 

lesson of ^knowing our own nothingness beyond our own 

circle' (69). After the rigid formality and concern with 

surfaces at her father's house, the informality and 

confusion of Uppercross are a welcome change but the open 

friendliness of the naval officers in Lyme appeals to her 

most. Fmallv the inhabitants of all three worlds converge 

m Bath, giving Anne an opportunity to choose her orbit. 

Anne Elliot continues to have an emotional attachment to her 

ancestral home, Kellynch Hall, but at the end of the novel 

she marries a man without a house, whose fortune lies at 

sea. This indicates a radical shift in Jane Austen's 

position, because in her earlier writing a permanent abode 

is almost synonymous with a man's moral and social worth. 

But when Jane Austen wrote her Persuasion the Navy had 

recently brought glory to Britain through her victories in 

the Napoleonic Wars. The returning naval officers not only 

were affluenr but also introduced a new code of behaviour, 

which valued loyalty and friendship above social ranlc and 

money. Unlilce in the earlier novels, where men and women are 

seen as consumers and commodities respectively, in 
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Persuasion there is a greater emphasis on equality and 

partnership. It is this new sense of values that the novel 

celebrates, and the sea becomes an effective metaphor for 

mobility, openness and emotional release. All Jane Austen's 

other novels close m at the end. But Persuasion is the only 

novel that opens out at the end, moving away from enclosed 

space and rootedness. Anne ^gloried in becoming a sailor's 

wife' . we are told at the end of the novel that her 

happiness will not be ^centred on a fixed hearth in 

England,' as Muk:herjee observes in her book: Re-reading Jane 

Austen (88) . Indeed Persuasion ends on a note of expansion 

rather than contraction. Tony Tanner has reasonably 

pointed out, 'there is an essential dichotomy in Oane 

Austen's novels between stability and rootedness on the one 

hand and a rescless energy on the other' (1985,196). 

Jane Austen's heroes generally tend to be sober and 

circumspect, with total command over themselves. The 

uncharacteristic intensity of Ventworth's language here can 

be explained m yet another way. It has often been pointed 

out that Persuasion was written at a time when Jane Austen's 

views on spontaneity and restraint, sense and sensibility, 

emotion and decorum were in a state of transition. Vhile 

some of her earlier characters learn to be prudent through 
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experience, Anne Elliot maJces the reverse journey, Ŝhe had 

been forced into prudence in her youth, she learnt romance 

as she grew older' (58). Ventworth's change from cautious 

reserve to unrestrained confession may be part of the same 

process. Persuasion also upholds Jane Austen's radical stand 

in the treatment of letters written by the women in her 

novels. Here m the novel under discussion Jane Austen is 

found to raalce Anne, the heroine take the initiative in 

effecting final reconciliation. This aspect is noteworthy in 

a society that strictly limited the circumstances in which 

women could vrite to men outside the family. Anne Elliot is 

shown to have managed to convey her feelings through 

theoretical discussion being more constant than man- ''It is 

perhaps our fate rather than our merit, unsettling him 

(Wentworth) enough to drop all his guards and his 

pen,'(236). Here Jane Austen's earlier scrupulous concern 

with language, as a moral metaphor seems to have been 

abandoned in her last novel. 

A radical in the period of real transition (in the last 

half of the eighteenth century and in the first half of the 

nineteenth) Jane Austen was in the habit of going against 

whatever was junjust and partial. She lived at an age when 

pen was an exclusive male instrument for expressing inner 
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thoughts and ideas and women were denied of it. Jane Austen 

rose to the occasion and made an all out effort to bring 

the woman folk: to the forefront. Persuasion is an example 

in this regard. The penultimate chapter in the novel is a 

relevant case for this. Here in this chapter Anne Elliot, 

the heroine says vehemently: 

Men have had every advantage of us in telling 

their own story. Education has been theirs in so 

much higher a degree; the pen has been in their 

hand. I will not allow bookrs to prove anything. 

This sort of outburst is just an uncharacteristic adamancy 

that the novelist has put into her character. This is also 

an uncharacteristic reaction of a woman author at that 

period of time that the literary history of England has 

ever witnessed. 

We have seen that even when the pen was in women's hand at 

the very initial stage, as had become increasingly common 

by Jane Austen's time, it had to conform to the norms set 

up by the dominant patriarchal culture. This kind of 

culture provided the inescapable context of publication. 

Women's texts were thus implicitly made to endorse certain 

assumptions. The motif of the frail, frightened and nubile 
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heroine who has to scuttle through a minefield of 

aggressive virility, illustrates two such interrelated 

assumptions; that woman is essentially the object of male 

sexual desire, and that chastity is the supreme female 

virtue. Another unspolcen assumption was that a woman's 

primary function in life was to please men; her worth was 

to be measured by her ability to attract them. Jane 

Austen's predecessors and contemporaries, men and women 

alilce repeat this motif with endless variations. In novel 

after novel we see that if the vulnerable heroines survive 

their ordeal, they find their reward in secure and 

profitable marriages, if not, they acquit themselves of the 

world's censure by dying martyr's deaths. But Jane Austen's 

steadfast rejection of this fictional style is evident from 

her earlier stories in 'Juvenilia,' where she repeatedly 

made fun of the victim heroine, to her last unfinished 

novel 'Sanditon' v/here Sharlotte Heywood picked up a copy 

of Fanny Burney's Camilla only to put it down again because 

'she had not Camilla's youth and had no intention of having 

her distress.'(ch.6). Jane Austen chafed against the 

approved codes of feminine conduct prevailing in her time. 

She put up resistance through her radical dissent as well. 

Even while mocking some aspects of the dominant ideology of 

her age she (Jane Austen) delineated her central female 
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characters by focusing on the point of transition between 

the freedom of childhood and the subservience of wifehood. 

At the same time by exposing the economic anxiety 

underlying the romantic show off of the courtship ritual, 

she also achieves a sort of ironic reversal. These internal 

tensions speak- for her attitude to class also. The 

reprehensible Mr. Elliot, heir of Kellynch Hall, can almost 

be forgiven for marrying for money, but not for marrying 

beneath his rank-. Revealing his dark- past Mrs. Smith tells 

Anne, Vhen one lives in this world, a man or a woman's 

marrying for money is too common to strik̂ e one as it ought' 

(208). Anne Elliot enquires, 

But was she not a very low woman?' ^Yes; which I 

object to, but he would not regard. Money, money ^ 

was all he wanted .Her father was a grazier, her 

grand father was a butcher, but that was all 

nothing.-.Not a difficulty or a scruple was there 

on his side with respect to her birth (208) . 

The following extract from Persuasion once again testifies 

to the fact of Jane Austen's progressive outlook- in respect 

of female attitude to life in changed scenario. Anne Elliot 

accuses men of holding the pen exclusively, it being almost 

a male prerogative. But we also perceive that in another 
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part of the room Captain Ventworth has lost possession of 

hxs pen by this time; 'a slight noise called the attention 

to captain Ventworth's hitherto perfectly quiet division of 

the room. It was nothing more than that his pen had fallen 

down' (237). This reversal indirectly prepares us for 

Anne's decision to talce the initiative herself, thus 

turning upside down the traditional gender pattern of 

pursuit. Finding Ventworth unable to talce a stand, Anne 

resolves to mai-re her feelings Icnown to him. It remains a 

characteristically Austenian situation. While on one level 

Anne transgresses the feminine code of non-action, on the 

other she Jceeps arguing about the essential passivity of 

women's situation. She tells Captain Harville 

All the privilege I claim for ray own self, is 

that of living longest, when existence or when 

hope 13 gone. Voraen are trapped in a situation 

that encourages introspection (238). 

Anne explains, 

Ve live at home, quiet, confined, and our 

feelings prey upon us. You are forced on 

exertion. You have always a profession, pursuits, 

business of some sort or other to takre you back" 

into the world immediately (236). 
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This exchange between Captain Harville and Elliot is an 

overt gender debate in Jane Austen. This is just one 

example of how Jane Austen can manage to contain opposite 

sets of impulses. For interpreters of fiction Jane Austen's 

novels seem to exert an extraordinary magnetic power .No 

serious critic of the English novel has been able to bypass 

her work- and the impressive roster of names includes Henry 

James ,Virginia Voolf ,E.M. Foster, F. Leavis, David Lodge, 

Marilyn Butler, Tonny Tanner , Susan Gubar, Santra Gilbert 

and so on. They have provided diverse and contradictory 

interpretations of her novels, turning her sometimes ""into 

a radical destabiliser of the status quo,' as observed by 

Mukrherjee (1988,140). 

Re-reading Jane Austen's novels as entirely realistic and 

unequivocal records of life as the novelist knew, malces 

the reader ai/are of the various tensions in her work-. The 

tensions art between subversive parodic strategies and 

mimetic representations of life; between stasis and spatial 

enclosure on the one hand and mobility and expansion on the 

other, between a woman's need to define her individual self 

and society's demand that she should conform to. In fine, 

it can be said unambiguously that Jane Austen's radical 

stand, so far as her last completed novel is concerned, 
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once again upholds a positive value. This positive value is 

best established by way of enunciating social and 

geographical mobility that Persuasion best exemplifies. 

Again in the 21**̂  chapter of the novel, Jane Austen projects 

her another radical trait by way of presenting her woman 

characters with the power of articulation, in the social, 

30 long remarlcably absent in most of the novels of her 

time. As an example we can turn to Mrs. Smith's account of 

Mr. Elliot's character: 

Mr. Elliot is a man without heart or conscience, 

a designing, wary, cold-blooded being, who thinlcs 

only of himself; who for his own interest or 

ease, would be guilty of any cruelty, or any 

treachery, that could be perpetrated without risk: 

of his general character. He has no feeling 

for others. (206) 

Jane Austen, it is to be understood that, holds a society 

to be ideal one m which every individual must have the 

equal right to expression, irrespective of gender. Vhen 

society is a place for the expression of sincere emotion, 

moral principle and tolerant attitudes, it has value. 

Manners are then important adjuncts to the individual's 
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life, part of a positive theme of social harmony. So we can 

analyse society in Jane Austen's novels by loo)cing at the 

relationship between social structures and forms, on the 

one hand, and a set of personal values—including sincerity 

and Christian emotions such as compassion and forgiveness 

on the other. The above extract from the text adds strength 

to thx3 argument. Various social issues are raised in the 

conversation between Anne and Mrs. Smith in Persuasion. Of 

them, the insistent theme is Mr.s Elliot's lack: of humane or 

Christian feeling and the consequent opinion that he is 

dangerous and destructive. Mrs. Smith's startling 

condemnation of Mr. Elliot is entirely in these terms. Evil 

is described as designing, wary, cold-blooded being that 

thinkrs only of himself (ch. 21) . Mr. Elliot is accused of 

being an enemy of society because society operates on an 

assumption of generosity or at least giving and talcing. Mr. 

Elliot only talces and misuses society in order to do so. 

Jane Austen, likre a radical deals with her characters and 

thereby makes Mr. Elliot an object lacking in the value of 

society. Like Mrs. Smith, the novelist also believes that 

the unfettered pursuit of self-interest is inimical to 

society just as, the possession of ^heart or conscience' is 

necessary. 
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Jane Austen presents life as full of surprise and variety. 

Reality is open-ended and it is this openness she contrasts 

with the several portraits of closed thought systems that 

we amply find in her Persuasion. To exemplify the point we 

would better turn to the extract under consideration: 

Anne Elliot, with all her claims of birth, beauty 

and mind, to throw herself away at nineteen; 

involve herself at nineteen in an engagement with 

a young man, who had nothing but himself to 

recommend him, and no hopes of attaining 

affluence, "...'Captain Ventworth had no fortune but 

he was confident that he would soon be rich-full 

of life and order, he knew that he would soon 

have a ship and soon be on a station that would 

lead to every thing he wanted. But Lady Russell 

persuaded (Anne) to believe the engagement a 

wrong thing-indiscreet, improper, and hardly 

capable of success and not deserving it. (56) 

The novelist'3 narrative here is dynamic and her viewpoint 

13 clear-cut and at times conveys a sort of opposition as 

well. Through Lady Russell Jane Austen actually gives vent 

to her own views on the matter. Lady Russell's opinion in 

this context is founded on the calculation of sex value. In 
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her view Anne Elliot has value because of her ^birth, 

beauty and mind,' while Captain Ventworth has no value-he 

is â young man, who had nothing but himself,' Lady Russell 

thinlcs about their inequality in terras of price and the 

values of the market place, so she calls the alliance *a 

throwing away,' a phrase Jane Austen inserts underlying the 

commercial foundation of these ideas. Of course, from 

r :adxng the novel we know that Captain Ventworth's 

optimism-' But, he was confident that he would be 

rich***that he should soon have a ship... that would lead to 

every thing he wanted,' (56), turned out to be justified. 

He did mak-e a fortune quick-ly. Again, on the other hand, he 

acknowledges that his career was very much a subject of 

cnance and on one occasion at least he was very nearly lost 

at sea. By presenting such powerfully opposing views, and 

also by highlighting Anne's suffering, Jane Austen reveals 

how open any true understanding of life's potential must be 

.The mam thrust here is on Lady Russell's view on Anne's 

relationship with VTentworth. In this context Lady Russell's 

view is further emphasized when Anne is persuaded: the 

engagement is indiscreet, improper, hardly capable of 

success, and not deserving it.' Moreover, Lady Russell 

feels that the marriage would place Anne in â state of 

wearing, anxious, youth-killing dependence.' In this 
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context we should better turn to Anne's reaction. Anne 

herself holds that Lady Russell did 'err in her advice and 

she (Anne) believes that she was -'perfectly right' in her 

r.hought and action. Our interest in this analysis has been 

-o highlight Jane Austen's attitude to the thought system 

about women and particularly about courtship and marriage 

which comes broadly under the heading of 'gender 

stereotyping.' 

However, the theme of transitionalisra tak"e3 a different 

form in each of the novels. Her underlying concept of 

;:;hange and how it develops in Persuasion is a theme of 

:3ingular interest in this present discussion. The novel 

jpens up picturing the dominance of economic change-the 

.'alue of an agricultural estate being diminished. A new 

class of rich, successful, vigorous and virtuous naval 

officers figures prominently through the novel Persuasion. 

The rigid system of social ranlc and snobbery is shown to be 

obsolete because it does not reflect the real world. Ve 

ceraember Elisabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice saying to 

Lady Catherine that the world will have 'too much sense' to 

::ondemn her marriage to Darcy. The idea that 'sense' will 

oe the ultimate ludge of forms and events brings us to 

another motit that is consistent in Persuasion. Jane Austen 
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rests traditional values against life experience and 

analyses them radically. Ve are shown situations where the 

morality and principles are sound but they have become 

powerless because they are not connected to any real life 

experience. Oane Austen observes that Elizabeth Elliot is 

as handsome at twenty-nine as she was at sixteen and 

comments that Sir Walter can therefore be excused for 

imagining that he and his daughter have not aged in 

r-hirteen yeara. The hope that change can be avoided by 

-inactivity or hidden from by burying the head in 

contemplating an obsolete aristocracy is one that is shared 

between Sir Walter and Elizabeth. Ve should note that this 

view also influenced Lady Russell when she originally 

persuaded Anne to brealc her engagement to Fredericlc 

Ventworth. In Persuasion however, there is a theme of 

resistance to change which is presented as an absurdity. 

The vigorous energy and practical activity of the naval 

characters are in marJced contrast to this and their franJc 

sincerity is portrayed as refreshing: 

Admiral Croft's manners were not quite of the 

tone to suit Lady Russell, but they delighted 

Anne. His goodness of heart and simplicity of 

characters were irresistible. (142) 
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As a product of the period of transition, Jane Austen is 

more than often found to shift her attitude from one plane 

to another in respect of the characters and manners of her 

heroes and heroines. This shift is best exemplified in her 

treatment of the theme in her novel Persuasion by way of 

contrasts. Captain Ventworth is â reraaricably fine young 

man, with a great deal of intelligence, spirit and 

trilliancy' (55). He is still outstandingly good-looking 

seven years later, when Anne observes that the passage of 

time had added 'a more glowing, manly, open look:, in no 

respect lessening his personal advantages' (86). He has the 

power of pleasing the people he meets and his effect on the 

two Mangroves remind us of how perfectly delighted they 

v./ere with him, how much handsome, how infinitely more 

agreeable they thought him than any individual among their 

male acquaintance, (80) . But Mr. Elliot contrasts with 

Ventworth. Anne observes his manners closely and concludes, 

hat he was a sensible man, an agreeable man-that he talkred 

veil, professed good opinions, seemed to judge properly 

and as a man of principle... He certainly knew what was 

right , rational, discreet, polished and cautious'(172-3). 

Now, faced with a contrast between Mr. Elliot and 

Wentworth, a reader of Jane Austen's work's might expect 
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that the unrestrained, impetuous character of Captain 

Wentworth will end in wickedness. Anne would do better to 

trust the careful manners of Mr. Elliot, with his respect 

for propriety. Persuasion is not lilce the other novels. 

Here in the idea of ^openness' is of paramount importance. 

H.nne worries that Mr. Elliot is not '*open' and explains her 

impression by saying that he is too much in control of 

himself- 'There was never any burst of feeling, any warmth 

of indignation or delight,' so that 'she could not be 

satisfied that she really knew his character' (173). 

So it is seen that the outward characteristics, the manners 

of heroes and villains seem to have been turned the other 

ĵ'ay round. In this novel, the hero has manners comparable 

Co those of uhe chree earlier villains; and the villain has 

manners more like those of the three previous heroes. Ve 

could conclude from this the simple wisdom that it is 

difficult to judge a man from his outward appearance; any 

appearance, any style of behaviour, may be deceptive. Only 

more intimate k-nowledge of a man's character will reveal 

the truth about him .In Persuasion Anne Elliot seems to go 

further, stating a preference for 'open' manners. She finds 

Mr. Elliot's self-control ' a decided imperfection,' and 

continues, 
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She prized the frank", the open hearted, the eager 

character beyond all others. Varrath and enthusiasm 

did captivate her still. She felt that she could so 

much more depend upon the sincerity of those who 

sometimes looJced or said a careless or a hasty thing, 

than of those whose presence of mind never varied, 

whose tongue never 3lipped(183). 

The outcome of this shows that Anne's instinct was correct. 

Mr. Elliot IS eventually described by Mrs. Smith as b̂lacJc 

at heart, hollow and blaclc' (206) and he carried on an 

affair with Mrs. Clay while he was courting Anne. Jane 

Austen then, has finally written a novel in which the 

modern, lively man who is impulsive and unreasonably 

optimistic; is valued, while the man of caution and 

propriety turns out to be a hypocrite. Anne's statement 

that self-control is an ^imperfection' and that she can 

forgive careless or hasty behaviour for its sincerity, adds 

depth of meaning to this reversal in the structure of 

characters. In Persuasion it appears that the author's own 

assessment of men, their manners and the character those 

manners expose or cover, has undergone some change. This, 
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again, is in line with Gane Austen herself being a product 

of an age of transition. 

Indeed, Jane Austen sets out the change of views Lady 

Russell has to confront at the end of Persuasion with a 

lucid emphasis on the word 'manners'. She (Anne) must 

learn to feel that she had been raistalcen with regard to 

both; that she had been unfairly influenced by appearance 

in each that because Captain Wentworth's manners had not 

suited her own ideas, 

she had been too quick" in suspecting them to 

indicate a character of dangerous impetuosity ; 

and that because Mr. Elliott's manners had 

precisely pleased her in their propriety and 

correctness, their general politeness and 

suavity, she had been too quick: in receiving 

them as the certain result of the most correct 

opinions and well regulated mind. (251) 

Ve could possibly read this passage as an admission of 

error by Jane Austen herself, so thoroughly has she 

reversed the qualities of her heroes and villains. It is 

plausible to see Lady Russell as a gentle satire of 

Austen's own earlier novels and the distrust of popular 
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and dashing men they express. The idea of affectionate 

self- satire is strengthened by the deprecating humour with 

which the author admits that ^there is a quiclcness of 

perception in some, a nicety in the discernment of 

character, a natural penetration,' and that ^Lady Russell 

had been less gifted in this part of understanding' (251) . 

Ve can imagine Jane Austen writing these lines with her own 

change of mind in any field is just a matter of time. This 

±3 more so >fith regard to the thematic structure of 

Persuasion. Time, indeed, has a curious effect in the 

novel. The past was a time of openness and truth returns to 

redeem the present. The present is a time of oppression, 

error, hypocrisy and absurdity, which needs to be redeemed 

by the past. The events of the novel itself are emotionally 

joined to a time seven years before, a time when Anne 

Elliot and Captain Ventworth expressed their feelings 

openly and truly; a time which is still the underlying 

pattern for che present reality. Captain Ventworth insists 

iin chapter 23) that he has ^loved none but her{Anne)' but 

he IS forced to explain ^that he had been constant 

unconsciously, nay unintentionally.' He mentions being 

'angry' and 'unjust' and meaning t̂o forget her'(244). So 

time - the passage of those seven years of separation-has 

obscured the basic reality of his feelings. His love has 
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been hidden, buried beneath his resentment, during all of 

that time. The revival of Anne'i beauty is also remarked on 

by several characters. Mr. Elliot-admires her in passing, 

at Lyme, and Sir Walter comments that she is ^less thin in 

her person, in her cheeics; her skin, her complexion, 

gtreatly improved clear, fresher' (p 158).Anne's renewed 

bloom and Ventworth's rediscovery of his love, and Mrs. 

Smith's connective narrative, draw a resolving strength 

from the past to bring about the happy denouement. Jane 

Austen emphasises the importance of this prOocess several 

times. For example, when Mr. Elliot admires Anne at Lyme, 

Ventworth gives a look which says: ^even I at this moment, 

see something like Anne Elliot again,' (125) and later, 

when they are declared lovers for the second time, he 

declares that 'to my eye you could never alter'(245). 

So, the connection between the present and the past is 

interpreted quite rationally. First, there is a rational 

response to the chance which brings Anne and Captain 

Ventworth into each other's company again. Anne thinks it 

"̂ absurd' to feel or expect anything. 

Vhat might not eight years do? Events of every 

description, changes, alienations, removals—all 
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must be comprised in it the oblivion of the past 

- how natural, how certain too (85). 

Captain Ventworth comments on the coincidence which brings 

them their second chance at happiness: Anne was ^thrown 

in his way' (244) and Anne finds his apparent indifference 

'of sobering tendency' because it helps her to control the 

'folly' of her hopes when they meet again. Rationai:).y, 

then, seven or eight years are a long time, and a great 

deal of change will have talcen place. Their meeting again 

13 mere chance: no expectations can be built upon it. Jane 

Austen treats romantic idealism with her radical stand as 

13 found m the Zl**̂  chapter of the novel: 

Prettier musings of high wrought love and eternal 

constancy , could never have passed along the 

streets of Bath, than Anne was sporting with from 

Camden Place to Vestgate Buildings. It was almost 

enough to spread purification and perfume all the 

way. (j> 200) 

The author's amusement suggests the paradox and absurdity 

that a subjective emotion might be strong enough to purify 

the aggravating chaos. In Persuasion the theme of time has 

overtones of irrational absurdity. The workings of chance 
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bring the past to refresh the present and Gane Austen hints 

at a further transformation of life. Anne Elliot and 

Frederick- Ventvorth have an opportunity to relive their 

lives, to correct their raistalces. Persuasion actually puts 

forward Jane Austen's disavowing something of her earlier 

writings. It is through change of mind Lady Rusell had been 

'pretty completely wrong' (251). By such an examination we 

come to know that Austen changes her assessment of raanneps 

111 an individual so radically. This very fact has very 

nicely been enunciated in her earlier novel Mansfield Park. 

Jane Austen writes about subjective experience in her 

Persuasion. She continues to do it beautifully. Anne's 

nervous impatience, her acute state of suspense is 

beautifully countered within her own consciousness by her 

mature k-nowledge that she and Captain Ventworth must 

eventually mak-e their feelings known. 

The strong ccncrast between worldly vanity on the one hand 

sad an exemplary train of thought on the other , is quite 

as raarkred in Persuasion as in Hansfield Park. Anne's pain 

at the vanity, selfishness, and inutility of her father and 

sister have to be lightly touched upon. This is because a 

daughter's denunciations would hardly be in good taste. But 

Jane Austen's severe handling of the baronet comes as near 
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to social criticism as anything she ever wrote . The 

comparison, she mak-es between an idle, useless ^gentleman' 

proud of his ranic, and the eminently useful sailors, has 

been a notable example of Jane Austen's willingness to be a 

radical. 

In her last years, Jane Austen was very much ready to find 

fault with the aristocracy and she. was touched by 

Evangelical influence. The Evangelicals were dedicated 

critics of moral backrsliding among the governing classes. 

The two most powerful intellectual movements of Jane 

Austen's times were Evangelicalism and Utilitarianism .The 

movements, though antipathetic in some areas, are 

essentially of the middle class. The movements see the 

individual's life m society as rightly active and useful 

and therefore dislilces the idleness implicit in a pastime 

lik-e play-acting, or m a life lilce Walter Elliot's. It is 

true that Evangelicals also recommend that individuals 

should inwardly experience a change of heart, in order to 

arrive at a private spiritual state which is elevated and 

intense. But this is certainly not meant to apply doubt of 

the value of a life led effectively in society. On the 

contrary, it is meant to enable society's natural leaders 

to do their duty better. Jane Austen's plots express a 
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r/pical nuddle-class ethic of the day. When her principal 

characters experience an invard reform-as, in each of the 

novels, some of them do-it is so that they can see their 

vay to a marriage promising continued self- discipline and 

a higher commitment than ever before to service to the 

community. Those marriages that conclude the Austen novels 

imply a great deal more than the routine comic resolution. 

This 13 because m all the maturer novels there iŝ  a 

morally dominant partner e.g., Anne to guarantee that the 

life to come 13 to be one of duty and service. If Fanny 

Price's innei life is a silent rebulce to Sir Thomas 

Bertram's failed leadership, or Anne's to her father's, the 

form of each novel malces it clear that Jane Austen loolcs to 

a new generation of leaders vho are on the point of 

redeeming the mistakres of the old. 

Jane Austen's is domestic fiction of private lives, whose 

'̂ tcuth' lay m its aesthetic and moral realism, its ironic, 

unsentimental acceptance that ^man's inhumanity to man' 

can talce place between two women in a Regency drawing-room 

as cruelly and destructively to the human spirit as the 

actual wounding and cruelties of the man's world of real 

conflict and aggression. In Jane Austen's art (novel) there 

is the reconciliation of the greatness of her achievement 
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with the minuteness of her fictional scene-its tight focus 

on the middle-class gentry, predominantly the lesser 

country gentry; its persistent ^commonplaceness' in the 

context of the everyday facts of every day life. Sir Walter 

Scott found Jane Austen involved in creating fiction which 

imitates ordinary, verifiable reality, which succeeds in 

remaining faithful to the characters, events and situations 

in 'the currt-nt of ordinary life' and where the Mramatis 

personae conduct themselves upon the motives and principles 

which the reader may recognize as ruling their own and 

most of their acquaintances'. Jane Austen is anti-romantic 

in the fact of her realism. Scott identified in Jane 

Austen the Miiodern novel.' 

In Persuasion critics have fastened upon human qualities 

and have also explored their feeling that in telling the 

story of Anne's suffering in love, her endurance, 

disappomtmeiv and resignation, Jane Austen was drawing 

upon experie;ice3 of her own. In this light, of the six 

novels, Persuasion is seen as the most intensely personal 

and the one closest to the author's inner world of emotion. 

Virginia ¥oolf regarded Persuasion as a transitional work", 

a stepping away from her established style of fiction, and 
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also a movement away personally from former stance of 

reticence: 

There is an expressed emotion in the scene at the 

concert and in the famous talk- about woman's 

constancy which proves not merely the 

biographical fact that Jane Austen had loved, but 

the aesthetic fact that she was no longer to 

afraid t say so (1987, 138). 

Austen from the outset took: on the materials which 

political controversy endowed with such importance, without 

inviting or aggravating partisan impulses. During a time 

when all social criticism, particularly that which aimed at 

the institution of the family in general and the place of 

women in particular, came to be associated with the radical 

cause. Austn defended and enlarged a progressive middle 

ground that r.ad been eaten away by the polarizing polemics 

born of the 1 ̂ 903. 

Jane Austen's reputation has been secure since the mid 

nineteenth century. She has remained one of the great 

anomalies of lit,erary history. She, actually, appears to us 

în a number of contradictory guises-as a great artist 
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oblivious to her times, as a self-effacing good aunt, 

unconscious of her art,' (Claudia L. Johnson, 1990,XIII). 

The fact that Austen is a female novelist has made 

assessment of her artistic enterprise qualitatively 

different from those of her male counterparts. Because of 

it, she has been admitted into the canon on terms which 

cast doubt on her qualifications for entry and which ensinre 

that her continued presence there be regarded as an act of 

gallantry. In fact, a consciousness of how the private is 

political, and a sensitivity to the problems women writers 

encounter li'.'ing and writing in a male- dominated culture, 

can provide us v/xth special grounds for a historical 

understanding of Austen's work". However, the special 

brilliance of Persuasion depends partly on its combined 

focus on the private experience of a sharply imagined 

individual and the social actualities that necessarily 

inform individual experience. Indeed, behaving lilce the 

very model a well-bred spinster, Jane Austen nonetheless 

vibrates wnsh passion and likre a true radical in the 

perspective of a changing society preserves a will of her 

own. 
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CONCLUSION 

Our interest in Jane Austen today lies in the fact that she 

subverted the limitations imposed on her by society and 

also undermined the values she was supposed to uphold. At 

one time she was considered to be an unambiguous writer who 

ceassured the reader about the order and stability .of 

Bociety, confirming in the process the norms of patriarchy. 

To day we caiitior. ignore the fact that the apparently placid 

c-exture of her novels conceals a tension between protest 

and acceptance, rebellion and conformity held in 

equilibrium by the controlling device of the narrative. Not 

only Jane Austen confers credibility upon the new genre 

i.e. novel so long despised by and large but she also was 

quite unapologetic about the female orientation of her work: 

and the fact that it did not seek: to instruct. She 

introduced into her novels some of the ideological debates 

of her time, v/-hich questioned the implied assumptions 

oehind the gender-based codes of conduct. For example, in 

:3ii2abeth B-nnet'3 refusal of Mr. Collin's marriage 

proposal and his reaction to it in Pride and Prejudice, we 

witness an essentially serious confrontation between two 

ideologies of marriage and two opposing images of women. 
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Rationality and individualism were the leading concepts of 

the age but neither was seen as particularly relevant to 

women, who were not educated to be individuals but only to 

fxll social and familial slots. The skills that they were 

expected to learn were those that would secure them a 

husband, who would confer identity and status. The 

education of young women was a major topic of discussion in 

the eighteenth century, and the bookrs on conduct with 

practical advice on social skills and moral value did a lot 

to codify and disseminate ideas about a woman's role in 

society. The degree to which women ought to aspire to 

physical strength was a fairly controversial issue in Jane 

Austen's time. Through her creations of several robust and 

lorthnght heroines (Catherine Morland, Elizabeth Bennet, 

Enmia Woodhous-^) , her negative representation of affected 

/omen who exploit their weakness to gain power (Isabella 

.horpe, Louisa Musgrove, Miss Bingley) and her privileging 

of strength and forbearance over helplessness (Elinor and 

Marianne Dashwood), Jane Austen contributed to a continuing 

debate about frailty and cunning as necessary feminine 

characteristics and part of woman's legitimate armoury. 
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Despite the popular image of Oane Austen as a conservative, 

in the debate on women's education and upbringing she 

repeatedly took: a radical stand. The behaviour of Elizabeth 

Bennet runs counter to most norms laid down by the Conduct 

BooJcs. She is independent, unaffected and intelligent. Her 

unabashed walk: through the muddy countryside to see her 

sick- sister violates the code of female propriety. Again, 

the rejection of the standard notions of feminity is 

evident in the early chapters of Horthanger Abbey where 

Gane Austen in moclc despair laments that Catherine Morland 

who preferred rough boys' games to elegant occupations such 

as watering a rose-bush or feeding a canary was quite 

unsuited to the role of a heroine: ^She was moreover noisy 

and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness and loved 

nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green 

slope at the back- of the house' (2) . 

The two decades (1798-1818) during which Oane Austen wrote 

were a transitional period in English literature, in which 

the eighteenth century concern with the social context of 

human • beings gave way to the romantic emphasis on the 

isolated or the alienated individual. The romantic ^self, 

we now recognize, was all male and the woman could only be 

seen as the ^other' . Oane Austen talces the woman as 
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individual and.places her in a social setting, faced with a 

choice that is private and personal. A recurrent theme of 

her novels is the heroine's resistance to the efforts of 

the patriarchal community to force her into a social role 

at the cost of her own identity. 

In Jane Austen's novels there is a constant tension between 

a woman's need to exercise choice in order to define 

herself as an individual and society's demand that she 

should conform to. As a social institution marriage implied 

subservience and for the imaginative woman it did imply a 

curtailment. In many (subsequent) novels where the 

protagonist xs a woman, marriage, while being the desired 

goal, also triggers off an uneasy sense of anti-climax. Yet 

no satisfactory alternative was available. 

There might have been a measure of self-dislilce in Austen's 

feelings towards people whose ways must have reminded her 

of herself. Had she not moved within the genteel world, 

accepted many of its conventions and values, and above all 

wanted to achieve the type of female success that was 

normally sought, she would hardly have reacted so strongly. 

What we see then, in letters written after 1800, as Austen 

moved into her mid and late twenties, is the transformation 
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of an ^insider', meaning a person with the outloolc of her 

class, into an ^outsider', a person who, at least in 

certain respects, became a critic of genteel female society 

and its typical ritual and ceremonies. 

Jane Austen only wrote about what she knew at first hand, 

her characters are not very different from one another. 

Richard Simpson, a distinguished nineteenth century 

Shakrespearean scholar held the view that Jane Austen never 

had the advantages of personal acquaintance with 

professional literary men or women. She derived very little 

from books. Simpson was also first to point out the 

apparent insulation of her novels from the large events of 

her contemporary world: Ŝhe lived and wrote through the 

period of the French Revolution and the European war 

without referring to them once except as making the 

fortunes of some of her naval characters' (Ed. J. Halperin, 

30,1976). 

Marks of transitionalism are prominent enough in the 

novelist in her dealing with characters. The heroes of the 

late novels are not urbane or ineffectual but serious, 

principled, socially responsible, publicly active and 

instruments of rational salvation. By the same token the 
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heroines of the late novels had different characteristics. 

Just as Emma Woodhouse mended her ways, so was the world of 

Austen's late novels reformed. It was a world whose sense 

of order, atmosphere and underlying value structure at once 

represented the profound change in English life during the 

Revolutionary Age and the personal change that gave Austen 

a new awareness of herself and her society. It was a world 

that anticipated the coming of the Victorian Age. 

After the convulsions of the Seventeenth century, life in 

England became more settled and stable as political 

compromises were made. Several generations of violence led 

to greater circumspection, and the lessons of science 

furthered rational modes of thought, the pomp and heroic 

grandeur of one age yielded to the propriety and 

correctness of another, just as metaphysical speculation 

gave way to the more careful probings of empirical 

investigation. The thinlcers of the age were content to ask: 

less in order to understand more clearly, and felt a flush 

of confidence over scientific achievements and the age of 

progres-s that followed there from. 

England was shaj-ren politically by the French Revolution and 

drawn into a struggle for survival that lasted almost to 
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the end of Austen's life. Although Oane Austen's characters 

are rooted in social actuality, she does not conceive of a 

society as being in any sense problematical, as making 

issues by reason of the changes it was undergoing in her 

time. In the present state of opinion about the novelist 

there is little disposition to accept this. On the 

contrary, a large part of the interest of her work" is now 

thought to lie exactly in the sensitivity of her response 

to social change. To examine Austen's response to social 

change, however, inevitably means considering the impact of 

the French Revolution on her life and writing. Her lifetime 

exactly coincided with a decisive period of change, when 

the old, hierarchical society of England underwent 

struggles for survival, but nonetheless emerged from the 

Revolutionary period profoundly altered. If Austen was not 

just alive in her times but alive to them, as Lionel 

Trilling maintains, one must understand the times if one is 

to understand both her and her novels. 

Marilyn Butler in her Jane Austen and the War of Ideas 

(1975)- sees Austen's novels not as a record of provincial 

insularity but revealing the author's social engagement and 

responses to the problems of the Revolutionary age. It is 

often said that Jane Austen in the countryside remained 
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isolated from the great events of her time. But she was not 

isolated from reading novels; she was rather an avid reader 

of them. This very habit or interest in reading helped 

Austen gathering experience of the social and political 

surroundings of the time. She had an ability to pick" up the 

vibrations of a society that was in the throes of change 

and to incorporate them in her fiction. Fleishman held that 

Jane Austen brought out but the qualitative change that 

occurred xn English society in a transitional period-the 

end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth 

centuries. To our mind it occurs that Oane Austen evokres 

the changes through a careful choice of themes and a highly 

diverse set of dramatis personae, whose dialogue and 

actions reveal her own stand on some )cey contemporary 

issues. 

A close study of her novels reveals an invaluable way to 

have a sense of what it was liJce to go through a critical 

period of social change. Austen's response to change 

reflects her own social position as a member of the English 

gentry^ She was not an unthinteLng representative of her 

class but viewed that class critically. According to one 

school of thought, Austen was a subversive, hostile to her 

class although not its declared enemy, while another school 
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regards her as a pillar of the Establishment and even a 

reactionary. In fact, she was a person who was deeply 

affected by the historical impulses of her age and at the 

same time sought to understand change and its consequences 

for her class. The rise of a new economic order that 

ultimately altered every phase of life also made an impact 

at the time of Austen's birth in 1773. England played a 

major role in these changes-in the war with American 

colonies, the bitter struggle for political reform, and the 

industrial break" through of the 17703. It has indeed been a 

matterv of great interest throughout the dissertation to 

examine, taJcing into account various aspects, Jane Austen's 

traits of transitionalism and radicalism in her narratives. 

In the mid nineteenth century traces of radicalism in the 

form of overt articulation of womanhood is found in the 

authors liice the Brontee sisters and even in George Eliot. 

But still in a much earlier period (late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries) Jane Austen emerged as an 

author having her radical views on woman question. The 

modern view to that direction gets sufficient grounding. Of 

course, modern critics dismiss the theory of radicalism in 

Jane Austen compared to the other authors' of the time when 

critics like Marylm Butler, Mary Poovey and even E.Said 

are of the opinion that as early as late eighteen century 
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Jane Austen upheld the assertiveness of the womanhood. Her 

novels thematize feminine consciousness which found 

considerable articulation at a moment in history when 

social changes in this regard were only beginning to maJce 

an impact. It is an indication of Jane Austen's artistic 

greatness that she perceived these changes and successfully 

incorporated them into her narratives from a radical's view 

point. 
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