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from “Privacy, Dissimulation, and Propriety: 
Frances Burney and Jane Austen”

[How—if at all—did upper-class English women conceptualize and 
experience privacy in the eighteenth century? In this article Patri-
cia Meyer Spacks considers this question, examining the tension 
between privacy and social conformity for women in Frances Bur-
ney’s novel Cecilia and in Austen’s Sense and Sensibility.]

Good manners constitute a tax paid by individuals to society, a widely 
condoned form of hypocrisy. Late in Frances Burney’s second novel, 
Cecilia, a male character articulates this view by means of examples 
morally disturbing in their very familiarity: 

are we not kept silent when we wish to reprove by the fear of 
offending? and made speak where we wish to be silent by the 
desire of obliging? do we not bow to the scoundrel as low as to 
the man of honour? are we not by mere forms kept standing 
when tired? made give place to those we despise? and smiles 
to those we hate? or if we refuse these attentions, are we not 
regarded as savages, and shut out of society?1

Appropriate manners, by this interpretation, entail elisions of indi-
vidual judgment and feeling. Socially conforming behavior depends 
on suppressed utterance.

The so-called novel of manners, however, in its late-eight-
eenth-century refinement, explored personal uses of social conven-
tion that hint at a further meaning for conformity. Burney and Jane 
Austen, like their contemporaries, investigate in their fiction the 
ambiguities of privacy. For women seeking privacy, they suggest—at 
any rate, for upper-class women—flawless manners provide conceal-
ment. In the guise of social conformity, women guard their differ-
ence: their officially unacceptable personal opinions, desires, and 
feelings. Several of the social impositions adduced by Burney’s Mr 
Monckton—silence instead of reproach, bows to scoundrels, smiles 
for the hated—in fact comprise forms of concealment. Mr Monckton 
does not acknowledge their personal value, except in negative terms, 

1	 Frances Burney, Cecilia, or Memoirs of an Heiress, ed. Peter Sabor and Marga-
ret Anne Doody (1782; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 735. 
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nor, in general, do other fictional characters. Yet the narrative rendi-
tion of compliance often reveals such value.

If everyone who has left testimony from eighteenth-century Eng-
land at least pays lip service to the necessity for good manners (which 
served, above all, as a marker of social class), evidence of attitudes 
towards privacy is more ambiguous. In eighteenth-century Britain, 
in a time and a place marked by intensifying individualism, archi-
tectural developments suggested increasing concern for physical 
privacy. New arrangements in great houses separated servants from 
masters and turned bedrooms into places where one could be alone. 
Concurrently, both imaginative and didactic literature investigated—
often in devious ways—privacy as an issue. By no means, however, 
did such investigations necessarily assume privacy’s value.

The very concept of privacy raises questions about the proper bal-
ance between responsibility to oneself and to other people. Given 
a society that values social relations as potential moral discipline, 
the idea of privacy contains danger. Those who claim the right to 
be alone, or even to keep things to themselves, might meditate bad 
deeds or entertain bad thoughts, and no one would know. Privacy 
may lead to delusion, as Dr Johnson suggested in his fable of the 
mad astronomer, convinced of his own vast power because he rarely 
sees other people. Desire for privacy might imply selfishness or irre-
sponsibility. Such possibilities, at any rate, were alive in the minds 
of eighteenth-century writers about the subject. Not that a negative 
view of privacy entirely displaced a positive one. On the contrary, 
awareness of the emotional, and conceivably even the moral, value 
of privacy informs virtually all eighteenth-century discussions of the 
issue, at least in the context of imaginative literature. To focus on 
the specific situation of upper-class British women, as conveyed by 
such discussions, illuminates the perplexities of privacy—a luxury, of 
course, largely confined to the upper classes. For such women, nov-
els, diaries, letters, and conduct manuals suggest, physical privacy 
was hard to come by. Even if they slept alone, without the company 
of a sister, cousin, aunt, friend, or servant (and relatively few did), 
women did not customarily retreat to their rooms except to sleep. 
Virginia Woolf ’s vision of personal space that makes female creativity 
possible seems inconceivable in this period for women of the privi-
leged classes whose lives have left records literal or fictional. 

Lacking rooms of their own, such women needed to discover psy-
chic and social strategies for self-protection. Physical privacy requires 
a space to get away to. Psychic privacy relies on more complicated 
and ambiguous resources, one of them provided by the elaborate 
structures of social convention. Going through motions prescribed 
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by etiquette might free a paragon of good behavior to think her own 
thoughts, feel her own feelings, and reveal nothing except her excellent 
social training. But early woman writers, as well as their male counter-
parts, grasped the inevitable corollary to the fact that one might hide 
behind a façade of social compliance. If one person could hide, so 
could another, so could everyone. Awareness of the dangers of social 
hypocrisy attended consciousness of its useful possibilities. “The most 
basic attribute of self-definition,” according to a New Yorker article on 
the erosion of legal safeguards for privacy, “is the ability to control the 
face we present to the world.”1 But if other people can also regulate 
their faces, we risk universal falsity. Perhaps one can never trust the 
messages conveyed by countenances literal or metaphorical. 

Understanding the ambiguities of self-representation, eight-
eenth-century writers at once celebrated and deplored the conse-
quences of the human ability to control the face offered to the world. 
Moralists and mentors of conduct for women brooded over the dan-
gers of false appearance. Lady Sarah Pennington, for instance, warns 
her daughter: 

You are just entering, my dear girl, into a world full of deceit and 
falshood, where few persons or things appear in their true char-
acter. Vice hides her deformity with the borrowed garb of virtue; 
and, though discernible to an intelligent and careful observer, by 
the unbecoming awkwardness of her deportment under it, she 
passes on thousands undetected. ... Thus one general mask dis-
guises the whole face of things, and it requires a long experience, 
and a penetrating judgment, to discover the truth.2

The mother’s view about governing one’s face differs according to 
who does the governing. She worries about the “general mask,” yet 
she consistently advises her daughter to discipline the appearance 
she herself presents—in effect, to hide behind her own mask. Thus: 
“The great art of pleasing is to appear pleased with others; suffer not 
then an ill-bred absence of thought, or a contemptuous sneer, ever to 
betray a conscious superiority of understanding, always productive of 
ill-nature and dislike” (p. 92). The girl should appear, not necessarily 
feel, pleased with others; she should not “betray” the sense of supe-
riority she may actually, and justifiably, feel. Behind the disguise of 

1	 Jeffrey Rosen, “Annals of Law: Is Nothing Private?” New Yorker (1 June 
1998), 39. 

2	 Lady [Sarah] Pennington, An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to her Absent 
Daughters, in The Young Lady’s Pocket Library, or Parental Monitor (1761, 
1790; Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1995), p. 64. References are to this edition. 
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mandated social behavior, her emotions remain her private preserve. 
Her awareness that others operate the same way, however, may gen-
erate anxiety, presumably in her as well as in her guide. 

Given the concern about false appearances shared by many didac-
tic writers, it is unsurprising that they should on occasion oppose 
“virtue” to social conformity. Virtue subsists, it sometimes appears, 
only in privacy. “The virtues that make a figure in the world do not 
fall to the women’s share; their virtues are of a simple and peaceable 
nature: Fame will have nothing to do with us. ... I think it best to 
avoid the world, and making a figure, which always strike at modesty, 
and be contented with being one’s own spectator.”1 “The world” one 
should avoid constitutes a realm of social performance and falsity. 
With no spectators but the self, the young woman presumably will 
feel less tempted to manipulate appearances, resting secure in her 
“modesty.” But the recommendation to avoid the world resonates 
with poignance stemming not only from the resigned relinquishment 
of “fame” (which has apparently rejected women before they can 
reject it) but from the renunciation of even the possibility of an exter-
nal spectator. The really good woman, according to this prescription, 
has no one to look at her. No one to look—but also, it may follow, no 
one to share, support, participate. The privacy that insures modesty 
seems to entail isolation. It implies the root meaning of the word 
“privacy,” hinting deprivation as well as safety. 

Moreover, as Adam Smith understood, the spectatorship of the 
self depends on knowledge of others. One watches oneself by in effect 
imagining someone else watching. The young woman who judges her 
own virtue in isolation from the world presumably brings to bear the 
values embedded in writings by just such moralists as the one making 
the recommendation. For a twenty-first-century reader, to encoun-
ter the minute prescriptions of eighteenth-century conduct-books 
entails a suffocating sense of surveillance. Hardly a trivial component 
of a woman’s conduct or appearance escapes commentary. The eyes 
upon her belong to men who are constantly judging. In the world, 
they assess her value in the marriage market. If she rejects the world, 
the eye of the moralist will yet rest upon her, if only within her own 
imagination. Although women find it hard to attain physical privacy, 
they also face difficulties in winning its psychic equivalent. 

But good manners can help. Their value to women depends on 
their double valence, both social and individual. In addition to pro-
viding opportunity for self-concealment and thus for separation, 
manners help one fulfil the moral responsibility of relating to others. 

1	 Anne-Thérèse, Marchioness de Lambert, Advice of a Mother to her Daughter, 
in The Young Lady’s Pocket Library, or Parental Monitor, p. 141.
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A 1735 treatise begins by defining good manners as “a Science in 
instructing how to dispose all our Words and Actions in their proper 
and true places.” It continues by equating “the Rules of Good Breed-
ing and Civility” with “the Rules of true Generosity.”1 Going through 
the motions of polite behavior—guarding against bad breath, cut-
ting one’s food into small pieces, avoiding monologue and boisterous 
speech—will somehow generate moral excellence: true generosity. 

Yet the procedures advocated in this detailed and exhaustive 
manual often approach dissimulation. One characteristic instance 
involves table manners: 

The Man of Manners picks not the best, but rather takes the 
worst out of the Dish, and gets of every thing, unless it be forced 
upon him, always the most indifferent Share. By this Civility, the 
best remains for others; which being a Compliment to all that are 
present, every body is pleased with it; the more they love them-
selves, the more they are forc’d to approve of his Behaviour; and 
Gratitude stepping in, they are obliged almost, whether they will 
or not, to think favourably of him. After this, it is that the well-
bred Man insinuates himself in the Esteem of all the Companies 
he comes in; and if he gets nothing else by it, the Pleasure he 
receives in reflecting on the Applause, which he knows is secretly 
given him, is, to a proud Man, more than an Equivalent for his 
former Self-denial, and overpays Self-love with Interest, the Loss 
it sustained in his Complaisance to others. (p. 9) 

The prescription for proper behavior relies not on moral principles 
but on an economics of self-love organized by a pseudo-commercial 
transaction in which the “well-bred Man” gives food, gets pleasure, 
and calculates equivalences and interest on the exchange. 

Conduct-books as a group provide clear evidence of the para-
doxical relation between distaste for and practice of dissimulation, 
a relation that provides a frequent subject for novelistic treatment. 
The anonymous author of the manual on manners clearly remains 
unaware of the contradiction between his insistence on politeness 
as a moral manifestation and his calculations of gain and loss based 
largely on “Applause.” Eighteenth-century novelists, on the other 
hand, often investigate, directly or indirectly, just such contradictions, 
at least tacitly acknowledging the personal value of social hypocrisy. 
Novels of manners delineate a complex dynamic of concealment and 
revelation. …

1	 The Man of Manners; or, Plebeian Polish’d: Being Plain and Familiar Rules for a 
modest and Genteel Behaviour, on most of the ordinary Occasions of Life, 3rd ed. 
(London, 1735), preface. References are to this edition. 
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[Jane Austen raises] the possibility that deliberate, personally cho-
sen dissimulation, far from marking moral weakness, may play a fun-
damental part in the maintenance of ethical responsibility. In Sense 
and Sensibility (its first version written in the 1790s), that novel of 
secrets, Austen discriminates the precise social importance of pri-
vacy. She also demonstrates that women find a carefully constructed 
realm of personal privacy essential to preserving an equally con-
structed individuality. 

An exemplary instance of the irreproachable dissimulation of 
good manners, enlisted for a personal end, occurs when Elinor Dash-
wood—consistently mocked by her sister Marianne for her adher-
ence to social forms—manages successfully to arrange a private 
conversation with Lucy Steele, the professed fiancée of Edward Fer-
rars, whom Elinor herself loves. Attending a tedious social gathering 
at the Middletons’, Elinor makes for herself the opportunity of con-
versation by politely offering to help Lucy in the work of making a fil-
igree basket for Lady Middleton’s daughter. Marianne has previously 
announced her detestation of card playing and has walked off to the 
pianoforte, leaving Lady Middleton to look “as if she thanked heaven 
that she had never made so rude a speech.”1 The narrator explicitly 
comments on the superior expediency of Elinor’s methods: “thus by 
a little of that address, which Marianne could never condescend to 
practise, [she] gained her own end, and pleased Lady Middleton at 
the same time” (p. 145). The forms of politeness conceal her private 
purposes, protect her private feelings, and enable her to enlarge her 
store of information by talking with Lucy. There is no suggestion that 
these forms emanate from her sympathy or concern for others. Their 
employment for dissimulation and disguise illustrates their practical, 
not their moral, value. 

The subsequent conversation, partly comic in narrative effect pre-
cisely because of its reiterated attempts at deception, underlines the 
point. Neither Lucy nor Elinor speaks her mind or her feelings. Both 
rely heavily on social forms to achieve personal ends. If they remain 
relatively transparent to one another, at least their disguise of propri-
ety protects them from any need openly to confront distressing feel-
ings or to engage in obvious conflict. Lucy’s purpose is to hurt and to 
triumph; Elinor wishes only to gain information and to guard herself. 
She therefore has some moral advantage, but her means resemble her 
opponent’s. 

1	 Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility, The Novels of Jane Austen, vol. 1, ed. R.W. 
Chapman, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), p. 145. Refer-
ences are to this edition.
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Through almost two-thirds of Sense and Sensibility, Elinor unfail-
ingly preserves social forms, employs behavior that rarely expresses 
her feelings directly, and sustains her emotional life behind a psychic 
screen largely constructed by good manners. Marianne, open about 
her every impulse and emotion, is perceived by the narrator as rep-
rehensible precisely in her openness. Her failure to preserve privacy 
entails her many lapses of decorum. She must learn to reform in both 
respects: to keep things to herself and to behave in socially mandated 
fashion. 

More than any other of Austen’s novels, Sense and Sensibility cre-
ates an elaborate structure of distinctions. Its somewhat schematic 
disposition of characters can be mapped in terms of often slight dis-
parities of value. Those among the cast of characters with a highly 
developed sense of privacy include Elinor, Colonel Brandon, and 
Edward. Lady Middleton provides an ambiguous case that furthers 
Austen’s project of subtle differentiation. She neither pries into the 
affairs of others nor gratuitously reveals her own; she accepts but 
does not share her husband’s need for constant company. Yet her lack 
of inner life implies that personal privacy would have little real mean-
ing for her. Devoid of any developed sense of privacy (though not 
necessarily of capacity for secrecy) are Marianne, Willoughby, Mrs 
Jennings, and Sir John Middleton, but they differ from one another 
in significant respects even on the matter of privacy. 

Yet another conduct-book may help to illuminate the situation of 
the Dashwood family. In 1743, a “Gentleman of Cambridge,” adapt-
ing a French conduct manual “to the Religion, Customs, and Man-
ners of the English Nation,” wrote: 

There are Rules for all our Actions, even down to Sleeping with 
a good Grace. Life is a continual Series of Operations, both of 
Body and Mind, which ought to be regulated and performed 
with the utmost Care, and of which the Success frequently 
depends upon those with whom we live and converse; who are 
too apt to put a good or bad Construction upon them, agreeable 
to their own way of thinking, or to the Disposition or Affection 
they have towards us.1

The world the Dashwoods inhabit still resembles that evoked in 
this statement—a world in which rules exist to govern all behavior, 

1	 Abbé d’Ancourt, The Lady’s Preceptor: or, A Letter to a Young Lady of Distinc-
tion upon Politeness. Taken from the French of the Abbé d’Ancourt, and Adapted 
to the Religion, Customs, and Manners of the English Nation, by a gentleman of 
Cambridge, 2nd ed. (London, 1743), pp. 8–9.
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but in which judgment depends less on those rules than on indi-
vidual interpretation. In such a social environment, deviation from 
the rules does not bring automatic condemnation: there is room for 
a Marianne, whose friends and relations will “put a good ... Con-
struction” on her actions. Yet the moralist’s account implies a more 
threatening large context: those beyond the immediate social circle 
may arrive at quite a different “Construction.” The safe course is to 
follow the rules. 

Marianne understands the discrepancy between her behavior and 
her sister’s as stemming from different attitudes towards the system 
of social rules. She scorns Elinor’s conformity and concern with the 
opinions of others. … [S]he assesses her own deviations from norms 
of social conduct as evidence of a free spirit. Her fundamental objec-
tion to the idea of social compliance stems from her conviction that 
such compliance would subordinate her will to the desires, assump-
tions, and standards of others. A true Romantic, not only in her pas-
sion for dead leaves but in her passionate individualism, she accepts 
her own sense of rightness as sufficient guide to conduct. 

Elinor, following a different path with no support from her fam-
ily, finds strength in social responsibility. Like the most serious 
eighteenth-century conduct-book writers, she assumes an identity 
between politeness and morality connected with the imperative of 
self-knowledge. Elinor’s better behavior than Marianne’s accompa-
nies a higher degree of self-understanding. Moreover, her effort to 
take account of the needs and feelings of others reveals exactly that 
“complaisance” and “delicacy” so highly valued in the eighteenth 
century. Yet, as the conversation with Lucy shows, she also under-
stands manners as pure artifice, means to a personal end. “Good 
girl” though she is, she possesses a healthy sense of self-preservation. 

As many readers have realized, Austen does not in fact endorse 
Elinor’s position entirely at the expense of Marianne’s. She makes 
Marianne an engaging figure, even if sober judgment cannot sanc-
tion her behavior. Her openness comprises part of her attractive-
ness. By comparison, Elinor can seem almost prudish, excessively 
controlled. Marianne expresses what she feels—not only her erotic 
response to Willoughby but her irritation with the Middletons, her 
annoyance when someone fails to admire her sister’s handiwork, her 
boredom at trivial conversation. Apparently abandoning personal 
privacy, accepting risks that Elinor could not bear, she demonstrates 
another kind of moral courage. 

… No crowds beset Elinor and Marianne in Devonshire, but Aus-
ten makes it clear that even a tiny society can threaten privacy. Mrs 
Jennings wants to know everything about everyone; Sir John assumes 
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the availability to view of every romance and all desire. For Marianne, 
other people’s prying impulses hardly matter while her relationship 
with Willoughby proceeds as she would have it. Everyone can see, 
everyone is free to know. If some—notably her sister—disapprove of 
her behavior, that fact does not matter either. Locked in her solipsis-
tic love (Willoughby, she believes, duplicates her every thought and 
feeling), Marianne finds the rest of the world irrelevant. She neither 
conforms to established social standards nor cares about conformist 
social judgments. Her risk-taking denies the power of the community. 

Elinor, in contrast, possesses not only a highly developed sense 
of privacy but marked sensitivity to social norms. She accepts the 
responsibility of covering up Marianne’s violations of decorum, con-
ducting gracious exchanges with vulgar Mrs Jennings while Marianne 
remains tangled in her own fantasies, creating conversations with the 
Steele sisters while Marianne ignores them, trying to atone to Colo-
nel Brandon for Marianne’s neglect of him. But she never reveals 
more than she should, about herself or her family. She respects other 
people’s privacy as well as her own, understanding, for instance, what 
it costs Colonel Brandon to reveal his early disastrous romance and 
preventing herself from making any effort to pry into the nature of 
Marianne’s commitment to Willoughby. 

Most notable, however, is Elinor’s preservation of her own privacy 
as she grieves over Edward’s defection, persuaded by Lucy Steele 
that the man who has appeared to court Elinor is in fact already com-
mitted to Lucy. As she explains after the fact, her failure to reveal her 
own suffering derives from her obligation to keep Lucy’s secret, but 
it also protects her family from grief and anxiety. Elinor upholds the 
established system of courtesy in keeping her suffering to herself, and 
she demonstrates the kind of social responsibility implicit in scru-
pulous preservation of one’s own as well as others’ privacy. If Elinor 
and her kind refuse to gratify the curiosity of such as Mrs Jennings, 
they also avoid inflicting their own anxieties on others. To keep one’s 
troubles to oneself is an act of graciousness as well as self-protection. 

Much in Sense and Sensibility buttresses this interpretation of 
Elinor’s relative taciturnity, beginning with the Dashwood wom-
en’s arrival at Barton Cottage, when “each for the sake of the others 
resolved to appear happy” (p. 28). The kind of privacy that consists 
in reserving feelings functions for the sake of others as much as for 
the self. Marianne learns this truth as a result of her emotional and 
physical suffering and makes herself worthy of reticent Colonel Bran-
don by trying not to inflict her pain on her family. The corresponding 
truth that Elinor must learn dramatizes the other side of the equa-
tion between privacy and courtesy. It acknowledges the danger of 
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keeping feeling within, the danger of apparent vapidity, of seeming 
like Lady Middleton, who feels only about her children and cares for 
no one, who therefore accepts no social responsibility. Unimportant 
in the plot, Lady Middleton fills an important place in the moral 
scheme of Sense and Sensibility. The fundamental principle of polite-
ness (and of the kind of privacy I have been describing) is, according 
to Hester Chapone, the “universal duty in society to consider others 
more than yourself.”1 But to follow this mandate literally risks the 
suppression of the kind of self-love that grounds the command to 
love one’s neighbours as oneself. As the character of Fanny Price in 
Mansfield Park demonstrates, Austen was fully alert to this risk. The 
union of social and moral propriety demands a fine balance between 
the claims of the self and of others, the balance that Elinor and Mar-
ianne variously learn to achieve. Convention can be employed for 
self-interest, yet the interests of the community, expressed in its con-
ventions, also threaten the fullness of the self. 

According to Austen, then, preserving one’s privacy, like other 
forms of good manners, helps to fulfil the individual’s responsibil-
ity towards others but may entail dangerous self-suppression. This 
novelist does not appear to worry much about social hypocrisy, that 
obsessive concern of earlier eighteenth-century writers. Rendering 
the superlatively hypocritical character of Lucy Steele, the narra-
tor expresses a casual contempt suggesting that Lucy embodies not 
common practices but a rare and reprehensible extreme. The moral 
anxiety of Sense and Sensibility focuses, rather, on the danger of social 
irresponsibility, particularly as a result of romantic solipsism, and the 
opposed danger of personal repression. 

The kind of privacy both Burney and Austen explore does not 
necessarily make itself recognizable to the observer, as retreating to a 
room of one’s own inevitably does. It consists in urgent inner retreat, 
in subtle forms of self-protection, in finding ways to be alone in com-
pany. Austen’s insistence that such psychic retirement serves social 
as well as personal ends co-exists with the consciousness she shares 
with Burney: that the claims of the social must accompany rather 
than replace those of the feeling individual. Both novelists demon-
strate the tension between subordinating oneself to the will of the 
community, as expressed in its social conventions, and using those 
conventions for personal purposes.2

(2000)

1	 Hester Chapone, Letters on the improvement of the Mind, in Female Education 
in the Age of Enlightenment (1773; London: William Pickering, 1996), 2:178. 

2	 In earlier form, this paper was delivered as a Morgan Lecture at Dickinson 
College.


