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d.w. harding

“Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of 
Jane Austen”

[D.W. Harding’s influential essay challenges the predominant early 
twentieth-century view of Austen’s novels as politely satirical cele-
brations of civility; he examines the more biting aspects of Austen’s 
satire, in which he sees evidence of a deeper objection to the “crude-
nesses and complacencies” that she observed in her society.]

The impression of Jane Austen which has filtered through to the 
reading public, down from the first-hand critics, through histories of 
literature, university courses, literary journalism and polite allusion, 
deters many who might be her best readers from bothering with her 
at all. How can this popular impression be described? In my experi-
ence the first idea to be absorbed from the atmosphere surrounding 
her work was that she offered exceptionally favorable openings to 
the exponents of urbanity. Gentlemen of an older generation than 
mine spoke of their intention of re-reading her on their deathbeds; 
Eric Linklater’s cultured Prime Minister in The Impregnable Women 
passes from surreptitious to abandoned reading of her novels as a 
national crisis deepens. With this there also came the impression that 
she provided a refuge for the sensitive when the contemporary world 
grew too much for them. So Beatrice Kean Seymour writes (Jane 
Austen): “In a society which has enthroned the machine-gun and car-
ried it aloft even into the quiet heavens, there will always be men and 
women—Escapist or not, as you please—who will turn to her novels 
with an unending sense of relief and thankfulness.”

I was given to understand that her scope was of course extremely 
restricted, but that within her limits she succeeded admirably in 
expressing the gentler virtues of a civilized social order. She could 
do this because she lived at a time when, as a sensitive person of 
culture, she could still feel that she had a place in society and could 
address the reading public as sympathetic equals; she might intro-
duce unpleasant people into her stories but she could confidently 
expose them to a public opinion that condemned them. Chiefly, so 
I gathered, she was a delicate satirist, revealing with inimitable light-
ness of touch the comic foibles and amiable weaknesses of the people 
whom she lived amongst and liked. 

All this was enough to make me quite certain I didn’t want to read 
her. And it is, I believe, a seriously misleading impression. Fragments 
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of the truth have been incorporated in it but they are fitted into a pat-
tern whose total effect is false. And yet the wide currency of this false 
impression is an indication of Jane Austen’s success in an essential 
part of her complex intention as a writer: her books are, as she meant 
them to be, read and enjoyed by precisely the sort of people whom 
she disliked; she is a literary classic of the society which attitudes like 
hers, held widely enough, would undermine. 

In order to enjoy her books without disturbance those who retain 
the conventional notion of her work must always have had slightly 
to misread what she wrote at a number of scattered points, points 
where she took good care (not wittingly perhaps) that the misread-
ing should be the easiest thing in the world. Unexpected astringen-
cies occur which the comfortable reader probably overlooks, or else 
passes by as slight imperfections, trifling errors of tone brought about 
by a faulty choice of words. Look at the passage in Northanger Abbey 
where Henry Tilney offers a solemn reprimand of Catherine’s fantas-
tic suspicions about his father: 

Dear Miss Morland, consider the dreadful nature of these suspi-
cions you have entertained. What have you been judging from? 
Remember the country and the age in which we live. Remember 
that we are English, that we are Christians. Consult your own 
understanding, your own sense of the probable, your own obser-
vation of what is passing around you. Does our education pre-
pare us for such atrocities? Do our laws connive at them? Could 
they be perpetrated without being known, in a country like this, 
where social and literary intercourse is on such a footing, and 
where roads and newspapers lay everything open?

Had the passage really been as I quote it nothing would have been 
out of tone. But I omitted a clause. The last sentence actually runs: 
“Could they be perpetrated without being known, in a country like 
this, 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 everything open?” “Where every 
man is surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies”—with 
its touch of paranoia that surprising remark is badly out of tune both 
with “Henry’s astonishing generosity and nobleness of conduct” and 
with the accepted idea of Jane Austen. 

Yet it comes quite understandably from someone of Jane Austen’s 
sensitive intelligence, living in her world of news and gossip inter-
changed amongst and around a large family. She writes to Cassandra 
(14 September 1804), “My mother is at this moment reading a letter 
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from my aunt. Yours to Miss Irvine of which she had had the perusal 
(which by the bye in your place I should not like) has thrown them 
into a quandary about Charles and his prospects. The case is that 
my mother had previously told my aunt, without restriction, that … 
whereas you had replied to Miss Irvine’s inquiries on the subject with 
less explicitness and more caution. Never mind, let them puzzle on 
together.” And when Fanny Knight (her niece) writes confidentially 
about her love affair, Jane Austen describes ruses she adopted to 
avoid having to read the letter to the family, and later implores Fanny 
to “write something that may do to be read or told” (30 November 
1814). 

Why is it that, holding the view she did of people’s spying, Jane 
Austen should slip it in amongst Henry Tilney’s eulogies of the age? 
By doing so she achieves two ends, ends which she may not have 
consciously aimed at. In such a speech from such a character the 
remark is unexpected and unbelievable, with the result that it is quite 
unlikely to be taken in at all by many readers; it slips through their 
minds without creating a disturbance. It gets said, but with the min-
imum risk of setting people’s backs up. The second end achieved by 
giving the remark such a context is that of off-setting it at once by 
more appreciative views of society and so refraining from indulging 
an exaggerated bitterness. The eulogy of the age is not nullified by 
the bitter clause, but neither can it wipe out the impression the clause 
makes on those who attend to it. 

One cannot say that here the two attitudes modify one another. 
The technique is too weak. Jane Austen can bring both attitudes into 
the picture but she had not at this point made one picture of them. 
In Persuasion she does something of the same kind more delicately. 
Miss Elliot’s chagrin at having failed to marry her cousin is being 
described in the terms of ordinary satire which invites the reading 
public to feel superior to Miss Elliot: 

There was not a baronet from A to Z whom her feelings could 
have so willingly acknowledged as an equal. Yet so miserably had 
he conducted himself, that though she was at this present time 
(the summer of 1814) wearing black ribbons for his wife, she 
could not admit him to be worth thinking of again. The disgrace 
of his first marriage might, perhaps, as there was no reason to 
suppose it perpetuated by offspring, have been got over, had he 
not done worse; 

At this point the satire suddenly directs itself against the public 
instead of Miss Elliot: 
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but he had, as by the accustomary intervention of kind friends 
they had been informed, spoken most disrespectfully of them all. 

In Emma the same thing is done still more effectively. Again Jane 
Austen seems to be on perfectly good terms with the public she is 
addressing and to have no reserve in offering the funniness and vir-
tues of Mr. Woodhouse and Miss Bates to be judged by the accepted 
standards of the public. She invites her readers to be just their natural 
patronizing selves. But this public that Jane Austen seems on such 
good terms with has some curious things said about it, not criticisms, 
but small notes of fact that are usually not made. They almost cer-
tainly go unnoticed by many readers, for they involve only the faint-
est change of tone from something much more usual and acceptable. 

When she says that Miss Bates “enjoyed a most uncommon degree 
of popularity for a woman neither young, handsome, rich, nor mar-
ried,” this is fairly conventional satire that any reading public would 
cheerfully admit in its satirist and chuckle over. But the next sentence 
must have to be mentally re-written by the greater number of Jane 
Austen’s readers. For them it probably runs, “Miss Bates stood in the 
very worst predicament in the world for having much of the public 
favour; and she had no intellectual superiority to make atonement to 
herself, or compel an outward respect from those who might despise 
her.” This, I suggest, is how most readers, lulled and disarmed by the 
amiable context, will soften what in fact reads, “and she had no intel-
lectual superiority to make atonement to herself, or frighten those 
who might hate her into outward respect.” Jane Austen was herself 
at this time “neither young, handsome, rich, nor married,” and the 
passage perhaps hints at the functions which her unquestioned intel-
lectual superiority may have had for her. 

This eruption of fear and hatred into the relationships of everyday 
social life is something that the urbane admirer of Jane Austen finds 
distasteful; it is not the satire of one who writes securely for the enter-
tainment of her civilized acquaintances. And it has the effect, for the 
attentive reader, of changing the flavour of the more ordinary satire 
amongst which it is embedded. 

Emma is especially interesting from this point of view. What is 
sometimes called its greater “mellowness” largely consists in saying 
quietly and undisguisedly things which in the earlier books were put 
more loudly but in the innocuous form of caricature. Take conversa-
tion for instance. Its importance and its high (though by no means 
supreme) social value are of course implicit in Jane Austen’s writings. 
But one should beware of supposing that a mind like hers therefore 
found the ordinary social intercourse of the period congenial and 
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satisfying. In Pride and Prejudice she offers an entertaining caricature 
of card-table conversation at Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s house. 

Their table was superlatively stupid. Scarcely a syllable was 
uttered that did not relate to the game, except when Mrs. Jen-
kinson expressed her fears of Miss de Bourgh’s being too hot or 
too cold, or having too much or too little light. A great deal more 
passed at the other table. Lady Catherine was generally speak-
ing—stating the mistakes of the three others, or relating some 
anecdote of herself. Mr. Collins was employed in agreeing to 
everything her ladyship said, thanking her for every fish he won, 
and apologising if he thought he won too many. Sir William did 
not say much. He was storing his memory with anecdotes and 
noble names. 

This invites the carefree enjoyment of all her readers. They can all 
feel superior to Lady Catherine and Mr. Collins. But in Emma the 
style changes: the talk at the Cole’s dinner party, a pleasant dinner 
party which the heroine enjoyed, is described as “the usual race of 
conversation; a few clever things said, a few downright silly, but by 
much the larger proportion neither the one nor the other—nothing 
worse than everyday remarks, dull repetitions, old news, and heavy 
jokes.” “Nothing worse!”—that phrase is typical. It is not mere sar-
casm by any means. Jane Austen genuinely valued the achievements 
of the civilization she lived within and never lost sight of the fact 
that there might be something vastly worse than the conversation she 
referred to. “Nothing worse” is a positive tribute to the decency, the 
superficial friendliness, the absence of the grosser forms of insolence 
and self-display at the dinner party. At least Mrs. Elton wasn’t there. 
And yet the effect of the comment, if her readers took it seriously 
would be that of a disintegrating attack upon the sort of social inter-
course they have established for themselves. It is not the comment of 
one who would have helped to make her society what it was, or ours 
what it is. 

To speak of this aspect of her work as “satire” is perhaps mis-
leading. She has none of the underlying didactic intention ordinarily 
attributed to the satirist. Her object is not missionary; it is the more 
desperate one of merely finding some mode of existence for her crit-
ical attitudes. To her the first necessity was to keep on reasonably 
good terms with the associates of her everyday life; she had a deep 
need for their affection and a genuine respect for the ordered, decent 
civilization that they upheld. And yet she was sensitive to their crude-
nesses and complacencies and knew that her real existence depended 
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on resisting many of the values they implied. The novels gave her a 
way out of this dilemma. This, rather than the ambition of entertain-
ing a posterity of urbane gentlemen, was her motive force in writing. 

As a novelist, therefore, part of her aim was to find the means for 
unobtrusive spiritual survival, without open conflict with the friendly 
people around her whose standards in simpler things she could accept 
and whose affection she greatly needed. She found, of course, that 
one of the most useful peculiarities of her society was its willingness 
to remain blind to the implications of a caricature. She found people 
eager to laugh at faults they tolerated in themselves and their friends, 
so long as the faults were exaggerated and the laughter “good-na-
tured”—so long, that is, as the assault on society could be regarded 
as a mock assault and not genuinely disruptive. Satire such as this is 
obviously a means not of admonition but of self-preservation. 

Hence one of Jane Austen’s most successful methods is to offer 
her readers every excuse for regarding as rather exaggerated fig-
ures of fun people whom she herself detests and fears. Mrs. Bennet, 
according to the Austen tradition, is one of “our” richly comic char-
acters about whom we can feel superior, condescending, perhaps a 
trifle sympathetic, and above all heartily amused and free from care. 
Everything conspires to make this the natural interpretation once you 
are willing to overlook Jane Austen’s bald and brief statement of her 
own attitude to her: “She was a woman of mean understanding, little 
information, and uncertain temper.” How many women among Jane 
Austen’s acquaintance and amongst her most complacent readers 
to the present day that phrase must describe! How gladly they enjoy 
the funny side of the situations Mrs. Bennet’s unpleasant nature cre-
ates, and how easy it is made for them to forget or never observe 
that Jane Austen, none the less for seeing how funny she is, goes on 
detesting her. The thesis that the ruling standards of our social group 
leave a perfectly comfortable niche for detestable people and give 
them sufficient sanction to persist, would, if it were argued seriously, 
arouse the most violent opposition, the most determined apologetics 
for things as they are, and the most reproachful pleas for a sense of 
proportion. 

Caricature served Jane Austen’s purpose perfectly. Under her 
treatment one can never say where caricature leaves off and the 
claim to serious portraiture begins. Mr. Collins is only given a tri-
fle more comic exaggeration than Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and 
by her standards is a possible human being. Lady Catherine in turn 
seems acceptable as a portrait if the criterion of verisimilitude is her 
nephew Mr. Darcy. And he, finally, although to some extent a cari-
cature, is near enough natural portraiture to stand beside Elizabeth 
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Bennet, who, like all the heroines, is presented as an undistorted 
portrait. The simplest comic effects are gained by bringing the car-
icatures into direct contact with the real people, as in Mr. Collins’s 
visit to the Bennets and his proposal to Elizabeth. But at the same 
time one knows that, though [from] some easy points of view [he is a] 
caricature, in other directions he does, by easy stages, fit into the real 
world. He is real enough to Mrs. Bennet; and she is real enough to 
Elizabeth to create a situation of real misery for her when she refuses. 
Consequently the proposal scene is not only comic fantasy, but it is 
also, for Elizabeth, a taste of the fantastic nightmare in which eco-
nomic and social institutions have such power over the values of per-
sonal relationships that the comic monster is nearly able to get her. 

The implications of her caricatures as criticism of real people in 
real society is brought out in the way they dovetail into their social 
setting. The decent, stodgy Charlotte puts up cheerfully with Mr. 
Collins as a husband; and Elizabeth can never quite become rec-
onciled to the idea that her friend is the wife of her comic monster. 
And that, of course, is precisely the sort of idea that Jane Austen 
herself could never grow reconciled to. The people she hated were 
tolerated, accepted, comfortably ensconced in the only human soci-
ety she knew; they were, for her, society’s embarrassing unconscious 
comment on itself. A recent writer on Jane Austen, Elizabeth Jenkins, 
puts forward the polite and more comfortable interpretation in sup-
posing Charlotte’s marriage to be explained solely by the impossi-
bility of young women’s earning their own living at that period. But 
Charlotte’s complaisance goes deeper than that: it is shown as a con-
sidered indifference to personal relationships when they conflict with 
cruder advantages in the wider social world: 

	 She had always felt that Charlotte’s opinion of matrimony 
was not exactly like her own, but she could not have supposed it 
possible that, when called into action, she would have sacrificed 
every better feeling to worldly advantage. 

We know too, at the biographical level, that Jane Austen herself, in a 
precisely similar situation to Charlotte’s, spent a night of psycholog-
ical crisis in deciding to revoke her acceptance of an “advantageous” 
proposal made the previous evening. And her letters to Fanny Knight 
show how deep her convictions went at this point. 

It is important to notice that Elizabeth makes no break with her 
friend on account of the marriage. This was the sort of friend—“a 
friend disgracing herself and sunk in her esteem”—that went to 
make up the available social world which one could neither escape 
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materially nor be independent of psychologically. The impossibility 
of being cut off from objectionable people is suggested more subtly 
in Emma, where Mrs. Elton is the highlight of the pervasive neglect 
of spiritual values in social life. One can hardly doubt that Jane Aus-
ten’s own dealings with society are reflected in the passage where Mr. 
Weston makes the error of inviting Mrs. Elton to join the picnic party 
which he and Emma have planned: 

Emma could not but feel some surprise, and a little displeas-
ure, on hearing from Mr. Weston that he had been proposing to 
Mrs. Elton, as her brother and sister had failed her, that the two 
parties should unite, and go together, and that as Mrs. Elton had 
very readily acceded to it, so it was to be, if she had no objec-
tion. Now, as her objection was nothing but her very great dislike 
of Mrs. Elton, of which Mr. Weston must already be perfectly 
aware, it was not worth bringing forward; it could not be done 
without a reproof to him, which would be giving pain to his 
wife; and she found herself, therefore, obliged to consent to an 
arrangement which she would have done a great deal to avoid; 
an arrangement which would, probably, expose her even to the 
degradation of being said to be of Mrs. Elton’s party! Every feel-
ing was offended; and the forbearance of her outward submission 
left a heavy arrear due to secret severity in her reflections, on the 
unmanageable goodwill of Mr. Weston’s temper. 
	 “I am glad you approve of what I have done,” said he, very 
comfortably. “But I thought you would. Such schemes as these 
are nothing without numbers. One cannot have too large a party. 
A large party secures its own amusement. And she is a good-na-
tured woman after all. One could not leave her out.” 
	 Emma denied none of it aloud, and agreed to none of it in 
private.

This well illustrates Jane Austen’s typical dilemma: of being 
intensely critical of people to whom she also has strong emotional 
attachments. 

The social group having such ambivalence for her, it is not sur-
prising if her conflict should find some outlets not fully within her 
conscious control. To draw attention to these, however, is not to 
suggest that they lessen the value of her conscious intention and its 
achievements. 

The chief instance is the fascination she found in the Cinderella 
theme, the Cinderella theme with the fairy godmother omitted. For 
in Jane Austen’s treatment the natural order of things manages to 
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reassert the heroine’s proper pre-eminence without the intervention 
of any human or quasi-human helper. In this respect she allies the 
Cinderella theme to another fairy-tale theme which is often intro-
duced—that of the princess brought up by unworthy parents but 
never losing the delicate sensibilities which are an inborn part of 
her. This latter theme appears most explicitly in Mansfield Park, the 
unfinished story of The Watsons, and, with some softening, in Pride 
and Prejudice. The contrast between Fanny Price’s true nature and 
her squalid home at Portsmouth is the clearest statement of the idea, 
but in the first four of the finished novels the heroine’s final posi-
tion is, even in the worldly sense, always above her reasonable social 
expectations by conventional standards, but corresponding to her 
natural worth. 

To leave it at this, however, would be highly misleading. It is the 
development which occurs in her treatment of the Cinderella theme 
that most rewards attention. In Northanger Abbey, Sense and Sensi-
bility and Pride and Prejudice it is handled simply; the heroine is in 
some degree isolated from those around her by being more sensitive 
or of finer moral insight or sounder judgment, and her marriage to 
the handsome prince at the end is in the nature of a reward for being 
different from the rest and a consolation for the distresses entailed by 
being different. This is true even of Northanger Abbey in spite of the 
grotesque error of judgment that Catherine Morland is guilty of and 
has to renounce. For here Jane Austen was interested not so much in 
the defect in her heroine’s judgment as in the absurdly wide currency 
of the “gothick” tradition that entrapped her. Catherine throws off 
her delusion almost as something external to herself. And this is so 
glaring that Jane Austen seems to have been uncomfortable about 
it: in describing it she resorts to a rather factitious semi-detachment 
from her heroine. 

Her mind made up on these several points, and her resolution 
formed, of always judging and acting in future with the greatest 
good sense, and had nothing to do but to forgive herself and be 
happier than ever; and the lenient hand of time did much for her 
by insensible gradations in the course of another day. 

In Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice the heroines are still 
nearer perfection and even the handsome princes have faults to over-
come before all is well. Immediately after her final reconciliation with 
Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth Bennet is tempted to laugh at his over-confi-
dent direction of his friend Bingley’s love affair, “but she checked 
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herself. She remembered that he had yet to learn to be laughed at, 
and it was rather too early to begin.” 

To put the point in general terms, the heroine of these early novels 
is herself the criterion of sound judgment and good feeling. She may 
claim that her values are sanctioned by good breeding and a religious 
civilization, but in fact none of the people she meets represents those 
values so effectively as she does herself. She is never in submissive 
alliance with the representatives of virtue and good feeling in her 
social world—there is only a selective alliance with certain aspects 
of their characters. The social world may have material power over 
her, enough to make her unhappy, but it hasn’t the power that comes 
from having created or moulded her, and it can claim no credit for 
her being what she is. In this sense the heroine is independent of 
those about her and isolated from them. She has only to be herself. 

The successful handling of this kind of theme and this heroine 
brought Jane Austen to the point where a development became psy-
chologically possible. The hint of irrationality underlying the earlier 
themes could be brought nearer the light. She could begin to admit 
that even a heroine must owe a great deal of her character and values 
to the social world in which she had been moulded, and, that being 
so, could hardly be quite so solitary in her excellence as the earlier 
heroines are. The emphasis hitherto has been almost entirely on the 
difference between the heroine and the people about her. But this 
was to slight the reality of her bond with the ordinary “good” people; 
there was more to be said for the fundamentals of virtue and seem-
liness than she had been implying. And so, after the appearance of 
Pride and Prejudice, she wrote to Cassandra, “Now I will try and write 
of something else, and it shall be a complete change of subject—ordi-
nation” (29 January 1813). 

This sets the tone of Mansfield Park, the new novel. Here her 
emphasis is on the deep importance of the conventional virtues, of 
civilized seemliness, decorum and sound religious feeling. These 
become the worthy objects of the heroine’s loyalties; and they so 
nearly comprise the whole range of her values that Fanny Price is the 
least interesting of all the heroines. For the first time, Jane Austen 
sets the heroine in submissive alliance with the conventionally virtu-
ous people of the story, Sir Thomas and Edmund. Mistaken though 
these pillars of society may in some respects be, the heroine’s proper 
place is at their side; their standards are worthy of a sensitive person’s 
support and complete allegiance. 

It is a novel in which Jane Austen pays tribute to the virtuous fun-
damentals of her upbringing, ranging herself with those whom she 
considers right on the simpler and more obvious moral issues, and 



regulated hatred: an aspect of the work of jane austen  11

withdrawing her attention—relatively at least—from the finer details 
of living in which they may disturb her. She allies herself with virtues 
that are easy to appreciate and reasonably often met with. The result, 
as one would expect, is a distinct tendency to priggishness. And, of 
course, the book was greatly liked. “Mr. H[aden] is reading Mans-
field Park for the first time and prefers it to P. and P.” (26 November 
1815). “Mr. Cook [himself a clergyman] says ‘it is the most sensi-
ble novel he ever read,’ and the manner in which I treat the clergy 
delights them very much” (14 June 1814). Compared with Mansfield 
Park, Jane Austen is afraid that Emma will appear “inferior in good 
sense” (11 December 1815). It was after reading Mansfield Park, 
moreover, that the pompously self-satisfied Librarian to the Prince 
Regent offered her, almost avowedly, his own life story as the basis 
for a novel about an English clergyman. He must have been one of 
the first of the admirer-victims who have continued to enjoy her work 
to this day. And her tactful and respectful reply (“The comic part of 
the character I might be equal to, but not the good, the enthusiastic, 
the literary”) illustrates admirably her capacity for keeping on good 
terms with people without too great treachery to herself. 

The priggishness of Mansfield Park is the inevitable result of the 
curiously abortive attempt at humility that the novel represents. 
Although it involves the recognition that heroines are not spontane-
ously generated but owe much of their personality to the established 
standards of their society, and perfection of the heroine is still not 
doubted. And so the effort towards humility becomes in effect the 
exclamation, “Why, some of the very good people are nearly as good 
as I am and really do deserve my loyalty!”

There is no external evidence that Jane Austen was other than 
highly satisfied with Mansfield Park, which is, after all, in many ways 
interesting and successful. But its reductio ad absurdum of the Cin-
derella theme and the foundling princess theme could hardly have 
been without effect. This, I think, is already visible in the last chapter, 
which, with its suggestion of a fairy-tale winding up of the various 
threads of the story, is ironically perfunctory. For instance: 

I purposely abstain from dates on this occasion, that every one 
may be at liberty to fix their own, aware that the cure of uncon-
querable passions, and the transfer of unchanging attachments, 
must vary much as to time in different people. I only entreat 
everybody to believe that exactly at the time when it was quite 
natural that it should be so, and not a week earlier, Edmund did 
cease to care about Miss Crawford, and became as anxious to 
marry Fanny as Fanny herself could desire. 
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And Sir Thomas’s “high sense of having realised a great acquisi-
tion in the promise of Fanny for a daughter, formed just such a con-
trast with his early opinion on the subject when the poor little girl’s 
coming had first been agitated, as time is for ever producing between 
the plans and decisions of mortals, for their own instruction and their 
neighbours’ entertainment.”

Whether or not Jane Austen realized what she had been doing, at 
all events the production of Mansfield Park enabled her to go on next 
to the extraordinary achievement of Emma, in which a much more 
complete humility is combined with the earlier unblinking attention 
to people as they are. The underlying argument has a different trend. 
She continues to see that the heroine has derived from the people 
and conditions around her, but she now keeps clearly in mind the 
objectionable features of those people; and she faces the far bolder 
conclusion that even a heroine is likely to have assimilated many of 
the more unpleasant possibilities of the human being in society. And 
it is not that society has spoilt an originally perfect girl who now has 
to recover her pristine good sense, as it was with Catherine Morland, 
but that the heroine has not yet achieved anything like perfection and 
is actually going to learn a number of serious lessons from some of 
the people she lives with. 

Consider in the first place the treatment here of the two favourite 
themes of the earlier novels. The Cinderella theme is now relegated 
to the sub-heroine, Jane Fairfax. Its working out involves the discom-
fiture of the heroine, who in this respect is put into the position of 
one of the ugly sisters. Moreover the Cinderella procedure is shown 
in the light of a social anomaly, rather a nuisance and requiring the 
excuse of unusual circumstances. 

The associated theme of the child brought up in humble circum-
stances whose inborn nature fits her for better things is frankly paro-
died and deflated in the story of Harriet Smith, the illegitimate child 
whom Emma tries to turn into a snob. In the end, with the insignifi-
cant girl cheerfully married to a deserving farmer, “Harriet’s parent-
age became known. She proved to be the daughter of a tradesman, 
rich enough to afford her the comfortable maintenance which had 
ever been hers, and decent enough to have always wished for con-
cealment. Such was the blood of gentility which Emma had formerly 
been so ready to vouch for!”

Thus the structure of the narrative expresses a complete change 
in Jane Austen’s outlook on the heroine in relation to others. And 
the story no longer progresses towards her vindication or consola-
tion; it consists in her gradual, humbling self-enlightenment. Emma’s 
personality includes some of the tendencies and qualities that Jane 
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Austen most disliked—self-complacency, for instance, malicious 
enjoyment in prying into embarrassing private affairs, snobbery, and 
a weakness for meddling in other people’s lives. But now, instead of 
being attributed in exaggerated form of a character distanced into 
caricature, they occur in the subtle form given them by someone who 
in many ways had admirably fine standards. 

We cannot say that in Emma Jane Austen abandons the Cinderella 
story. She so deliberately inverts it that we ought to regard Emma as 
a bold variant of the theme and a further exploration of its underly-
ing significance for her. In Persuasion she goes back to the Cinderella 
situation in its most direct and simple form, but develops a vitally 
important aspect of it that she had previously avoided. This is the 
significance for Cinderella of her idealized dead mother. 

Most children are likely to have some conflict of attitude towards 
their mother, finding her in some respects an ideal object of love 
and in others an obstacle to their wishes and a bitter disappoint-
ment. For a child such as Jane Austen who actually was in many 
ways more sensitive and able than her mother, one can understand 
that this conflict may persist in some form for a very long time. Now 
one of the obvious appeals of the Cinderella story, as of all stories of 
wicked stepmothers, is that it resolves the ambivalence of the mother 
by the simple plan of splitting her in two: the ideal mother is dead 
and can be adored without risk of disturbance; the living mother 
is completely detestable and can be hated whole-heartedly without 
self-reproach.1

In her early novels Jane Austen consistently avoided dealing with 
a mother who could be a genuinely intimate friend of her daughter. 
Lady Susan, of the unfinished novel, is her daughter’s enemy. In Nort-
hanger Abbey the mother is busy with the household and the younger 
children. In Sense and Sensibility she herself has to be guided and kept 
in hand by her daughter’s sounder judgment. In Pride and Prejudice 
she is Mrs. Bennet. In Mansfield Park she is a slattern whom the hero-
ine only visits once in the course of the novel. In Emma the mother is 
dead and Miss Taylor, her substitute, always remains to some extent 
the promoted governess. This avoidance may seem strange, but it 
can be understood as the precaution of a mind which, although in 
the Cinderella situation, is still too sensitive and honest to offer as a 
complete portrait the half-truth of the idealized dead mother. 

But in Persuasion she does approach the problem which is latent 
here. She puts her heroine in the Cinderella setting, and so heightens 

1	 This is, needless to say, only a very small part of the unconscious significance 
which such stories may have for a reader. Most obviously it neglects the rela-
tionships of the stepmother and the heroine to the father.
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her need for affection. And then in Lady Russell she provides a god-
mother, not fairy but human, with whom Anne Elliot can have much 
the relationship of a daughter with a greatly loved, but humanly pos-
sible, mother. Jane Austen then goes on to face the implications of 
such a relationship—and there runs through the whole story a lament 
for seven years’ loss of happiness owing to Anne’s having yielded to 
her godmother’s persuasion. 

The novel opens with her being completely convinced of the 
wrongness of the advice she received, and yet strongly attached 
to Lady Russell still and unable to blame her. Her attitude is, and 
throughout the book remains, curiously unresolved. “She did not 
blame Lady Russell, she did not blame herself, for having been 
guided by her; but she felt that were any young person in similar 
circumstances to apply to her for counsel, they would never receive 
any of such certain immediate wretchedness, such uncertain future 
good.” But for all that the rest of the book shows Anne repeatedly 
resisting fresh advice from her godmother and being completely vin-
dicated in the upshot. 

This might mean that Anne was a repetition of the earlier hero-
ines, detached by her good sense and sound principles from the infe-
rior standards of those about her. That would be true of her relations 
with her father and eldest sister. But she had no such easy detach-
ment from her godmother. Lady Russell was near enough to the ideal 
mother to secure Anne’s affection, to make her long for the comfort 
of yielding to her judgment. This satisfaction—the secure submission 
to a parent who seems completely adequate—was denied Anne by 
her superior judgment. She was strong enough to retain the insight 
that separated her from Lady Russell—they never mentioned the epi-
sode in the years that followed and neither knew what the other felt 
about it—but she never came to feel her partial detachment from 
her as anything but a loss. Nor could she ever regret having yielded 
to Lady Russell’s advice, even though she regretted that the advice 
had been so mistaken. At the end of the story, reverting to the old 
dilemma, she tells the lover whom she has now regained: 

I have been thinking over the past, and trying to judge of the 
right and wrong—I mean with regard to myself; and I must 
believe that I was right, much as I suffered from it—that I was 
perfectly right in being guided by the friend whom you will love 
better than you do now. To me, she was in the place of a parent. 
Do not mistake me, however. I am not saying that she did not 
err in her service. It was, perhaps, one of those cases in which 
advice is good or bad only as the event decides and for myself, I 
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certainly never should, in any circumstances of tolerable similar-
ity, give such advice. But I mean that I was right in submitting 
to her, and that if I had done otherwise, I should have suffered 
more in continuing the engagement than I did even in giving it 
up, because I should have suffered in my conscience. 

It is in Persuasion that Jane Austen fingers what is probably the 
tenderest spot for those who identify themselves with Cinderella: she 
brings the idealized mother back to life and admits that she is no 
nearer to perfection than the mothers of acute and sensitive children 
generally are. 

This attempt to suggest a slightly different emphasis in the read-
ing of Jane Austen is not offered as a balanced appraisal of her work. 
It is deliberately lop-sided, neglecting the many points at which the 
established view seems adequate. I have tried to underline one or two 
features of her work that claim the sort of readers who sometimes 
miss her—those who would turn to her not for relief and escape but 
as a formidable ally against things and people which were to her, and 
still are, hateful. 

ADDENDUM
Mansfield Park and “Ordination”

Editorial note: What follows is part of a letter in which D.W.H. sets out his 
reason for revising the opinion expressed on this issue in the forgoing paper. 
He noted elsewhere that if the 1940 paper was to be reprinted this “error” 
must be corrected; in accordance with the spirit of that note the relevant 
part of the letter is appended here. 

Dr. R.W. Chapman has pointed out (Facts and Problems) that it is 
difficult to understand the letter (29 January 1813) in which Jane 
Austen tells Cassandra, after describing the publication of Pride and 
Prejudice, that she will now try to write of something else, and it shall 
be ordination. Like many people, I had at first taken it to indicate her 
intention to embark on Mansfield Park. But in fact she had already 
written more than half of it and Cassandra had read the draft, as Dr. 
Chapman shows. None the less, in indexing the Letters he implies 
that the “change” is from the subject-matter of Pride and Prejudice to 
the subject-matter of Mansfield Park. I think now that the sentence 
has been misapplied. It refers not to her novel writing but to what 
she is writing in this very letter. She has written about the publica-
tion of Pride and Prejudice at which is for her great length, taking up 
half the letter on a topic that might seem egotistical. She breaks off 
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abruptly with what amounts to a tacit apology, and I take it that in 
reading the sentence we should emphasize “will”: “Now I will try to 
write of something else, & it shall be a complete change of subject—
ordination—I am glad to find your enquiries have ended so well.” We 
know from the previous letter that at this time she had got at least as 
far as Volume II, Chapter VII in Mansfield Park. In Chapter VIII she 
goes on to deal with Edmund’s decision to stay with a friend near 
Peterborough and “receive ordination in the course of the Christmas 
week.” She had evidently asked Cassandra, who was visiting James, 
their clergyman brother, to settle some point connected with ordina-
tion. Dr. Chapman supposes that the enquiries may have been about 
the disposal of livings, but from the punctuation it seems likelier that 
ordination was the subject. And it was the subject of Jane Austen’s 
new departure in her letter, not the subject of Mansfield Park. 

(1940; 1998 (addendum))


