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Emma (1816) 
Jane Austen (1775-1817) 

Key Points 

 

 Austen 
o Austen had two marriage proposals: the first one didn’t work out and the second was 

rejected by her 
o Austen died at the age of 41 of Addison’s disease 
o Austen received popular recognition as a novelist posthumously 

 Austen’s place in literature: 
o Main problem in placing Austen’s works within the literary scene: She wrote during the 

Romantic period, when most major writers were concerned with a very different set of 
interests and values. Romantic poets confronted the hopes and failures of the French 
Revolution and formulated new literary values centered on individual freedom, passion, and 
intensity. In comparison, Austen’s detailed examination of the rules of etiquette and 
decorum that govern social relationships, and her insistence that reason and moderation 
are necessary checks on feeling, make her seem out of step with the literary times.  One 
way to understand Austen’s place in literary history is to think of her as part of the earlier 
eighteenth century, the Age of Reason, when literature was associated with wit, poise, and 
propriety. Her novels certainly belong to an eighteenth-century genre, the comedy of 
manners, which examines the behavior of men and women of a single social class. 

 Themes in Austen’s novels: 
o Austen shuns the artistic and political movements of her time 
o Austen’s novels are mainly gentle satires on village life 
o Austen’s novels are mainly about the rituals of courtship and marriage 

 Austen’s feminism: 
o In a social environment that prohibits any signs of emotions on a woman’s part, a woman 

would be considered a feminist if she called for moderation in matters of courtship and 
marriage. 

o While reading Emma it is interesting to consider to what extent Austen accepts or questions 
the idea that marriage represents a woman’s maturity and fulfillment. 

 Points to consider about the novel: 
o Comedy of manners 
o Domestic realism 
o How can a character as intelligent as Emma be so wrong? 
o Do you sympathize with or criticize Emma? 
o Is the ending happy or ironic? 
o What was a governess and what was the nature of her job? 
o What were the ideal characteristics of a suitor in Austen’s time? 
o What social function did a ball serve in Austen’s time? 
o Class distinction plays an important role in social relationships, particularly marriage. 
o What is the meaning of a gentleman?  After they run into Mr. Martin on one of their walks, 

Emma encourages Harriet to compare his manners with those of the gentlemen they know, 
praising Mr. Elton’s manners as particularly genteel. 

o What was valued in a lady and a gentleman in the marriage market at the time?  According 
to this novel, the most important quality is “good sense”.  But in reality it valued superficial 
qualities: beauty, position and wealth. 

o 20 years old, lives in the village of Highbury, fond of match making and believes that she 
will never get married.  She is beautiful, intelligent and has an affectionate father.  Her two 
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demerits are she is spoiled and she thinks too well of herself (she is too self-confident).  
Her mother died when she was a child, but her governess, Miss Taylor, provided a 
motherly and friendly affection.  Her sister, Isabella, got married to John Knightley (and 
becomes Mrs. Knightley, of course) and moved to London.  Emma is also class-conscious 
and manipulative.   

o Living in a small village in Austen’s time creates a sense of alienation and loneliness.  In 
those days, there was no electricity and very few neighbors.  Emma felt very lonely after 
her governess left.  The only social media people had in those days was dinner parties and 
balls.  Imagine too the excitement in the village when there is a visitor.  Everyone wanted to 
know who he/she is and where he/she comes from. 

o Her matchmaking efforts successfully led to the marriage of her governess to Mr. Weston, 
a village widower.  So as the novel begins, Miss Taylor left Hartfield, Emma’s estate, to 
marry Mr. Weston (becoming Mrs. Weston, of course) and live with him at Randalls, his 
small estate. 

o When the Woodhouses give a dinner party, one of the guests is Mrs. Goddard, the mistress 
of a local school.  Mrs. Goddard brings with her Harriet Smith, who is one of her boarders 
and whose parentage is unknown.  Emma and Harriet become friends.  Emma convinces 
Harriet to climb the social ladder by marrying a gentleman and now takes it upon herself to 
find an eligible match for her. 

o The narrator says that Miss Taylor is a soft governess and this softness gave Emma a lot of 
freedom, such as her freedom to select her friends (as when she selected Harriet for a 
friend).  The narrator, perhaps ironically, states that Emma may have needed a stricter and 
more authoritative governess.  The only two reasons why Emma selected Harriet as a 
friend is Harriet’s good looks and Harriet’s admiration of Emma.  The two girls are not a 
match, since Harriet is not intelligent as Emma.  Subconsciously, Emma loves Harriet 
because Harriet’s admiration and respect flirt Emma’s ego and because Harriet is passive 
and willing to be guided and this fits Emma’s desire to lead and control.  Mr. Knightley tells 
Mrs. Weston in a conversation between them in Chapter 5 that he does not approve of the 
friendship between Emma and Harriet because Harriet’s flattery will fatten Emma’s self-
confidence and Emma plans will injure Harriet happiness by taking her out of her natural 
social habitat and giving her false hopes.  Mrs. Weston, however, disagrees and says that 
Emma feels lonely and needs a friend.  It is worth mentioning here that Knightley tells Mrs. 
Weston that perhaps falling in love is what will do Emma good. 

o Although Harriet is poor, Emma asks her to reject the proposal of Robert Martin, a well-to-
do farmer, whom she loves, and wants her to marry a gentleman like Mr. Elton, the village 
vicar. 

o Referring to Robert Martin, Emma says, ““The yeomanry [the class of farmers who hold 
land under long- term leases] are precisely the order of people with whom I feel I can have 
nothing to do. A degree or two lower, and a creditable appearance might interest me; I 
might hope to be useful to their families in some way or another.”” 

o In Chapter 6, Mr. Elton praises the graces that Harriet has gained in Emma’s company, and 
he quickly seconds Emma’s idea to paint a watercolor portrait of Harriet. As Emma paints, 
Mr. Elton is only too attentive to her progress, and though Mrs. Weston and Mr. Knightley 
point out that Emma has exaggerated Harriet’s beauty, Mr. Elton emphatically praises the 
portrait’s likeness. He volunteers to take the watercolor to London to be framed. All the 
while, Emma continues to believe that Mr. Elton’s enthusiasm is for Harriet, though Mr. 
Elton makes comments on Emma’s skill in rendering and improving on the beautiful 
subject. 

o In Chapter 7, Harriet receives a letter from Mr. Martin proposing marriage and goes directly 
to Emma to seek advice.  When Emma treats her coldly, Harriet realizes that Emma does 
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not favor the proposal, so Harriet tells her she will reject the proposal.  Emma immediately 
congratulates her friend on having made the right decision and points out that if Harriet had 
accepted him, then Emma would no longer be able to be her friend.  Then both young 
ladies write a rejection letter. 

o After a party in Chapter 15, Emma finds herself alone in one of the carriages with Mr. Elton. 
He immediately declares his love for her and proposes. Hoping that he is merely drunk, 
Emma attempts to remind him that Harriet is the true object of his affections. Astonished, 
Elton assures Emma that he has never been interested in Harriet. Moreover, he is 
convinced that Emma has known of and encouraged his sentiments. Emma sharply 
rebukes him and refuses his proposal, and the two travel the remainder of the journey in 
angry silence. 

o In Chapter 16, Emma realizes that Harriet’s feelings for Elton are due mostly to Emma’s 
own encouragement. She decides she need not pity Elton, because the artificiality of his 
addresses suggests that he was more interested in her fortune than in herself. She realizes 
that both of the Knightley brothers have been right about Elton and that she has been 
wrong all along. Emma vows to give up matchmaking, but she cannot stop herself from 
searching for a new suitor for Harriet.  Chapter 16 is remarkable because, unlike most of 
the novel’s other chapters, it deals almost exclusively with Emma’s thoughts and feelings, 
her inner life. On the whole, Emma seems to have gained a measure of understanding, but 
the narrator has provided hints that she has more to learn. We see her grow in humility and 
selflessness as, shaken by Elton’s proposal, she thinks that she would have gladly 
undergone an even greater blow to her ego, if only she could have avoided hurting Harriet. 
In addition to increased self-understanding, Emma shows an increased understanding of 
Elton’s character as “proud, assuming, conceited; very full of his own claims, and little 
concerned about the feelings of others.” 

o Mr. Knightley is the novel’s most reliable mouthpiece for Austen’s views of Emma. His 
discussion of Emma shows that he genuinely cares for her but views her as a child lacking 
sense and understanding rather than as an equal. He believes that Emma has been 
“spoiled by being the cleverest of her family” but respects her stubbornness and 
independence. He also admits that though Emma is very pretty, she is not vain about her 
looks; “her vanity lies another way.” 

o Under Emma’s influence, Harriet is infatuated with Mr. Elton, but Emma’s plan goes wrong 
when she finds out that he is in love with her, not with Harriet.  He feels insulted when 
Emma tells him that Harriet is his match, so he leaves the village, goes to Bath and gets 
married there to a girl. 

o Mr. Knightley, a resident of Highbury, Isabella’s brother-in-law and Emma’s treasured 
friend, watches Emma’s matchmaking efforts with a critical eye.  He sees Martin as a 
suitable match for Harriet and accuses Emma of meddling. 

o Emma now tries to find another match for Harriet.  A new visitor in Highbury, Frank 
Churchill, Mr. Weston’s son from his first marriage, who was raised by his aunt and uncle in 
London.  Emma tells Harriet that he is a great match, although she actually knows nothing 
about him. 

o Mr. Knightley again warns Emma and is suspicious about Frank especially after Frank 
rushes back to London merely to have his hair cut. 

o Jane Fairfax is another addition to the Highbury community.  Jane’s parents died when she 
was three.  She lived with her aunt, Mrs. Bates, who is a friend of Mr. Woodhouse’s.  Jane 
has decided to become a governess in order to secure an income.  Mrs. Bates is a widow 
who lives in Highbury with her daughter (Miss Bates).  Emma finds the Bateses very boring.  
Emma treats Jane coldly and is jealous of her beauty and accomplishment.  Emma dislikes 
Jane’s reserve. 
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o Mr. Knightley chides Emma for her dislike towards Jane.  He defends Jane, saying that she 
deserves compassion because, unlike Emma, she has no independent fortune and must 
soon leave home to work as a governess. 

o Emma, however, finds Frank delightful and notices that his charms are directed mainly 
toward her. Though she plans to discourage these charms, she finds herself flattered and 
engaged in a flirtation with the young man.  Everyone assumes that Frank and Emma are 
forming an attachment, though Emma soon dismisses Frank as a potential suitor and 
imagines him as a match for Harriet. 

o At a village ball, Knightley earns Emma’s approval by offering to dance with Harriet, who 
has just been humiliated by Mr. Elton and his new wife. 

o Frank saves Harriet from Gypsy beggars. 
o When Harriet tells Emma that she has fallen in love with a man above her social position, 

Emma believes that she means Frank. 
o Knightley begins to suspect that Frank and Jane have a secret affair, and he attempts to 

warn Emma. Emma laughs at Knightley’s suggestion and loses Knightley’s approval when 
she flirts with Frank and insults Miss Bates, a kindhearted spinster and Jane’s aunt, at a 
picnic. When Knightley reprimands Emma, she weeps. 

o News comes that Frank’s aunt has died, and this event paves the way for an unexpected 
revelation that slowly solves the mysteries. Frank and Jane have been secretly engaged; 
his attentions to Emma have been a screen to hide his true preference. With his aunt’s 
death and his uncle’s approval, Frank can now marry Jane, the woman he loves. 

o Emma worries that Harriet will be crushed, but she soon discovers that it is Knightley, not 
Frank, who is the object of Harriet’s affection. Harriet believes that Knightley shares her 
feelings. Emma finds herself upset by Harriet’s revelation, and her distress forces her to 
realize that she is in love with Knightley. 

o Emma expects Knightley to tell her he loves Harriet, but, to her delight, Knightley declares 
his love for Emma. Harriet is soon comforted by a second proposal from Robert Martin, 
which she accepts. The novel ends with the marriage of Harriet and Mr. Martin and that of 
Emma and Mr. Knightley, resolving the question of who loves whom after all. 

o The narrator is omniscient, uses irony at times, criticizes Emma and sometimes sides with 
her. 

o Austen is known for using a narrative technique called “free indirect discourse”.  According 
to this technique, the narrator from time to time takes up the protagonist’s point of view (or 
the point of view of any character) and expresses that point of view in the character’s 
language but without using quotation marks.  The purpose of using this technique is to 
create irony, because the narrator seems to be approving of the character’s view but in fact 
is criticizing it.  An example is when the narrator refers to how Emma believes that since 
Harriet is pretty and admires Emma, she (Harriet) has “good sense.” 

o Austen uses subtext.  This means the sentences mean something to a character but at the 
same time carry more meaning to another character or to the reader.  For example, when 
Emma tells Harriet that if he gets married, his wife would be too inferior to befriend Harriet.  
She is indirectly telling Harriet to reject Martin’s proposal.  Emma says to Harriet, “I wish 
you may not get into a scrape, Harriet, when ever [Mr. Martin] does marry—I mean as to 
being acquainted with his wife … it does not follow that he might marry anybody at all fit for 
you to notice.”  Chapter 6 is particularly rich in dialogue with subtext, as Mr. Elton’s 
admiration for Emma is perceptible to us but not to Emma. For instance, when Mr. Elton 
tells Emma, “You have given Miss Smith all that she required…. She was a beautiful 
creature when she came to you; but, in my opinion, the attractions you have added are 
infinitely superior to what she received from nature,” we hear Mr. Elton’s emphasis on 
Emma’s skills, but Emma can only hear his praise of Harriet. 
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 Austen’s conservative attitude towards describing scenes of passion.  Austen has sometimes 
been accused of a failure of nerve when it comes to depicting emotional scenes because she 
generally switches from dialogue to indirect language when relating moments of passion. 
Instead of reporting Elton’s speech directly, Austen writes, “Mr. Elton [had] actually [begun] 
making violent love to her: availing himself of the precious opportunity, declaring sentiments 
which must be already well known, hoping-fearing-adoring-ready to die if she refused him....”.  
From this statement and from what we know of Mr. Elton, we can imagine his actual words, but 
their shock value is softened by the indirect description. The information Austen gives us about 
Emma’s feelings is similarly vague: “It would be impossible to say what Emma felt on hearing 
this; which of all her unpleasant sensations was uppermost.” It is up to us to decide whether 
such language weakens the effect of these scenes or makes them more powerful by 
preserving the characters’ privacy and challenging us to supply the emotional details. 

 How many love triangles do we have in the novel? 

 Who is a better judge of character, Emma or Mr. Knightley? 

 Classify the characters in the novel into two classes: the gentility and the middle class 

 The narrator in the novel 

 Is Emma a dynamic character or a static character? 

 Mr. Elton returns from London with Harriet’s painting framed 

 Martin consulted Knightley before sending the proposal letter to Harriet 

 Knightley assures Emma that Mr. Elton would only marry a rich lady. 

 Sharing riddles was a common genteel pastime in the early nineteenth century, and the riddle 
in Chapter 9 serves as an important metaphor for the social interactions (charades) 

 Many complications in the plot of Jane Austen’s novel Emma are based on misunderstanding.  
Write an essay to discuss this statement and provide examples from the novel to support your 
answer. 

 The love triangle is one of the motifs that Jane Austen uses in her novel Emma to construct 
her plot.  Write an essay to discuss this statement and provide examples from the novel to 
support your answer. 

 Emma’s self-realization at the end of Jane Austen’s novel is the fruit of several failures and 
disappointments.  Write an essay to discuss this statement and provide examples from the 
novel to support your answer. 

 Jane Austen’s novel Emma is classified as a “comedy of manners.”  Write an essay to discuss 
this statement and provide examples from the novel to support your answer. 

 Jane Austen’s novel Emma explores the claustrophobia of village life.  Write an essay to 
discuss this statement and provide examples from the novel to support your answer. 

 
 
Marriage and Social Status 

 Emma is structured around a number of marriages recently consummated or anticipated, and, 
in each case, the match solidifies the participant’s social status. In Austen’s time, social status 
was determined by a combination of family background, reputation, and wealth—marriage was 
one of the main ways in which one could raise one’s social status. This method of social 
advancement was especially crucial to women, who were denied the possibility of improving 
their status through hard work or personal achievement. 

 Yet, the novel suggests, marrying too far above oneself leads to strife. Mr. Weston’s first 
marriage to Miss Churchill had ostensibly been a good move for him, because she came from 
a wealthy and well-connected family (Mr. Weston is a tradesman), but the inequality of the 
relationship caused hardship to both. He marries Mrs. Weston just prior to the novel’s opening, 
and this second marriage is happier because their social statuses are more equal—Mrs. 
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Weston is a governess, and thus very fortunate to be rescued from her need to work by her 
marriage. Emma’s attempt to match Harriet with Mr. Elton is also shunned by the other 
characters as inappropriate. Since Harriet’s parentage is unknown, Emma believes that Harriet 
may have noble blood and encourages her to reject what turns out to be a more appropriate 
match with Robert Martin. By the time it is revealed that Harriet is the daughter of a tradesman, 
Emma admits that Mr. Martin is more suitable for her friend. 

 The relationship between marriage and social status creates hardship for other characters. 
Frank Churchill must keep his engagement to the orphan Jane Fairfax secret because his 
wealthy aunt would disapprove. Jane, in the absence of a good match, is forced to consider 
taking the position of a governess. The unmarried Miss Bates is threatened with increasing 
poverty without a husband to take care of her and her mother. Finally, the match between 
Emma and Mr. Knightley is considered a good one not only because they are well matched in 
temperament but also because they are well matched in social class. 

 
 
The Confined Nature of Women’s Existence 

 The novel’s limited, almost claustrophobic scope of action gives us a strong sense of the 
confined nature of a woman’s existence in early-nineteenth-century rural England. Emma 
possesses a great deal of intelligence and energy, but the best use she can make of these is 
to attempt to guide the marital destinies of her friends, a project that gets her into trouble. The 
alternative pastimes depicted in the book—social visits, charity visits, music, artistic 
endeavors—seem relatively trivial, at times even monotonous. Isabella is the only mother 
focused on in the story, and her portrayal suggests that a mother’s life offers a woman little use 
of her intellect. Yet, when Jane compares the governess profession to the slave trade, she 
makes it clear that the life of a working woman is in no way preferable to the idleness of a 
woman of fortune. The novel focuses on marriage because marriage offers women a chance 
to exert their power, if only for a brief time, and to affect their own destinies without adopting 
the labors or efforts of the working class. Participating in the rituals of courtship and accepting 
or rejecting proposals is perhaps the most active role that women are permitted to play in 
Emma’s world. 


