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Abstract. This article examines how female characters in Jane Austen’s novels 

express affection and exercise agency within the social conventions of courtship. 

Drawing on close readings of Persuasion, Pride and Prejudice, Northanger Abbey, 

Emma, and Mansfield Park, it explores the communicative significance of letters, 

silence, gratitude, gestures, and theatrical dialogue. Particular attention is given to the 

tension between women’s awareness of their feelings and their opportunities to 

communicate them openly. The discussion of Mary Crawford’s participation in 

Lovers’ Vows reveals how performance can enable emotional expression while 

creating anxiety about personal exposure. The analysis argues that indirect 

communication should not be equated with passivity: it allows Austen’s heroines to 

influence relationships, although it also leaves their intentions vulnerable to 

misunderstanding. Female agency consequently emerges as a negotiation between 

personal feeling, individual judgement, and social expectations. 
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Introduction 

Courtship in Jane Austen’s fiction depends on more than declarations of love. 

Characters must recognise changes of feeling, revise mistaken assumptions, and find 

circumstances in which they can speak without exposing themselves to unwanted 

judgement. This makes communication central to the representation of female agency. 

A heroine may understand her own wishes while remaining uncertain about how they 

can be expressed or how another person will interpret them. 

This article asks how Austen represents women’s participation in courtship when 

explicit initiative is conventionally associated with men. It argues that indirect 

expression provides meaningful scope for action, but cannot guarantee understanding. 

Letters, gratitude, silence, and theatrical performance both enable disclosure and reveal 

the limits imposed on it. The discussion concerns the particular social worlds 

represented in the novels; it does not assume that all women in the period experienced 

identical restrictions. 
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Materials and methods 

The analysis uses comparative close reading of Persuasion, Pride and Prejudice, 

Northanger Abbey, Emma, and Mansfield Park. It focuses on scenes in which a 

woman’s feelings are conveyed, concealed, or misunderstood. Dialogue is read 

alongside narrative context, with a distinction between a character’s assumptions and 

the novel’s wider presentation of events. 

Results and discussion 

Letters, interpretation, and emotional initiative 

Anne Elliot’s relationship with Captain Wentworth in Persuasion illustrates the 

tension between a woman’s emotional certainty and her freedom to express it. Having 

received Wentworth’s letter declaring his enduring love, Anne cannot immediately 

respond in the direct and private manner she desires. Social circumstances complicate 

the exchange, leaving her to hope for an opportunity to communicate her feelings 

through a look, a change of tone, or a few carefully chosen words. 

Anne’s situation reveals the distance between personal desire and socially 

acceptable behaviour. She understands her feelings, yet expressing them requires an 

appropriate occasion. Her happiness consequently becomes entangled with the 

uncertain possibilities of an encounter and the interpretation of subtle signals. Through 

this difficulty, Austen shows how social conventions can complicate an otherwise 

mutual emotional understanding. In the novel’s closing courtship sequence, her 

conversation with Captain Harville is also overheard by Wentworth and helps 

precipitate his letter. Anne therefore participates through speech as well as through 

nonverbal signs [Austen, Persuasion, ch. 23]. 

Written communication creates a different kind of difficulty for Elizabeth Bennet 

in Pride and Prejudice. Darcy’s detailed account of his conduct does not immediately 

overturn her previous assumptions. Understanding the letter requires more than 

following its words: Elizabeth must reconsider the experiences and judgements 

through which she has come to understand its author. Earlier misunderstandings, 

emotional resistance, and the absence of candid conversation all shape her initial 

response. The letter becomes meaningful through rereading and reflection, rather than 

through a single, transparent act of communication. Darcy’s first explanatory letter 

answers Elizabeth’s accusations about Bingley and Wickham; it is not simply a 

renewed love letter [Austen, Pride and Prejudice, chs. 35–36]. 

Although Elizabeth and Anne possess considerable independence of mind, neither 

operates entirely outside the conventions governing women’s behaviour. Their inward 

autonomy does not automatically translate into unrestricted freedom of action. They 

can form their own judgements and recognise their desires, but the expression of those 

desires remains sensitive to social expectations. In this respect, Austen’s novels explore 
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tensions that would also become prominent in later Victorian representations of 

femininity. 

Nevertheless, Austen does not present her heroines as wholly passive. Some 

reveal their feelings with relative openness, while others influence events through less 

explicit forms of communication. Catherine Morland’s affection for Henry Tilney in 

Northanger Abbey, for example, is marked by sincerity and emotional transparency. 

She has little skill in concealing her feelings behind elaborate social performances. Her 

openness suggests inexperience, but it also unsettles the assumption that feminine 

propriety must always depend on emotional reserve. 

Other heroines exercise initiative by making their changing feelings perceptible 

without declaring them outright. A warmer manner, a grateful acknowledgement, an 

attentive response, or a significant look may create an opportunity for the man to speak. 

The formal proposal remains his, yet the emotional conditions that make it possible are 

shaped by both participants. Female agency thus operates within the conventions of 

courtship, even where those conventions obscure its presence. 

In Emma, the conversations following the revelation of Frank Churchill and Jane 

Fairfax’s engagement show how easily indirect communication produces uncertainty. 

Knightley’s understanding of Emma’s feelings is initially affected by his belief that 

she may be attached to Frank. Their exchange brings mistaken assumptions into contact 

with feelings that neither has yet expressed openly. The resulting tension illustrates 

both the possibilities and the risks of communicating through implication: indirectness 

may bring hidden emotions to the surface, but it can also delay mutual understanding. 

The episode is better understood as the correction of misunderstanding than as evidence 

that Emma deliberately engineers it [Austen, Emma, vol. III, ch. 13]. 

Elizabeth Bennet’s renewed relationship with Darcy similarly develops through 

signs of emotional change before it reaches an explicit declaration. Her gratitude, the 

warmth of her manner, and the disappearance of her earlier hostility indicate that her 

understanding of him has altered. These gestures allow Darcy to recognise a possibility 

that her previous rejection seemed to have closed. Gratitude becomes more than a polite 

acknowledgement; it helps establish the conditions for a more intimate and honest 

conversation. 

Across these episodes, Austen depicts a courtship culture in which men are 

generally expected to propose, while women accept or refuse. A woman’s open 

declaration of love may expose her to judgements about modesty and propriety. Yet 

the novels also reveal the pressure such expectations place on emotional expression. 

Feelings must be communicated, but often through forms that preserve the appearance 

of feminine restraint. 
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Theatrical speech and personal vulnerability 

Mary Crawford’s involvement in the private theatricals in Mansfield Park brings 

this contradiction into particularly sharp focus. Socially confident, witty, and 

accustomed to lively conversation, Mary initially treats her role as Amelia in Lovers’ 

Vows with playful assurance. She asks: 

“Who is to be Anhalt? What gentleman among you am I to have the pleasure of 

making love to?” 

When no one immediately volunteers, she remarks: 

“Amelia deserves no better. Such a forward young lady may well frighten the 

men” [Austen, Mansfield Park, ch. 15]. 

Her joke works on two levels. It displays her ease in discussing theatrical 

courtship, while also acknowledging the suspicion attached to a woman who openly 

takes the initiative. The description of Amelia as “forward” invokes a familiar gender 

expectation: a woman who makes her affection unmistakable risks appearing socially 

improper or unsettling to men. 

The situation becomes more personal when Edmund, rather than Charles Maddox, 

is to play Anhalt. The scene they must rehearse concerns love and marriage: 

“The whole subject of it was love—a marriage of love was to be described by the 

gentleman, and very little short of a declaration of love be made by the lady” [Austen, 

Mansfield Park, ch. 18]. 

The proximity between the fictional exchange and Mary’s feelings for Edmund 

changes the meaning of the performance. Words that initially appeared to belong safely 

to a theatrical role now threaten to disclose something personal. 

The theatre offers Mary a way to say what ordinary social interaction makes 

difficult. Formally, she speaks as Amelia; emotionally, her attachment to Edmund 

gives the lines an additional significance. The distinction between acting and self-

expression becomes unstable. A declaration that might be considered inappropriate in 

everyday courtship becomes temporarily permissible within a fictional scene. 

Yet this freedom is far from comfortable. Mary asks Fanny to rehearse the scene 

with her, admitting that it contains “a speech or two” that she finds difficult to deliver 

[Austen, Mansfield Park, ch. 18]. Her usual conversational assurance gives way to 

embarrassment when the words approach her own emotional concerns. Austen thereby 

distinguishes social confidence from the more vulnerable act of revealing personal 

feeling. 

Mary’s difficulty also demonstrates that theatrical permission does not entirely 

remove the force of social conventions. The role authorises her to speak, but it cannot 

protect her from the possibility of being understood too well. The stage becomes both 

an opening for expression and a source of anxiety about exposure. 
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Conclusion 

Taken together, these episodes suggest that feminine reserve in Austen’s novels 

should not simply be treated as an innate characteristic. It emerges through an 

interaction between temperament, social expectation, and the risks attached to 

emotional disclosure. Anne waits for a suitable opportunity; Elizabeth communicates 

through gratitude and a changed manner; Catherine allows her affection to become 

visible through sincerity; Emma negotiates misunderstanding; and Mary encounters 

the unsettling freedom of theatrical speech. 

Their strategies differ, but all reveal forms of agency within constrained 

circumstances. Looks, silences, vocal inflections, letters, acknowledgements, and 

performed dialogue contribute to the movement of the plot. Austen’s heroines may not 

always initiate courtship in its publicly recognised form, yet they remain active 

participants in shaping its emotional direction. 
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