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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will explore the evolution of the caregiver role and its attending difficulties 

for the characters of Elinor Dashwood, Emma Woodhouse and Anne Elliot in three Jane 

Austen novels. After reviewing the expected limitations that caregiving imposes on these 

women, I ultimately propose that Austen posits that caregiving can subversively act as an 

advantage to women, especially in regards to achieving greater equality between the 

sexes. Just as others have shown that illness is a dual role than can relegate a patient to a 

space of victimhood or of power, I argue that Austen slowly infuses caregiving with the 

same sort of subversive agency.  Further, I argue that caregiving, rather than acting as an 

imperfect bandage that binds the traditional family together, actually assists in radically 

redefining the notion of family worthy of approbation.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 During Jane Austen's time, there was much discussion of the importance of the 

family for England. Much of the initial ideology came from the writings of men, such as 

through conduct books like John Gregory's Father's Legacy to his Daughters and James 

Fordyce's  Fordyce's Sermons (the latter was definitely known by Austen, who tellingly 

chooses to have Mr. Collins recommend it in Pride and Prejudice). Such texts vigorously 

support the traditional family unit.  The works of Edmund Burke particularly stress this 

emphasis. As Eileen Hunt Botting observes, “one of Edmund Burke's great fears was that 

the French Revolution would destroy the hierarchical family – with its ranks based on 

sex, class, and age – as he knew it” (69). For Burke, the family's importance stemmed 

from his understanding of it as the most fundamental teacher of morality and order, as he 

noted that “to be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in 

society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link 

by which we proceed toward a love of our country and to mankind” (qtd. in Botting 70). 

Claudia Johnson adds that Burke and “conservative ideologues met the threat posed by 

the revolution in France and the voices of reform in England by reasserting the political 

momentousness of the family” (Women 50).   Such writings celebrated what many 

women later condemned for their patriarchal views that they perceived to reinforce 

limitations on women.  After all, many of these texts not only emphasized the role of the 

male as the head of the household, but also encouraged women in the process of 

developing the 'proper' traits that would make them good wives, stressing the importance 

of marriage and motherhood as the ultimate goals.   
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 By the end of the 18th century, however, many women were starting to offer their 

own responses to the male writers before them. As Anne K. Mellor notes, between 1790 

and 1830, women writers participated “fully in the discursive public sphere … [and] their 

opinions had definable impact on the social movements, economic relationships, and 

state-regulated policies of the day” (Mothering 3). The status of the family, and 

consequently the woman as a wife and mother, naturally were leading issues addressed 

by these writers. Mothers' traditional roles were as “nurturers and early educators of 

children” (Richardson 25). Vivien Jones points out that a wide array of women writers 

continued to support this position: “Although … advice to women [in conduct books] 

often manifests latent anxieties about the actualities of their role as wives and mothers, its 

concern is nevertheless to persuade them of their overwhelming usefulness in that role” 

(125).   Even women writers with views as divergent as those of the conservative Hannah 

More and the much more radical Mary Wollstonecraft “arrived at surprisingly similar 

conclusions” (Mellor, “The Rights” 147) as they regularly upheld or qualified, rather than 

unequivocally challenged, “the duties of marriage and motherhood as women's primary 

goal” (Jones 134). However, these and many other women differed from Burke in a 

significant way by elevating the importance of the woman and mother beyond what men 

before them had proposed.  To them, the mother was vitally important in not only 

attending to her children's general education, but to their overall morality and future 

conduct. In his biography of More, Charles Howard Ford writes that More strongly 

believed that the biggest contribution a woman could make was to the education of her 

children, both male and female, and that daughters “should look up to their mother as a 

role model” of sex-specific behavior (213).   
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 Much in the same way that Burke envisioned the father-led family unit as shaping 

larger social and political forces, women writers began to see a similar extension of the 

influence of the mother beyond her individual family. Scholars perceive a “growing 

cultural obsession with motherly duty and influence” (Greenfield, Mothering Daughters 

13) in the literature of this period. By the end of the eighteenth century, “motherhood was 

idealized with exceptional fervor … increasingly, women were defined by their 

maternity, and maternity was supposed to occupy a woman's perpetual interest” 

(Greenfield, Mothering Daughters 14-15). Historian John Gillis described the change in 

the perception of this role, noting that giving “birth ceased to be something that happens 

to a woman and became the ultimate source of female identity” (qtd. in Greenfield, 

Mothering Daughters 15), a change that was clearly reflected in literary works. For 

moralist and writer Hannah More, for example, her conception of a “mother is the 

mother, not just of her own family, but of the nation as a whole” (Mellor, “The Rights” 

150).  Pointing to the greater importance of the mother was once again a common 

practice shared amongst women with otherwise varying political and social views:  

More implicitly endorsed Edmund Burke's concept … of the domestic 

estate as the model for the state of the nation. But rather than assigning to 

Burke's 'canonized forefathers' the ultimate responsibility for the moral 

improvement and sustenance of the family estate, More like 

Wollstonecraft explicitly assigned that responsibility to women, to 

mothers. Men may wage battles abroad, but women protect the home front 

… Both More and Wollstonecraft further agreed that it is women, not                    

men, who are most responsible for carrying out moral reforms and thus for 
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advancing the  progress of civilization as such. (Mellor “The Rights” 151-

152) 

At this time in history, then, a select group of women were becoming engaged with ideas 

surrounding the family structure and women’s potentially changing roles within them. 

Likewise, their work pointed to a growing belief in the crucial role a mother played 

within not just the family, but the community at large. 

 During and shortly after Austen's time, however, many of her readers believed 

that her works were exempt from such discussions.  In an 1883 review of a work on 

Austen and other writers, the reviewer praises Austen's artistry before noting that, unlike 

women such as Anna Letitia Barbauld (and presumably Wollstonecraft as well), she does 

not “agitate herself with women's rights and similar burning questions” (Blaikie 292). 

However, more recent scholarship typically argues for readings of Austen's work that not 

only recognize her interest in these 'burning questions' but also the influence of the more 

didactic writers on her work. To Margaret Kirkham, “the resemblance between 

Wollstonecraft and Austen as feminist moralists is so striking that it seems extraordinary 

that it has not always been recognised” (48). Mellor adds that “Austen responded 

positively to many of Wollstonecraft's feminist arguments without ever mentioning her 

by name” (“The Rights” 156). Such distance from being directly linked with the latter's 

work is not surprising, as “no woman novelist, even among the most progressive, wished 

to be discredited by association with Mary Wollstonecraft” (Johnson,  Jane Austen: 

Women xxiii) after the details of her personal life had been revealed.  Indeed, it is not 

known with certainty whether or not Austen was even familiar with Wollstonecraft’s 

works.  Nevertheless, Johnson argues that Austen's works are also able to subtly “expose 
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and explore those aspects of traditional institutions – marriage, primogeniture, patriarchy 

– which patently do not serve her heroines well” (Jane Austen: Women xxiv).   

 One of the ways in which I perceive that Austen achieves this exposure and 

exploration stems from her use of the missing mother figure, which I propose is a way to 

hint at the notion of a fractured family structure.  Susan Greenfield points out that during 

this time period, “novels by women about missing mothers and their suffering daughters 

were so common that Jane Austen parodied them in Northanger Abbey” (Mothering 

Daughters 13).  However, because the daughter who lacks a mother – Eleanor Tilney – is 

not closely examined through this lens, Greenfield concludes that “with pointed 

emphasis, Austen makes it clear that neither a missing mother nor a mournful daughter is 

the subject of her own interest” (Mothering Daughters 13).  Nevertheless, “the very need 

to announce this [the missing mother and her apparent irrelevance] testifies to Austen's 

investment in – and the centrality of – the mother-daughter plot” (Mothering Daughters 

13). Such investment becomes more apparent in Austen's later novels, with the texts of 

Austen’s later novels – Emma and Persuasion – explicitly noting the negative effects of 

the mother’s absence on the heroine.  Greenfield ultimately agrees, stating that  

  [t]here is a remarkable evolution in Austen's depiction of maternity.  

  Defying the popularity and sentimentality of the missing mother trope, her 

  earliest novels emphasize the mother's existence. But with each successive 

  work, the female parent grows more absent. It is as if Austen is compelled  

  to confront the convention she resists. (Mothering Daughters 148) 

While I find Austen’s overall treatment of motherhood to be ambiguous, with figures 

ranging from the overly indulgent or neglectful to the loving and capable, I do perceive 
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that Austen’s removal of the mother figure is a catalyst that allows her to further explore 

the damaged family structure.  It is not only the family structure that is damaged, 

however; in many cases, the body does not remain unscathed, either.  In fact, the novels 

that most prominently feature the absent or ineffectual mother also include a curious link 

to various descriptions of illness, injury and other failures of the body.  I will discuss this 

link in greater detail after establishing the general role of the body in Austen’s work. 

 As John Wiltshire notes, the novels of Jane Austen “seem among the least likely 

texts on which to found a discussion of the body” (Jane Austen and the Body 1). He adds 

that “these are novels of a polite society too, in which obvious restraints are put upon the 

discussion of bodily matters, and the latitude of bodily expression allowed men and 

women … is severely curtailed” (Jane Austen and the Body 1). Such an apparent absence 

of the body frustrated readers like Mark Twain, who expressed a desire to “'hit her over 

the skull with her own shin-bone' presumably … to remind Miss Austen of the 

absoluteness of corporeal reality” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 2). Even her own 

nephew, James Edward Austen-Leigh, offered the following summary of his aunt's 

narrative boundaries: “She was always very careful not to meddle with matters which she 

did not thoroughly understand. She never touched upon politics, law or medicine” (qtd. in 

Gross 188-189). However, as many scholars have already noted, it is far too easy to 

challenge her nephew:  even casually paging through her works reveals that talk about 

medicine and the body is abundant within Austen's novels, with later scholars 

recognizing that “a preoccupation with health was something which amused and 

interested Jane Austen, from Sense and Sensibility to Sanditon” (Watson 334). Wiltshire 

dismisses the possibility that medicine and illness are mere plot devices for Austen. 
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Instead, he notes that such a fixation on the corporeal serves several functions, including 

a social one: “Talk about health is seen ... as one way in which a community is 

constituted. Paying solicitous attention to others' faces and bodies and their symptoms is 

the means by which human solidarity is confirmed, an expression … of that tenderness 

which by virtue of their common nature one person owes to another” (Wiltshire, Jane 

Austen and the Body 6).  Austen’s interest in the body, then, invites further exploration. 

 When thinking of how Austen employs discussions of the body's soundness or 

shortcomings, many of Austen's most beloved figures often come to mind. Wiltshire and 

subsequent scholars have already investigated the potential meanings behind the health, 

or lack thereof, of Austen's heroines. The frail Fanny Price, Anne Elliot and her loss of 

bloom, and Marianne Dashwood with her illness stand against Elizabeth Bennet's fine 

blush after a hearty walk and Emma Woodhouse as the 'picture of health.' In many cases, 

the scholarship concludes with an understanding of some of these women, as well as 

other supporting characters, as exaggerating or otherwise taking advantage of their bodily 

failings. Wiltshire notes that illness can be “intimately related to a lack of social power … 

[but also] one form of power itself is seen to take the guise of sickness” (Jane Austen and 

the Body 55).  For example, in their introduction to a text on literature and medicine in 

the eighteenth century, Marie Mulvey-Roberts and Roy Porter echo Gloria Gross's 

assessment that Austen often uses (and makes fun of) “hypochondria as a means of 

female empowerment” (10). Gross points out that, in doing so, Austen anticipated Freud's 

concept of 'secondary gain', “the idea that peculiar brands of symptoms, generally leveled 

at someone or something, are intended to procure advantages like special attention or 

service, benefits owing to unfair disablement, release from intolerable responsibility, and 
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the like” (189). In most cases, there are privileges inherent in the ability to indulge in 

such fits of illness, as characters like Marianne Dashwood “take refuge in sickness, not 

altogether blamelessly, for egotistical goals” (Gross 190). It is because of these less than 

completely supportive depictions that Gross argues that “perhaps Austen's ultimate 

defiance was to indict women for unpalatable acts of manipulation and deception which 

come inescapably to light in her portrayal of characters who take flights into illness” 

(189).   

 Having noted both the importance of the body as well as various scholars’ work in 

establishing that illness may be wielded and manipulated by the patient, I have become 

interested in a group more neglected by existing Austen scholarship: the caregivers of the 

ill or incapable. Although I am particularly interested in the nursing aspects of caregiving, 

I use the term more broadly: a “caregiver” need not attend only to the physically unwell, 

but may also be called to care for those with imagined illnesses as well as those who, 

through some deficiency of their own, are incapable of managing their own affairs 

properly. There are some important observations to make about caregivers within 

Austen’s novels.  First, there is substantial overlap between the functions of a caregiver 

and a maternal figure.  Here we can see the connection to the aforementioned missing 

mother; as a consequence of her absence, the heroine assumes the caregiver role to fill the 

void and attempt to heal the rupture of the broken family.  Wiltshire, while referring 

specifically to the nursing function of caregiving, also perceives this connection as he 

notes that “the nurse is a functional substitute for the nurturing and nurturant, supportive, 

mother” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body168).  This link is also borne out by three of 

Austen’s novels that feature a heroine who either lacks a mother entirely or has only an 
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ineffective mother figure with significant neglect of parental duties: Sense & Sensibility, 

Emma & Persuasion1.  In each case, the heroine assumes substantial caregiving roles as 

she attempts – at least in some ways – to take the place of the maternal figure and provide 

support for her family and those around her.    

 Superficially, perhaps, the assumption of this role is unremarkable.  Caregiving 

functions are typically a female domain and in the absence of the primary caregiving 

figure, it seems expected that another woman might fill the void.  It can be a restrictive 

role for women, with both literature and social science research making it clear that 

caregiving can be as limiting as illness, though in different ways. For example, Miriam 

Bailin’s work, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction: The Art of Being Ill, argues that the 

nurse-patient relationship stands in opposition to a person’s ability to fully assume other 

roles, especially sexual or romantic ones (111). Caregiving is also associated with “social 

powerlessness” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 167).  Wiltshire goes on to point 

out that societal expectations at the time often expected caregiving as almost an 

instinctive function of femininity, with many believing that “true womanliness [was] 

expressed in devotion to the well-being of others, whether children or ailing adults” (Jane 

Austen and the Body 167).  Given how commonplace these gendered restrictions were, 

Austen’s use of the caregiver figure may at first appear to be merely a mark of realism. 

                                                
1 Mansfield Park’s Fanny Price arguably deserves consideration as another heroine with a mother 
who has crucial shortcomings and is effectively an absent parent, as she has sent her daughter 
away and has "no affection towards [Fanny]; no curiosity to know her better, no desire of her 
friendship, and no inclination for her company” (MP 390).  Yet in this novel, it is Fanny whose 
physical frailty requires others to tend to her (and is a charge they often neglect).  In a longer 
work, a consideration of the mother’s absence leading to the daughter’s need of external 
caregiving, and the subsequent loss of agency for Fanny that it entails, could serve as a 
complementary study to the ultimately empowering aspects of being a caregiver that I will 
describe in this thesis. 
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 However, careful analysis of the changing caregiver figure throughout the novels 

suggests otherwise to me.  This thesis will explore the evolution of this role and its 

attending difficulties for the characters of Elinor Dashwood, Emma Woodhouse and Anne 

Elliot. I plan to move in chronological order through the three works as I investigate 

Austen's use of maternal absence and fractured family in the creation of the caregiver 

who is consequently restricted.  I aim to accomplish this investigation by incorporating 

close readings; historical perspectives on illness, disease and caregivers; social science 

narratives of motherhood, sexuality and identity; and relevant scholarship.   

 My first chapter will begin by examining Sense and Sensibility, which most 

notably differs from the other texts selected for my project in that Elinor Dashwood, the 

prime caregiver figure, has lost her father rather than her mother.  While Mrs. Dashwood 

is still present in her daughter's life, the text makes it clear that she is not an unalloyed 

source of positive instruction for the young Dashwood girls. On the contrary, she and her 

middle daughter Marianne feed off of one another's agonies and excitements; it is up to 

Elinor to take on the role of the effectual leader of her family in many instances. Mrs. 

Dashwood's maternal shortcomings will be important to my investigations into the idea 

that it is partially a maternal absence (even an intellectual or emotional one if not a literal 

one) that aids in the creation of the caregiver figure2.  

 I will then proceed to analyze examples and effects of Elinor's unnatural nursing 

role. As a caregiver to Marianne and a guardian of her mother's interests, Elinor faces 

                                                
2 This description of Mrs. Dashwood’s maternal shortcomings could easily apply to Mrs. Bennet 
of Pride and Prejudice.  In that novel, however, the daughters escape the necessities of caregiving 
and have other family members – their aunts and uncles – to supply the assistance and guidance 
lacking in their parents.  This paper argues that the lack of such a strong family network, 
however, is what contributes to the bleaker circumstances of the Dashwood sisters. 
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several personal consequences in her romantic life, including her inability to indulge in or 

tend to her own feelings. When Marianne discovers that Elinor has privately suffered the 

knowledge of Edward's engagement to Lucy Steele for four months, Marianne frets over 

the realization that her sister has been “attending [her] in all [her] misery” (S&S 245) 

with such an unshared burden. Elinor's reply is telling: “It was not fit that you should then 

know” (S&S 245).  The elder sister makes it clear that it is not compatible for her to be 

both the caregiver to Marianne while also avowing her own romantic feelings.  Instead, 

“Elinor was to be the comforter of others in her own distresses, no less than in theirs” 

(S&S 245).  Finally, I will consider the ways in which this dynamic potentially questions 

the family as an ‘unimpeachable’ ideal, as it is through the failure of part of their family 

that the Dashwood women find themselves in such a precarious situation to begin with.   

 In the second chapter, which will focus on Emma, I will once again begin by 

looking at the figure of the mother and her absence from the text. Austen introduces 

readers almost immediately to this void and its related consequences. Because of her 

mother's early death and her sister's marriage, Emma enjoys an unrestrained freedom that 

the text suggests is problematic: “In her mother she lost the only person able to cope with 

her. She inherits her mother's talents, and must have been under subjection to her” (E 

36)3. Mrs. Weston, though she is the closest thing Emma has to a mother, has never 

actually been a mother herself and even acknowledges her own limitations as a 

governess. While she provides Emma with companionship and love, she does not instruct 

her younger charge on how to successfully break free from her home. Indeed, though 

                                                
3 Elinor Tilney from Northanger Abbey has also lost her mother, but as she is not the main 
heroine of the novel, readers lack the more extensive access to her that they enjoy to Catherine 
and other Austen heroines. Consequently, she is not addressed within this work.   
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Mrs. Weston and her new husband entertain idealistic visions of uniting Emma with 

Frank Churchill, such plans are cherished well before the young man visits Highbury and 

meets his new stepmother. Furthermore, Mrs. Weston “cannot wish her to be forming any 

attachment which would be creating such difficulties, on poor Mr. Woodhouse's account” 

(E 39), which complicates her ability to assist Emma in this realm.  

 Next, I will explore Emma's role as the primary caregiver of her father and the 

nature of their relationship. As 'the picture of health,' Emma offers a strong physical 

counterpart to her father, a “nervous man, easily depressed … [and] a valetudinarian all 

his life” (E 9). However, because her father makes it “necessary to be cheerful” and “his 

spirits [require] support” (Austen 9), constant “exertions” (E 10) are demanded from 

Emma.  Furthermore, she “goes so seldom from home” (E 39), illustrating the limitations 

of caregiving mentioned before. As a direct result of Emma's status as her father's 

caregiver, coupled with the absent mother figure, I propose that the caregiver role once 

again brings with it internalized beliefs about the necessity to subjugate the self to the 

needs of others – at least, at first. 

 Given her early position on marriage, Emma's eventual engagement to Mr. 

Knightley must be considered in light of my suppositions on the consequences of 

caregiving.   Because of this, part of this chapter will attempt to account for Emma's 

decision to marry him, given that she thinks of the mere idea of leaving her father as “a 

sin of a thought” (E 407). In Emma's case, I propose that caregiving has become more 

subversive than it was in Sense and Sensibility; rather than being an act of sheer necessity 

that entails only social, romantic and personal limitations, Emma is able to use her role as 

the caregiver of her father to reconfigure what a newly married family looks like.  By 
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refusing to relocate to Mr. Knightley’s home once they wed, Emma’s care for her father 

affords her an agency that leaves her as mistress of all, relatively unchanged.  At the same 

time, this chapter exposes the complications of the ending: while Emma does remain the 

effective head of her unusual household, she nevertheless must continue to be a caregiver 

due to the lack of anyone else to take her place.  Furthermore, the only way she can share 

this burden is through marrying Knightley, whether she otherwise wants to or not.   

 In the final chapter on Persuasion, I will examine the character who most fully 

embodies the functions of a caregiver and nurse throughout the texts: Anne Elliot. Like 

Emma, Anne has long lacked her mother but has enjoyed the companionship of a 

maternal substitute in Lady Russell. Once again, however, the substitute is a childless 

woman who is unable to completely match the missing mother’s guidance, and Anne 

must ultimately become not only her own counsel, but the advisor and comforter of those 

around her.  

 After reviewing the myriad ways in which Anne acts as a caregiver, from her 

visits to her churlish sister Mary to her crucial role in securing care for the injured Louisa 

Musgrove, I will then continue my exploration of the limitations of caregiving as they 

affect Anne.  However, this chapter will provide the strongest evidence yet for the agency 

that caregiving can provide, as Anne repeatedly uses this role to secure things she desires, 

such as privacy and quiet reflection. Also, the value of caregiving increases, as others 

begin to notice and appreciate this role in a way that has not been seen before.  Instead of 

relegating Anne to a limited and explicitly feminine role, her actions not only increase the 

esteem that others feel for her, but begin to increase her desirability as a romantic partner.  

Influenced by John Wiltshire, I will also expand on the ways in which caregiving can 
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now be used to express desire.  Furthermore, this chapter provides additional evidence of 

the ways in which caregiving roles may now be assumed by men, which parallels the 

text’s engagement with growing gender equality. Finally, I will consider the implications 

that these scenes may have for Austen’s depiction of the family, particularly focusing on 

ways she may hint at new configurations of this idea through Anne’s newfound 

‘relations’ in the Royal Navy. 

 Based on these studies, I propose that Austen posits that caregiving can 

subversively act as an advantage to women, especially in regards to achieving greater 

equality between the sexes. Just as we have seen that illness is a dual role than can 

relegate a patient to a space of victimhood or of power, I argue that Austen slowly infuses 

caregiving with the same sort of subversive agency.  Further, I argue that caregiving, 

rather than acting as an imperfect bandage that binds the traditional family together, 

actually assists in radically redefining the notion of family worthy of approbation.
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CHAPTER ONE 

“SO IMPERFECTLY HAVE I DISCHARGED MY TRUST”:  

FLAWED CAREGIVING IN SENSE AND SENSIBILITY  

 

 Despite the novel’s title, which can suggest a binary between the divergent 

personalities of sisters Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, Austen’s first novel Sense and 

Sensibility defies such a simplistic reading.  As Claudia Johnson asserts, “Sense and 

Sensibility is not, as it is often assumed to be, a dramatized conduct book patly favoring 

female prudence over female impetuosity (Women 50).  Instead, the novel engages with 

crucial issues concerning women at the time.  Austen’s work “opens with considerations 

of property and concludes with the symmetries of marriage, the two phenomena which 

determine the territorial divisions and the familial continuities of society” (Tanner 75). 

Furthermore, Johnson argues that this is a novel that “exposes how those sacred and 

supposedly benevolizing institutions of order – property, marriage, and family – actually 

enforce avarice, shiftlessness, and oppressive mediocrity” (Women 49). I propose that this 

novel establishes what will be Austen’s continued interest in the figure of the female 

caregiver, a figure that allows her to subtly explore and ultimately critique those 

‘supposedly benevolent’ institutions that Johnson describes. Out of all of Austen’s 

heroines, the negative effects, restrictions and limitations of caregiving appear most 

vividly for Elinor Dashwood, as she and her family mourn the loss of her father and 

attempt to adjust to life on 500 pounds a year. From the earliest chapters of the novel, 

even before the Dashwoods leave Norland Park, Elinor takes on the role of providing 

guidance for her family as “her wisdom” (S&S 28) limits the number of servants her 
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mother brings to their new home.  Such input is both useful and necessary, as Austen goes 

so far as to describe Elinor as “qualified … though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of 

her mother” as well as able to “counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of 

mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence” (S&S 8). The 

combination of her father’s death and her mother’s imprudence, which leaves the latter 

unprepared and unable to successfully assume her full parental duties, places Elinor in an 

unbalanced and even precarious family situation.  Consequently, she attempts to take over 

various duties and roles that would not necessarily be her responsibility, which has 

implications for the larger world of the novel.  Through the necessity of Elinor’s 

caregiving, I argue that the novel offers an indictment to the state of the family at large. 

 In each of the novels examined in this thesis, I observe some elements of maternal 

deprivation that appear to precede each heroine’s assumption of the caregiving role. This 

deprivation may be complete, such as the absence of a mother, or partial, such as 

stemming from the lack of a mother’s expected guidance as we find in Elinor’s case.  

Before delving into the examples and effects of the maternal deprivation in the novel, I 

want to stress the importance of distinguishing between a simple assessment of Mrs. 

Dashwood as a 'failed mother' versus a more nuanced examination of the effects of her 

complicated shortcomings. A bad mother is sometimes seen as “a woman who is 

unwilling or unable to perform her motherly duties” (Gustafson 28).  The bad mother 

may also be “the absent mother – absent emotionally or absent physically from her 

children” (Gustafson 28).  However, Gustafson points to a problem with the 'good/bad 

mother' dichotomy: “these polarized images are frequently at odds with the complex 

realities lived by lone mothers, poor mothers and other women mothering from diverse 
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social locations” (25). While it would be easy to collect the evidence of Mrs. Dashwood's 

parental limitations and use them in an attempt to prove that she is a bad mother, it is my 

intention to avoid any reductive reading of her character's actions and circumstances. 

Instead, my concern lies within what Austen demonstrates about the outcomes of 

deprivation of the maternal figure and how this informs the development of the caregiver 

figure in their offspring.  

 One of the primary ways in which Mrs. Dashwood fails to fulfill her proper 

maternal role is through her willingness to embrace indulgence rather than firm authority. 

Austen reiterates the problem of indulgent parents throughout the text, such as the 

oversolicitous attention paid to a child who receives a minor wound from Lady Middleton’s 

pin. Mrs. Dashwood is a prime offender in this practice as well, as she unites her love for 

her children with an excessive desire to please them. While planning her move from 

Norland Park, Mrs. Dashwood struggles to come to terms with the drastic change in her 

children's circumstances, noting that “for the comfort of her children, had she consulted 

only her own wishes, she would have kept” (S&S 28) far more material goods as well as 

servants. Of course, this particular moment also gestures towards Mrs. Dashwood's 

tendency to subsume her own wishes within her legitimate desires for her children, but her 

conduct elsewhere is consistent with a general pattern of indulgence as a mother,  

particularly as she “accords Marianne maximum autonomy” (Nelson 172). Considering the 

potential of a trip to London that might facilitate an encounter with Willoughby, Mrs. 

Dashwood finds herself able to think only of her daughter's desire rather than a well-

considered position on what is best for her overall: “Whatever Marianne was desirous of, 

her mother would be eager to promote – [Elinor] could not expect to influence the latter to 
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cautiousness of conduct in an affair, respecting which she had never been able to inspire 

her with distrust” (S&S 148). Marianne repays this indulgence through her close 

attachment to her mother.  However, for John Wiltshire, “Marianne can be said to rely upon 

her mother to an extent that actively inhibits her social adjustment” (S&S 29), showing that 

their sisterly relationship and devotion can be problematic.  

 There are even more significant costs of Mrs. Dashwood's inability to properly 

fulfill her maternal role. Due to their financial situation, for example, there is “a silent 

imperative that [the Dashwood daughters] must marry – well, if possible” (Wiltshire, Jane 

Austen and the Body 25). Therefore, it is crucial that the daughters avoid actions that would 

endanger their propriety and marriageability. Yet Mrs. Dashwood’s influence on Marianne 

encourages questionable behavior that puts this in jeopardy through her encounters with 

Willoughby. As one scholar observes, 

  [o]nly because Marianne has a mother who completely accepts all the   

  basic assumptions of the cult of sensibility, does she feel emboldened to   

  endorse them so wholeheartedly and to love so violently the man who   

  seems to share them too. Marianne's difficulties are caused by the faulty   

  parental influence and not by adolescent rebellion. (Nardin 77-78) 

One of the biggest difficulties is clear: Marianne's reputation is at stake, as Elinor frets over 

the possible “censure” (S&S 165) of her sister's unrestrained conduct. Additionally, 

Marianne's health indirectly suffers from her mother's permissive ways. Others are quick 

to notice the physical changes in Marianne after she loses her hope of reuniting with 

Willoughby.  Her brother John observes that his middle sister “looks very unwell, has lost 

her colour, and is grown quite thin” (S&S 214-215). Even Edward’s more reliable 
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observations confirm John's assessment of Marianne's declining health and appearance as 

he notices “Marianne's altered looks, and [expresses] his fear of her not finding London to 

agree with her” (S&S 226). Marianne’s change in health is notable not only for itself, but 

also for the consequential uncertainty that it brings with respect to any future marriage on 

her part. John Dashwood points to the possible financial costs of her change, questioning 

“whether Marianne, now, will marry a man worth more than five or six hundred a year at 

the utmost” (S&S 215). For Wiltshire, “her illness … [forms] an indirect protest at the 

exchange of women, the market which determines women’s ‘value’ in the patriarchal 

system for which John Dashwood is here the spokesman” (Jane Austen and the Body 42). 

Of course, John Dashwood’s – and, by extension, society’s – role in putting Marianne in 

this position in the first place cannot be overlooked. 

 While I have outlined several ways in which I propose Mrs. Dashwood suffers from 

parental shortcomings that directly affect her daughters, it is interesting to consider why 

Austen might have felt these deficiencies were necessary to the novel. Had Mrs. Dashwood 

been more practical about financial matters and more prudent about the love lives of her 

daughters, she indeed might have spared them some of the pain they endured and she very 

well may have lightened the burden that Elinor felt when forced to become the family 

protector. However, this would have made John Dashwood’s more egregious actions 

appear less consequential than they ultimately were.  By having Mrs. Dashwood contribute, 

albeit to a lesser extent, to Marianne’s grief and Elinor’s need to assume a more parental 

role, Austen manages to more thoroughly explore the facade of family security; in reality, 

the world the Dashwood sisters face is one without multiple reliable safety nets to keep 

them safe.  Their brother fails them grossly, their mother fails them to a lesser extent, and 
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they must then rely on the generosity of a distant relative in order to even have a roof over 

their heads. This problem of the “capricious rather than steady” (Johnson, Women 52) 

family certainly affects both men and women, as we see with Edward’s mother’s ever-

shifting allegiances. However, a man whose familial safety net has failed him can benefit 

from the generosity of a relative stranger offering him a livelihood, which at least confers 

some element of independence; a woman in a similar circumstance can only hope for a 

marriage proposal that further envelops her into new familial duties and obligations.   

 Mrs. Dashwood’s shortcomings, then, are ultimately more telling about a larger 

problem of the instability of the family and society’s lack of protections for women. There 

were multiple layers of this, from practices such as primogeniture and entailment that 

favored elder sons, to laws that effectively reduced married women to effective nonentities: 

“By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or legal 

existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and 

consolidated into that of the husband” (Blackstone 442).  As Claudia Johnson notes, “the 

society sentimentalized by Burke authorized brutish and mercenary husbands” (Women 8) 

to commit various financial crimes against their wives, such as using their fortunes and 

then leaving them without legal recourse.  Yet while it authorized these types of actions, it 

failed to authorize protections against them. Austen, however, does not posit this as purely 

a problem on the level of an ambiguous and amorphous idea of ‘society.’  Instead, she 

shows how individuals often have the potential to ‘rewrite’ what the laws mean for their 

family, such as John Dashwood’s ability to use his resources to generously look after his 

stepmother and half-sisters.  After all, “in a father’s absence, of course, the brother should 

serve” (Johnson, Women 52), but his failure to do so demonstrates how capricious the  
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notion of ‘family’ can be for women.  While men can rely on the law to protect their 

interests, women must often rely on the feelings and goodwill of others.  Such reliance, 

particularly on matters that are assumed but never fully articulated, proves to be falsely 

placed. For example, Elinor wants actual proof of an engagement between Marianne and 

Willoughby; unlike her mother, she is not convinced that assumptions and hopes are secure 

enough.  Indeed they are not, as the Dashwoods’ paltry inheritance, begrudgingly doled 

out by their half-brother, shows.  Yet for her part, Marianne mistakes feelings – the only 

“security” to which she has access – as binding: “I felt myself … to be as solemnly engaged 

to him, as if the strictest legal covenant had bound us to each other” (S&S 148). Of course, 

“without formal authorization, without a document, or a contract, feelings are 

undependable, will be open to siege, to attrition by other feelings, displaceable by other 

passions, like greed” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 32).   Such is the world for 

women during this time.   

 The consequence of these various failings is shown through Elinor’s need to 

supplant what her mother (and even her family) lacks by assuming the role of the caregiver 

and guardian.  There are, of course, others who assist the Dashwoods, such as Sir John 

Middleton, Colonel Brandon and Mrs. Jennings.  Yet “these are distant connections” 

(Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 25) and bring with them their own burdens. Susan 

Greenfield points out that Sir John’s generosity to his cousin in offering up Barton Cottage 

is tempered by his surprise visits to the cottage and his insistence that the elder Dashwood 

sisters attend his parties (Moving In and Out 94).  Marianne declares their rent “may be 

low but  … [is] on very hard terms” (S&S 49), “and as the action of the novel unfolds, the 

task of negotiating the social world on behalf of herself and her sister (and indirectly on 
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behalf of the family) falls increasingly on Elinor’s shoulders” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and 

the Body 25). The text makes the differences between mother and daughter – and the 

unnatural counseling role that Elinor must play – clear from the beginning as it declares 

that  

  Elinor, this eldest daughter whose advice was so effectual, possessed a  

  strength of understanding, and coolness of judgement, which qualified her,  

  though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her  

  frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of  

  mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must … have led to imprudence. (S&S 8) 

Similarly, Elinor is noted for having strong feelings like the rest of her family, “but she 

knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn” (S&S 

8).  Unfortunately for Elinor, her younger sister does not take after her; Marianne engages 

in an “indulgence of feelings” (S&S 83) and is “everything but prudent. The resemblance 

between her and her mother was strikingly great” (S&S 8).  Such differences lead Elinor to 

regularly take on the more 'adult' role in the absence of her mother doing so. John Wiltshire 

agrees, describing the text as placing her “in loco parentis” and forcing “Elinor into a 

position where she must appear older than her years, to assume, along with the 

responsibility of keeping within the budget, the mantle of ironic rebuke” (Jane Austen and 

the Body 26).  For example, both Mrs. Dashwood and Marianne often neglect social duties, 

such as accepting dinner invitations or responding to polite conversation, forcing Elinor to 

“atone for this conduct … [by taking up] the post of civility which she had assigned herself” 

(S&S 153).  Elinor must also intervene on the family's behalf in financial matters. After the 

death of her husband, Mrs. Dashwood, “a woman who never saved in her life” (S&S 31), 
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is ill-equipped to make decisions for the financial security of her family.  Because of this, 

it falls on Elinor to take on the role of the financial overseer to counteract her mother's poor 

judgement:  Mrs. Dashwood “could hear of no situation that at once answered her notions 

of comfort and ease, and suited the prudence of her eldest daughter, whose steadier 

judgment rejected several houses as too large for their income, which her mother would 

have approved” (S&S 16). Even once they have selected an appropriately modest home, it 

is Elinor's judgment, rather than her mother's, that limits what and whom they take to 

Barton Cottage. These moments establish not only Elinor's particular strengths, but the 

necessity of them – Mrs. Dashwood's inaction and ineptitude forces Elinor into a caregiving 

role.   

 Elinor's unnatural assumption of the role, as well as her mother's failings, is most 

visible in her relationship with her sister Marianne. Interestingly, the text regularly makes 

direct comparisons between Elinor and her mother in terms of how they respond and what 

they feel, pitting them against each other on equal footing rather than respecting the 

supposed familial hierarchy. The introduction of Willoughby makes this clear, particularly 

as Mrs. Dashwood and Elinor differ so strongly in their opinions of him and his relationship 

with Marianne:  “In Mrs. Dashwood's estimation he was as faultless as in Marianne's … 

[but] he displayed a want of caution which Elinor could not approve” (S&S 50).  Since her 

mother does not regulate her sister's behavior, it falls on Elinor to express concern over the 

pair's open affections. She “wished that it were less openly shown; and once or twice did 

venture to suggest the propriety of some self-command to Marianne … Mrs. Dashwood 

entered into all their feelings with a warmth which left her no inclination for checking this 

excessive display of them” (S&S 54-55). Propriety remains a concern for Elinor, who must 
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become the teacher of proper behavior and act as a source of correction to her sister, her 

mother and even Willoughby. Her comments span a wide range of situations, from mild 

misbehavior to more gross displays of impropriety. For example, Elinor is the only one 

who is concerned over Colonel Brandon's unrequited interest in her sister out of her 

“respect and compassion” (S&S 51) for him.  When Marianne and Willoughby make fun 

of him, Elinor chides the pair for their views, urging them not to “boast” (S&S 51) of their 

contempt.  This contrasts with Mrs. Dashwood, whose main response to Marianne's 

objections over Colonel Brandon as a potential romantic figure for her is to defend his age 

– she has a hard time seeing a man only five years her junior as old – rather than rebuke 

her daughter's general condemnation of him. After Marianne accompanies Willoughby, 

unchaperoned, to his house at Allenham, only Elinor chastises her for her conduct, 

remarking that “the pleasantness of an employment does not always evince its propriety” 

(S&S 69). Elinor also corrects Marianne on general points of civility in front of Edward 

(S&S 92) and even works to mitigate the social damage from well-meaning friends, such 

as when she assures Mrs. Jennings that she is mistaken about her sister's supposed 

engagement and that the woman does “a very unkind thing in spreading the report” (S&S 

173). Furthermore, the advice and restraint that Colonel Brandon portrayed as so vital for 

Eliza is available to Marianne only from her sister. At the party when Marianne finally sees 

Willoughby, she “would have moved towards him instantly, had not her sister caught hold 

of her” (S&S 167). Elinor is the only source of restraint, both figuratively and even literally, 

for Marianne. 

 In addition to her efforts to curb improper behaviors, Elinor is also the one who 

must seek out the relevant information that she considers to be crucial to the family's affairs. 
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Not only does she have the perception to occasionally doubt whether or not Marianne and 

Willoughby are actually engaged (S&S 72), but she pushes for substantial knowledge of 

Marianne's possible suitor. When Willoughby is first mentioned in front of Mrs. Jennings 

and Sir John, Mrs. Dashwood does briefly inquire about his background and “what sort of 

young man” (S&S 45) he is. After hearing general praise for him, however, she asks no 

more. Elinor, though, is unsatisfied with such lack of information and persists: “But who 

is he? Where does he come from?” (S&S 45). Even though they can offer no information 

of consequence, Elinor continues to seek out new sources of intelligence about the young 

man. After Willoughby's departure, “she thought it probable that … Mrs. Palmer might be 

able to give some more particular account of Willoughby's general character, than could be 

gathered from the Middletons' partial acquaintance with him; and she was eager to gain 

from any one, such a confirmation of his merits as might remove the possibility of fear for 

Marianne” (S&S 110-111). After the abrupt departure of Willoughby, it is once again Elinor 

who most carefully considers the situation and seeks the appropriate knowledge to best 

understand it, while her mother feels no urgency for such information.  Instead, Mrs. 

Dashwood is too willing to look for a positive explanation, even if it means she “can 

perfectly account for” (S&S 78) all of his actions purely on speculation.  Elinor declares 

that she wants “no proof of their affections … but of their engagement [she does]” (S&S 

80), while her mother insists, “I have not wanted syllables where actions have spoken so 

plainly … I require no such proof” (S&S 80-81). Even when Elinor encourages her mother 

to take an active role to know  “the real state of the affair” (S&S 84) by directly asking 

Marianne, her mother refuses:  

  I would not ask such a question for the world. Supposing it possible that  
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  they are not engaged, what distress would not such an enquiry inflict! At  

  any rate it would be most ungenerous … I would not attempt to force the  

  confidence of any one, of a child much less; because a sense of duty would  

  prevent the denial which her wishes might direct. (S&S 84)   

This is problematic because their mother is far more concerned with Marianne's feelings at 

the expense of her overall well-being. She makes it clear that she cares more about 

maintaining the close relationship she has with her daughter, one that is far more like sisters 

than an authority figure over a child, rather than finding out what she needs to know in 

order to appropriately guide her. As one writer points out, out of Austen's mothers, Mrs. 

Dashwood “most conforms to the cultural model of emotional devotion and is best loved 

by her daughters. But her tenderness is linked to her sensibility and romantic imagination, 

which Marianne emulates in disastrous ways” (Greenfield, Mothering Daughters 149). 

Though Mrs. Dashwood shows an attention to nurturing Marianne as gingerly as she 

believes her daughter's disposition requires, her choice to avoid causing her daughter a 

temporary discomfort actually exposes Marianne to the greater risk that she will encounter 

more longterm pain through the ruin of her reputation or worse.  Unfortunately, “what is at 

stake … is not propriety, but survival” (Johnson, Women 50). 

 Although Mrs. Dashwood claims to be primarily concerned with her daughter's 

feelings, there are several instances in the text where her words and actions ultimately cause 

Marianne more grief.  After the death of Mr. Dashwood, Marianne's mother only serves to 

intensify, rather than soothe, her daughter’s emotions:  “They encouraged each other now 

in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first was 

voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again” (S&S 8). Even when 
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she attempts to comfort Marianne, she unintentionally incites misery on more than one 

occasion.  When Marianne is depressed at dinner, her mother's only contribution is to 

“silently [press] her hand with tender compassion” (S&S 82), leading Marianne to burst 

into tears. Mrs. Dashwood's initial reply to Elinor's urgent letters also brings “little comfort. 

Willoughby filled every page. Her mother … had only been roused by Elinor's application, 

to entreat from Marianne greater openness towards them both … with such tenderness 

towards her, such affection for Willoughby, and such a conviction of their future happiness 

in each other, that [Marianne] wept with agony through the whole of it” (S&S 191-192).  

The delayed letter, which arrives after the impossibility of its encouraging pronouncement 

is known to Marianne, only adds to the pain Marianne feels - pain Marianne's mother could 

have helped to prevent or at least lessen through earlier intervention into her daughter's 

interactions.  

 Elinor's perspective on painful truths is far different.  During their trip to London, 

Elinor plans to try to find out more about Willoughby and then instruct Marianne 

accordingly: “Should the results of her observations be unfavorable, she was determined 

at all events to open the eyes of her sister” (S&S 152). Even at the risk of causing Marianne 

temporary pain, Elinor wants to act in a way that primarily considers Marianne's long-term 

interests. Elinor also acts in contrast to her mother even when she, like Mrs. Dashwood, 

superficially enacts the same restraint to preserve the peace instead of questioning 

Marianne.  After seeing Marianne's unhappiness over Willoughby's actions at the party, 

Elinor does not force Marianne to respond to her inquiries. Yet while she acquiesces to 

Marianne's wishes that she ask nothing, she “would have tried to soothe and tranquillise 

[Marianne] still more, had not Marianne entreated her … not to speak to her for the world” 
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(S&S 171). Instead of merely assuming, as her mother did, that questions would bring 

unhappiness upon her sister, Elinor at least makes the attempt to find out the truth because 

of its perceived importance to their family. 

 Typically, though, Elinor intervenes on Marianne's behalf much more effectively 

than her mother does, serving as the only one who can nurse her sister through her 

heartbreak. After Willoughby rebuffs Marianne, Elinor tries “to screen her from the 

observation of others, while reviving her with lavender water” (S&S 168).  Back at the 

home of Mrs. Jennings, Elinor administers hartshorn to her sister and “[restores] her a little 

to herself” (S&S 169). When Marianne is “faint and giddy” (S&S 175), Elinor gives her 

wine. Even when Marianne is hysterical and resists Elinor's attempts to get her to rest, 

Elinor persuades her to take “some lavender drops” (S&S 181) that calm her down. Mrs. 

Jennings, much like Mrs. Dashwood, tries to soothe Marianne with “indulgent fondness” 

(S&S 183) and treats, which fail to affect her.  Elinor is also relentless as a caregiver: when 

Marianne at first refuses her 'treatment', “her sister's earnest, though gentle persuasion, 

however, soon softened her to compliance” (S&S 187).  

 Despite her deep involvement in Marianne's affairs, Elinor understands her mother's 

influence and proper place as Marianne's true guardian, so she regularly tries to shed her 

caregiving role by prompting her mother to act.  However, such efforts nearly always fail.  

The aforementioned occasion in which Elinor urges her mother to question Marianne about 

Willoughby's departure is one example of this, but Elinor tries on many other occasions to 

force her mother to assume her natural role. When Willoughby does not reply to Marianne's 

letters while in London, Elinor vows to “represent in the strongest manner to her mother 

the necessity of some serious enquiry into the affair” (S&S 158). Her mother's inaction 
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frustrates Elinor, who privately criticizes Mrs. Dashwood: “My dear mother, you must be 

wrong in permitting an engagement between a daughter so young, a man so little known, 

to be carried on in so doubtful, so mysterious a manner! I long to enquire, but how will my 

interference be borne?” (S&S 158).  Elinor understands that she faces a predicament as she 

tries to stand in for the role in which her mother is incompetent; since she does not truly 

belong in that role herself, she recognizes that her efficacy is limited.  Yet while Elinor 

cannot act as effectively as an authoritative parent would, she nevertheless feels Marianne's 

pain as acutely as her mother does. Though Mrs. Dashwood feels troubled by Willoughby's 

hasty departure, the text once again makes it clear that “Elinor's uneasiness was at least 

equal to her mother's” (S&S 78), while Elinor herself observes that “suspicion of 

[Willoughby's] integrity cannot be more painful to [her mother] than [to herself]” (S&S 

81). Through this, the text reminds us that Elinor is as deeply invested as Mrs. Dashwood 

in Marianne’s well-being. 

 Elinor, a caregiver so consumed with the welfare of others, suffers from typical 

neglect not only from those around her but also from her own lack of attention to her needs. 

She teaches and soothes others, but no one can do this for her: “Elinor, who is made the 

repository of other people's secrets without anyone to whom she can tell her own, 

experiences to the full the burden and torments of secrecy” (Tanner 80). Wiltshire adds that 

Elinor’s “position of authority is increased because she is often in possession of more 

knowledge than the other members of her household” (Jane Austen and the Body 27).  

Tanner also sees an intriguing link between Elinor’s skill at screen-painting and her 

tendency to try “to smooth and harmonise potentially abrasive and discordant occasions, 

giving the raw social realities a veneer of art” (85) effectively creating social ‘screens’ that 
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shield her sorrow from those it would hurt.  She also does not consider the possibility of 

finding someone else for her after the initial failure of her unspoken romance with Edward.  

Though she is still in love with Edward, we see from those around her (Edward, her own 

father, Colonel Brandon and even, perhaps, Marianne) that a second and happy attachment 

is possible even after a first attachment. Her solitary methods do not, however, “lessen her 

own grief” (S&S 102). Of course, it is not that Elinor does not actually feel emotions, but 

that she cannot fully express them.  When she discovers Lucy's connection to Edward, she 

still manages to speak “with a composure of voice, under which was concealed an emotion 

and distress beyond any thing she had ever felt before. She was mortified, shocked, 

confounded” (S&S 129). Yet she still feels the need to keep such feelings to herself: “She 

thought she could even now, under the first smart of the heavy blow, command herself 

enough to guard every suspicion of the truth from her mother and sisters” (S&S 134). Elinor 

is successful in her deception, as “only two hours after she had first suffered the extinction 

of all her dearest hopes, no one would have supposed” (S&S 135) the true state of Elinor's 

suffering.  Though Elinor has an honorable reason for not revealing the truth – her promise 

to Lucy Steele as well as her wish to spare her mother and sister any pain – the text 

nevertheless points out that this is an advantage to her for several reasons as well. Keeping 

the secret is “a relief to her, to be spared the communication of what would give such 

affliction to” (S&S 135) her mother and sister. However, there is also a cost to Elinor’s 

suppression.  After Marianne receives a letter from Willoughby, Elinor “felt immediately 

such a sickness at heart as made her hardly able to hold up her head, and sat in such a 

general tremour as made her fear it impossible to escape Mrs. Jennings's notice” (S&S 147).  

This scene establishes how much Elinor suffers even as she feels ‘relief’ from keeping her 
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secrets: 

  The physiological cost of Elinor’s self-command is here vividly made   

  plain.  Too often her success in mastering her emotions and presenting an  

  untroubled appearance to her mother and sisters is simply commended, as  

  if the end result of her struggles … were what counted for the narrative,   

  and the process through which it is achieved left uninvestigated.    

  (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 36-37). 

Additionally, she realizes that her mother and sister cannot help her with her own burdens: 

“from their counsel, or their conversation, she knew she could receive no assistance; their 

tenderness and sorrow must add to her distress … She was stronger alone” (S&S 135).  In 

the typical mode of a longterm caregiver, not only does Elinor realize that her family can 

offer no comfort to her if she does confide in them, but she chooses to suffer herself in 

order to preserve the feelings of those for whom she cares. Even Marianne realizes this as 

she cries, “Poor Elinor! How unhappy I make you!” (S&S 175). Elinor, in trying to calm 

her sister, points out one of her own fundamental beliefs for regulating her own feelings: 

Marianne is tasked with exerting herself “if [she] would not kill [herself] and all who love 

[her]” (S&S 176). Indeed, since Marianne's unhappiness naturally causes misery to those 

who love her, it follows that Elinor feels obligated to keep her wounds to herself; she cannot 

be certain that her mother and sister can bear her worries.  Even once Elinor learns of 

Edward's coming marriage to Lucy, her thoughts are of how this will affect her sister: she 

“soon saw the necessity of preparing Marianne for its discussion” (S&S 244). Elinor's chief 

unhappiness in this moment comes not from the personal relevance of the truth she needs 

to convey, but her worry over how her sister will take it: “Elinor's office was a painful one. 
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She was going to remove what she really believed to be her sister's chief consolation … 

Marianne listened with horror, and cried excessively. Elinor was to be the comforter of 

others in her own distresses” (S&S 244-245). Although Marianne expresses shock that 

Elinor has kept such a painful secret for so many months, Elinor is insistent that “it was 

not fit” (S&S 245) that anyone else share her burden.  Though Marianne cannot understand 

this, especially in light of Elinor's love for Edward, Elinor's reply is simple: “But I did not 

love only him; -- and while the comfort of others was dear to me, I was glad to spare them 

from knowing how much I felt. Now, I can think and speak of it with little emotion. I would 

not have you suffer on my account” (S&S 246-247, italics mine). Out of her caregiving 

nature, Elinor perceives that her first duty is to the welfare of others, leaving her with no 

comfortable outlet for her private feelings. This attitude mirrors expectations of a nursing 

figure, such as those described by Alexander Hamilton in 1785: “She should be always 

cool, composed, and recollected; to the questions put by the anxious relations, she should 

give direct answers, and a ready opinion concerning the present appearances. To the patient 

she should always appear cheerful and humane” (qtd. in Takei n.p.). Such suppressions of 

sadness and exertions to be cheerful for the sake of others are also common to Emma 

Woodhouse and Anne Elliot, as the following chapters will show.  

 Though Elinor manages to assist her family at the expense of her own happiness 

for many months, her potential limitations as a caregiver become apparent once she and 

her sister are installed at Cleveland. After Marianne falls ill, Elinor makes her try “one or 

two of the simplest remedies” (S&S 286), but at first dismisses her sister’s symptoms. It is 

only once Elinor finally realizes that Marianne's condition is serious that she becomes “a 

full-blown nurse” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 52) and tends to her. Yet for once, 
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Elinor does not singlehandedly manage the situation. In fact, in many ways she fails.  As 

Akiko Takei points out,  

  Both Mrs. Jennings and Brandon are aware of the seriousness of    

  Marianne’s condition, but Elinor is so optimistic that she believes the   

  efficacy of a good sleep …  Elinor persuades Marianne ‘to try one or two  

  of the simplest of the remedies’ and unsuccessfully prescribes what she   

  regards as ‘proper medicines’ …  Marianne’s condition, however, is too   

  serious to be cured by sleep or simple treatments.  While it is unfair in   

  such a situation to put the blame on Elinor alone for Marianne’s near   

  death, clearly Elinor is as careless as Marianne and later reproaches herself 

  for her folly. (n.p.)   

This limitation to Elinor’s care coincides with her willingness to seek outside help.  She 

first turns to Mrs. Jennings, whom she finds “on every occasion a most willing and active 

helpmate, desirous to share in all her fatigues, and often, by her better experience in 

nursing, of material use” (S&S 286).  During the revival of Marianne’s fever, she also seeks 

help from Colonel Brandon. The narrator notes that “[i]t was no time for hesitation. Her 

fears and her difficulties were immediately before him” (S&S 290).  The mention of any 

potential hesitation before relating fears may be a reference to Elinor’s longstanding habit 

of suffering and entering herself in silence; if so, Marianne’s illness points to a lack in 

Elinor’s own caregiving, a limit to the recuperation she can offer her family. This is also 

one of the few times in the text that someone else offers comfort to Elinor, who has already 

been noted as comforting others over her own sorrows: “The comfort of such a friend at 

that moment as Colonel Brandon, of such a companion for her mother, how gratefully was 
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it felt! A companion whose judgement would guide, whose attendance must relieve, and 

whose friendship might soothe her!” (S&S 290-291).  Perhaps Elinor, who blames herself 

“for having trifled with so many days of illness” (S&S 292), realizes that she is not so 

wholly capable after all. Under a generous reading, this can be seen as a positive change, 

as the perpetual caregiver finally has someone else upon whom to rely and is no longer the 

sole source of support for her family.  We can also see this in Mrs. Dashwood’s transition 

to a more parental mindset, as she experiences a growing recognition of her own 

shortcomings and what she recognizes as her “imprudence” (S&S 327) after this incident. 

She also blames herself for Marianne's illness and realizes that she contributed to 

endangering her: “Marianne was restored to her, from a danger in which, as she now began 

to feel, her own mistaken judgement in encouraging the unfortunate attachment to 

Willoughby had contributed to place her” (S&S 313). Notably, Mrs. Dashwood also grows 

to understand the role Elinor has had to take on in order to alleviate her family's exposure 

to unpleasant information: Mrs. Dashwood “now found that she had erred in relying on 

Elinor's representation of herself; and justly concluded that everything had been expressly 

softened at the time, to spare her from an increase of unhappiness, suffering as she then 

had suffered for Marianne” (S&S 331). There is a glimmer of hope that the family unit can 

heal itself just as Marianne recovers, with Mrs. Dashwood resuming a parental role and 

Elinor finally able to relinquish her position of authority.   

 Yet the construction of family, and these possible limitations of caregiving, remain 

problematic for the rest of the novel. First, if we consider Elinor’s request for outside help 

in less benign terms than previously discussed, this can actually suggest that the burden 

placed on the female caregiver is too much and ultimately leaves her increasingly 



21 
  

vulnerable; her insufficiency forces her to place herself at the mercy of others in the hopes 

that they will help her. In Elinor’s case, it is not any aspect of ‘family’ that aids her but 

rather non-familial outsiders like Brandon; this makes sense given the ways in which her 

family’s failures have partially predicated her situation.  Yet reliance on the outsider seems 

to create an obligation that, in this case, secures Marianne’s marriage to Colonel Brandon. 

The text refers to such obligations, noting that the family “felt his sorrows and their own 

obligations, and Marianne, by general consent, was to be the reward of all” (S&S 341).  

This makes the ending somewhat suspect, with Marianne awarded to Brandon despite “no 

sentiment superior to strong esteem and lively friendship” (S&S 341) in an act that makes 

her “scarcely less an item in the politics of the family than she is in her brother, John 

Dashwood’s, designs” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 59-60). Others agree, 

observing that “in romances, the hero and heroine, after overcoming difficulties, are 

typically rewarded by marriage, but in this case only Brandon is rewarded; Marianne is the 

prize” (Nelson 174).  Beyond the transactional nature of the union, there are also other 

concerns regarding Brandon that have been raised by numerous critics. Though we see him 

to be a presumably caring man who is active in offering his assistance, most of the targets 

of his help are in some way related to his romantic interests: the first Eliza’s daughter 

secures his protection because he was in love with her mother, he is in love with Marianne 

while he offers his services to her family, and even his provision of a living for Edward 

Ferrars may be more tied to the latter’s connection with the Dashwood family than an 

example of “disinterested” (Johnson, Women 69) goodness. Others have speculated on 

Brandon’s motives, writing that “he understands the economic positions of Elinor, Edward, 

and Lucy, and he makes every effort to parlay his assets and their difficulties into an 
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advantageous marriage for himself” (O’Rourke 786). Galperin belives that this  supposed 

benevolence “discloses Colonel Brandon’s real aim, which is to have Elinor and her sister 

at arm’s reach” (116).  Even more notable is his response to the first Eliza’s descent into a 

bad marriage and eventual prostitution: “He complains with rather disturbing directness 

that instead of delicately languishing to an early grave out of disappointed love for him, 

Eliza survives: ‘Happy had it been if she had not lived to overcome those regrets which the 

remembrance of me occasioned.’ Happy for whom? one wonders” (Johnson, Women 66). 

Besides these complications surrounding his character, even his marriage to Marianne will 

further connect her to her painful past.  After all, Marianne and Colonel Brandon likely 

“will still take responsibility for Eliza and for Willoughby’s child. . . . The marriage is by 

no means without its complexities. The past will not be banished absolutely. No past ever 

is, and in this novel there is no escape from the legacy of previous encounters and 

relationships” (Waldron 82–83). Even Elinor’s union with her beloved Edward is called 

into question by some, with Susan Greenfield noting “Elinor’s masochistic compassion … 

[for a man who] courts Elinor’s affection while engaged to another woman and leaves her 

as broken-hearted as Willoughby does Marianne” (Moving In and Out 98). Nevertheless, 

marriage, with all of its attending problems and submissions, remains necessary for the 

Dashwood sisters whether they want it or not.       

 For some, the novel is “unremittingly didactic” (Butler 182) and conservative, but 

many modern scholars find it far more progressive, or even anxiously ambiguous.  Gilbert 

and Gubar describe it as “an especially painful novel to read” (157) due to what they 

perceive as Austen’s wavering alliances to both Marianne and Elinor.  Claudia Johnson, 

who argues that Austen and some of her contemporaries used “politically charged material 
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in an exploratory and interrogative, rather than hortatory and prescriptive manner” (Women 

xxi), goes on to argue that the novel nevertheless levels “criticism against the most 

cherished unit of conservative social structure” (Women 70).  While I find Johnson’s 

arguments about the elements of subversion within the novel to be convincing, I find only 

the existence of caregiving to be subversive at this point, rather than its current execution 

under Elinor. By this I mean that the caregiver figure, which can seem to be a natural and 

feminine function, nevertheless underscores the plight of these women through its sheer 

necessity.  Instead, the novel’s inclusion of the caregiver figure appears to embrace the 

‘exploratory and interrogative’ mode with which Johnson credits Austen.  Though I will 

argue that Austen’s future novels transform and empower the role, Sense and Sensibility 

appears to use it as a way to reaffirm the “failures of conservative ideology” (Johnson, 

Women 56) without yet attempting to challenge them. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

“SOMETHING IN THE AIR OF HARTFIELD”:  
THE CONTAGION OF CAREGIVING IN EMMA 

 
 

 While Sense and Sensibility offered a somewhat bleak look at the lack of financial 

and social safety nets available for women, 1815’s Emma begins with far more 

auspicious circumstances.  Unlike the story of the Dashwood sisters, the novel opens not 

with a story of the mercurial nature of relatives who have the power to bestow or deny 

fortunes and security, but rather by immediately extolling Emma Woodhouse’s various 

blessings and attributes: “handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy 

disposition, [she] seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived 

nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or vex her” (E 7).  Far 

from worried about her status, Emma is sure of both her financial security and social 

standing.  Such a beginning, then, seems poised to provide a cheerful narrative that 

ultimately ends in the marriage – and, in the opinion of many early critics, the proper 

education – of its heroine.  Yet the moods and methods of Austen’s longest work are a 

source of wildly diverging opinions.  For example, while one critic praises Emma as “an 

optimistic book” (Wiltshire, Mansfield 66), another counters that it “must be considered 

… the most melancholy of her novels” (Miller 68).  For Lionel Trilling, “[t]he difficulty 

of Emma is never overcome.  We never know where to have it. If we finish it at night and 

think we know what it is up to, we wake up the next morning to believe it is up to 

something quite else; it has become a different book” (86).  The dynamic quality of 

interpretations of the novel is especially applicable to the topics of health and caregiving.  

In Emma, Austen presents one of her most challenging and nuanced (even confounding) 
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explorations of the woman as the caregiver figure.  Highly multifaceted and complex, 

Austen’s depiction begins to expand upon the limited role forced upon Elinor Dashwood 

in her first novel and, somewhat subversively, becomes an unexpected source of power 

for Emma.    

 At this point in Austen scholarship, it is not unusual to note the presence of health 

concerns within Emma.  One scholar points to illness as a crucial aspect of the text, 

providing Austen a way “to engineer and to complicate the plot of Emma” (Gorman 115). 

We learn the nature and integrity of characters “by observing the ways in which they 

react to illness in others, the degree of forbearance and kindness which they show; behind 

such trivial actions as mending Mrs. Bates's spectacles and reassuring Mr. Woodhouse 

there lies a necessary human law, the duty to comfort the fatherless, and the widows in 

their affliction” (Watson 334). John Wiltshire adds that “Highbury knows people, 

becomes familiar with them, comes to own them, in the mode of patient hood” and ill 

health affects all ages and income levels (Jane Austen and the Body 112).  Yet the 

implications of the caregiver figure are not so immediately obvious, nor have they been 

so thoroughly interrogated.  This chapter will explore Austen’s shifting conception of 

women undertaking this role and how it begins to allow for a reconfiguration of family. 

 Once again, the heroine’s caregiving appears predicated on a missing mother figure, 

as much of Emma’s power and position at home comes from being the only female in the 

house. However, unlike Elinor Dashwood, whose mother is physically present but 

functionally inept for most of the novel, Emma is the first of two Austen heroines whose 

mothers are deceased.  Since Emma's mother died when she was so young, however, she 

has no “more than an indistinct remembrance of her caresses” (E 7). Because of Emma’s 
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relative happiness thus far in life, the loss of her mother may appear insignificant at first.  

Researchers into the effects of parental death on children point out that “the death of a 

mother may be generally less traumatic than death of a father because, due to the mother's 

usually larger role in child care, a mother-surrogate is more likely to be sought” (Berlinsky 

& Biller 89).  Superficially, the novel supports this type of finding, as the role of Emma's 

mother has “been supplied by an excellent woman as governess, who had fallen little short 

of a mother in affection” (E 7). Yet some of the potential consequences of the death of Mrs. 

Woodhouse and the damage to Emma’s family are visible from the first page.4 Due to her 

mother's death, Emma lives instead with her “most affectionate, indulgent father” (E 7), 

who has allowed her to reign as “mistress of his house from a very early period” (E 7) with 

very little interference in her plans.  As Mr. Knightley observes, “Emma is spoiled by being 

the cleverest of her family … And ever since she was twelve, Emma has been mistress of 

the house and of you all. In her mother she lost the only person able to cope with her. She 

inherits her mother's talents, and must have been under subjection to her” (E 36). Instead, 

Emma remains under subjection to no one, as even her surrogate-mother, her governess, 

fails to rein in Emma’s tendencies. Indeed, the narrator adds that “the real evils … of 

Emma's situation were the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition 

to think a little too well of herself” (E 7). Despite the new Mrs. Weston's “motherly and 

kind-hearted” (E 258) demeanor to Emma, as well as the latter's regard for her, Mrs. 

                                                
4 While Emma escapes some of the more serious potential consequences of losing her mother, the 
motherless Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax bring light to the frequent vulnerability and 
instability of the family. Though he was born a Weston, the loss of Frank’s mother sees him 
incorporated into a new family with a new name, symbolically cutting him off from his father. 
Jane Fairfax benefits from the kindness of family friends who take her in to their home, but she 
nevertheless endures poverty and uncertainty after the death of her mother. Emma is an aberration 
in that she is the only motherless figure out of the three novels who is not displaced. Interestingly, 
like Emma, Frank becomes a sort of caregiver figure to his ailing aunt. 
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Weston’s real contribution to raising Emma is her abundance of affection and attention. In 

the absence of her mother, Emma must assume the management of both her household and 

her father, establishing herself as the primary caregiver figure. 

 There are ample examples of Emma’s caregiving.  Convinced of her own 

authority and importance, Emma, whose careful attention to her father is noted by 

everyone, naturally and unconsciously extends her role as a caregiver to others around 

her. Harriet Smith becomes one of the primary beneficiaries of Emma’s care in the novel. 

Emma’s interest in Harriet has been extensively considered, with post-World War II 

readers going so far as to suggest elements of homoeroticism in their relationship 

(Johnson, Equivocal 192-194).  Marvin Mudrick, for example, declared that Emma’s 

"attention never falls so warmly upon a man” (qtd. in Johnson 194) as it does upon 

Harriet.  Others see concerns of class underlying Emma’s intense fixation on Harriet.  

Citing what she perceives as “Emma’s delusions … that she can preserve distinctions of 

rank when nearly everyone around her is determined to dismiss them” (Waldron 219), 

one modern scholar goes on to say that because Emma’s importance is eroding, “she 

needs to feel important – hence her enthusiastic patronage of Harriet Smith” (Waldron 

219).  Yet one of the first considerations that crosses Emma’s mind when evaluating her 

new friendship is the matter of her own utility to Harriet and how she may help her, a 

moment I perceive as depicting the nascent caregiving role she will take on with her 

young friend.5 Emma mentally contrasts her feelings for Mrs. Weston, her former 

governess, with what she sees as her role with the parentally-bereft Harriet:   

                                                
5 The final chapter on Persuasion will return to this idea of caregivers establishing their value 
through usefulness. 
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It was quite a different sort of thing, a sentiment distinct and independent. 

Mrs. Weston was the object of a regard which had its basis in gratitude 

and esteem. Harriet would be loved as one to whom she could be useful. 

For Mrs. Weston there was nothing to be done; for Harriet every thing.  

(E 26-27)  

Emma’s new friendship with Harriet reflects more than the imbalance of their social 

status;  Mrs. Taylor is an equal, but Harriet is the recipient of care.  Emma even installs 

Harriet into the “hospital” of Hartfield; a bedroom is “appropriated” for Harriet and 

“Emma judged it best in every respect, safest and kindest, to keep her with them as much 

as possible just at present” (E 56).  While she does not engage in actual nursing with 

Harriet, she does visit the latter during her bout with a sore throat and hopes that her 

“visit was of use to the nervous part of [Harriet’s] complaint” (E 109). Emma also 

relishes the opportunity to become a sort of surrogate mother figure for Harriet: “She 

would improve her; she would detach her from bad acquaintance, and introduce her into 

good society; she would form her opinions and her manners” (E 24).  After the two 

women encounter Robert Martin for the first time, for instance, Emma takes pains to 

insinuate to Harriet what her feelings “should” be:  

  I should be surprized if, after seeing [proper gentlemen], you could be in  

  company with Mr. Martin again without perceiving him to be a very  

  inferior creature – and rather wondering at yourself for having ever  

  thought him at all agreeable before. Do you not begin to feel that now?  

  Were you not struck? I am sure you must have been struck by his  

awkward look and abrupt manner. (E 32) 
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While Emma’s efforts amount to misguided interference at best, they nevertheless point 

to the thoroughness with which she approaches her care and guidance of Harriet. Just as 

Emma both does and is everything to her father, she figures for herself a similar role as a 

caregiver figure of Harriet. 

 Further examples of her widespread caregiving can be seen in instances such as 

her charitable excursions throughout the neighborhood, where it is both “sickness and 

poverty she [comes] to visit” (E 84). The narrator praises Emma’s compassion and makes 

it clear that it is not only those tangible reliefs – such as food or money – stemming from 

her wealth that she offers: “the distresses of the poor were as sure of relief from her 

personal attention and kindness, her counsel and her patience, as from her purse” (E 84).  

Also, as much as she may privately find Miss Bates and her mother to be trying, she also 

seeks to generously enlarge what her father would share with them by sending a hind-

quarter of pork instead of just the leg (E 162) and maintains regular visits to them.  

Johnson credits Emma with performing these acts without thought of “announcement or 

praise” (Women 129). There are, of course, tensions between Emma’s duties as a 

caregiver and the various temptations of a different side of her spirit, such as the 

juxtaposition of her tender reflections on the poor with her immediately prior 

exclamations about the frail and financially insecure Jane Fairfax, who “tires [her] to 

death” (E 84), her later acknowledgement that she had “stabbed Jane Fairfax’s peace in a 

thousand instances” (E 395) or Emma’s cruelty to Miss Bates at Box Hill. Emma’s care, 

then, is not infallible, nor does it evenly extend to all who would benefit from her notice, 

even the motherless like herself. Like Elinor, there are limits to her caregiving abilities. 

Overall, however, “in her attentions to the poor and afflicted of her parish, Emma is 
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intelligent, generous, compassionate, and … steady” (Johnson, Women 128).  While Mr. 

Perry may attend to sore throats and measles, it is Emma who chiefly offers the residents 

of Highbury her ready “assistance” and “sympathy … remaining there as long as she 

could give comfort or advice” (E 84).   

 Emma’s most visible caregiving role is in her care of her father, to whom she 

carefully tends and whom she encourages. The extent of his reliance on Emma is 

complete: “the intellectual, physical, and even moral frailty of this paternal figure 

necessitates a dependence upon female strength, activity and good judgement” (Johnson, 

Women 124).  There is, of course, a question of whether or not Mr. Woodhouse is 

actually ill. Although the narrator describes him as “a valetudinarian all his life, without 

activity of mind or body” (E 9), one scholar points out that “if he has any physical 

complaint, the book does not disclose it” (Vickers 223).  Instead, Vickers suggests that 

“what appears to irk Mr. Woodhouse more than anything else is marriage” (223).  When 

Mr. Woodhouse refuses to not only taste the wedding cake of Miss Taylor and Mr. 

Weston but also discourages everyone else from partaking in it, “the ostensible reason is 

that the cake is too rich but the reader is left in little doubt that it is marriage Mr. 

Woodhouse cannot swallow” (Vickers 223-224). Yet others disagree; one study considers 

whether or not he has dyslexia (Cummins n.p.), for example, while yet another scholar 

examines his behaviors and concludes that he may suffer from dementia (Gullette 92).  

Whatever the source of his worries and behaviors, they nevertheless relegate Emma to the 

role of the primary caregiver for Mr. Woodhouse. 

 On the surface, it appears that Emma’s position frees her from some of the 

burdens that Elinor experiences as a caregiver. For example, she has no need to make 
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grave recommendations as to the family expenses, as it falls on Elinor Dashwood and 

Anne Elliot to do.  Similarly, she has no need to police the propriety of her family and 

has no worries about their actions exposing them to social or financial ruin.  Instead, 

many of Emma’s tasks involve presiding over household decisions, such as ensuring that 

her guests have minced chicken and scalloped oysters instead of the thin gruel advocated 

by her father (E 25).  Yet as we have seen with Elinor, there are various costs to 

caregiving that become apparent.  With her father, Emma’s caregiving becomes the most 

oppressive and burdensome for her, leading one critic to ponder “[w]ho can forget Mr. 

Woodhouse, selfish monster that he is?” (Armstrong 241).  As the caregiver figure, 

Emma shares Elinor’s tendency towards suppression and restraint when it eases the 

feelings of her family. After Harriet’s encounter with the gipsies, for example, “Emma’s 

first resolution was to keep her father from the knowledge of what had passed” (E 314). 

In order to attend to her father's delicate emotional state, Emma must also regularly 

suppress her own feelings and substitute them with efforts of cheerfulness.  These 

restrictions particularly extend to the subject of marriage and matches, those “silly things 

…. [that] break up one's family circle grievously” (E 14).  While engaged in a 

conversation with her father over the recent loss of Miss Taylor, a loss Emma has just 

been privately lamenting herself, Emma spots a conversational opportunity to subdue her 

father's unhappiness even as she continues to suffer herself:  

  Emma could not but sigh over it and wish for impossible things, till her  

  father awoke, and made it necessary to be cheerful. His spirits required  

  support. He was a nervous man, easily depressed; fond of every body that  

  he was used to, and hating to part with them; hating change of every kind.  
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  Matrimony, as the origin of change, was always disagreeable; and he was  

  by no means yet reconciled to his own daughter's marrying. (E 9). 

As one scholar concurs, “Emma has to practise a self-abnegation which is continuous and 

relentless in its demands, requiring her to put her father's comfort before her own, 

agreeing with him, soothing him, and sheltering him from ideas which would be likely to 

discompose him” (Watson 335).  She continues by changing the subject and sparing “no 

exertions to maintain this happier flow of ideas, and hoped … to get her father tolerably 

through the evening, and be attacked by no regrets but her own” (E 11). (Notably, 

Emma’s efforts merit the word exertions just as Elinor Dashwood’s did, further 

demonstrating their parallel suppression of personal sadness for the sake of those in their 

care.) Likewise, when the subject of his eldest daughter’s Christmas plans cause him 

stress, “as Emma saw his spirits affected by the idea of [Isabella’s] attachment to her 

husband, she immediately led to such a branch of the subject as must raise them” (E 78).  

Others recognize the power that Emma’s father holds over her actions.  When Knightley 

fears that Emma has been hurt by Frank Churchill, he comforts her that she will eventually 

triumph over her heartache in part because of “[her] exertions for [her] father's sake” (E 

399).  He continues that he knows she “will not allow [herself]” (E 399) before breaking 

off – the implication is that she will not permit herself to indulge in those feelings for long, 

given how upsetting it would be to Mr. Woodhouse. Additionally, Marshall Brown 

perceives a larger theme of depression that affects both father and daughter.  Recounting 

numerous times in which the text notes Emma’s depression or low spirits, he cites the 

following: the novel opens with “a black morning's work for her” (E 8) after the marriage 

of Miss Taylor; there are moments when she is “agitated and low” (E 405) and feels “she 
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had never been so depressed” (E 352); she endures a “melancholy” day at Hartfield  where 

her exertions “cost her” (E 395) more than usual and, on the following day, “loneliness and 

… melancholy, seemed to reign at Hartfield” (E 397).  “She is not infrequently low” 

(Brown 11), he concludes, and “while her lows are often followed by highs, the highs, 

sometimes more self-conscious, are just as often followed by lows, almost to the very end” 

(Brown 12).  Though not all of these occasions are directly linked to her care of her father, 

some of them, such as her ‘costly’ exertions, certainly are.  

 Beyond the emotional costs of her caregiving, she also experiences a geographical 

limitation that fixes her in what many perceive to be the claustrophobic  Highbury, thanks 

to her father, who prefers them both to stay safely at Hartfield. As a result, she “goes so 

seldom from home” (E 39).  While Emma may get her way and visit the Westons or the 

Coles against her father’s initial wishes, the larger world is generally closed off for her.  

Brown observes that “[a]t 16 miles away, London is almost unimaginably distant, Emma 

has never gone the 7 miles to Box Hill, and her father—and she too, it seems—have not 

even visited Knightley’s home at Donwell Abbey in two years” (8).   In fact, “it is nine 

chapters before the scene of Emma widens beyond Hartfield” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen 

and the Body 152), and even then, her travels are still limited.  For Tony Tanner, Emma 

faces the “life-denying stagnancy of a small society which has become airless, 

claustrophobic, inert, and even moribund” (190).  “Your father’s state of health must be a 

great drawback” (E 255), Mrs. Elton observes – and despite the source of the 

proclamation, we are tempted to agree. 

 One of the most contentious aspects of Emma’s caregiving stems from her 

father’s influence on her views of marriage, as this can be read as both a limiting and 
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empowering consequence.  Given her sense of duty towards her father and her deference 

for his feelings, it is not surprising that Emma takes such a strong anti-marriage stance.  

In one especially illuminating sentence, John Wiltshire suggests that “Emma has caught 

from her father the notion that marriage is not for her” (Jane Austen and the Body 146); 

whether intentional or not, this suggests a contagion of ideas that transmit from the 

patient to the caregiver, sickening their thoughts.  For better or worse, Emma seems 

thoroughly afflicted with her father’s views.  Regarding matchmaking, she goes so far as 

to promise “to make none for [herself]” (E 13) to assuage her father’s fears.  Depending 

on one’s reading, this may be limiting for Emma by foreclosing the possibility of a 

marriage that she may, at some point, privately desire. In this case, her role as a caregiver 

of a man who is “no friend to matrimony” (E 260) strains against any latent wishes to one 

day marry.  This would be yet another way in which caregiving, so often the domain of 

women, acts as a repressive force – though perhaps an atypical one in this case.  

Certainly, Mr. Woodhouse, who “could never allow for  … any body's claims on Isabella 

except his own” (E 77), would find it even harder to part with Emma, and she clearly 

knows this.  Yet Emma herself suggests that her role with her father also empowers her, 

giving us our first glimpse of the duel natures of caregiving that Austen seems to be 

exploring in the novel.  While talking with Harriet, Emma declares, “I am sure I should 

be a fool to change such a situation as mine” (E 82) without love.  This suggests that she 

recognizes the power of her situation, even despite its other limitations.  After all, she 

points out that “few married women are half as much mistress of their husband's house as 

[she is] of Hartfield; and never, never could [she] expect to be so truly beloved and 

important; so always first and always right in any man's eyes” (E 82) as she is in her 
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father’s.  Emma’s conception of marriage seems to involve resigning not only her duty to 

her father but her reign over the household.  Not all critics agree with her, with one 

arguing that Emma “continues to accommodate and coddle Mr. Woodhouse because she 

mistakes her situation for power” (Moffat 52, italics mine).  Yet both other characters 

within the novel and other readers find Emma’s arguments plausible.  Indeed, instead of  

learning the “material matrimonial point of submitting [her] own will, and doing as [she 

is] bid” (E 37), it is Emma who, according to Knightley,  takes on the husband-like role 

of teaching this to Miss Taylor. Emma’s independence and authority, though troubling to 

some critics, is after all one of the primary facets of the novel.  “Female authority itself is 

the subject of Emma” (Women 122), observes Claudia Johnson, who goes on to note that 

“what makes Emma unusual … [is] that she is a woman who possesses and enjoys 

power, without bothering to demur about it” (Women 125). Instead of being a purely 

confining role, as it was with Elinor, we begin to see that caregiving is here connected 

with offering a woman freedoms unlike those enjoyed by most married women.  Though 

Emma’s privileges as a beloved daughter, in the absence of a mother, are partially 

responsible for her power, it is difficult to separate Emma the daughter from Emma the 

caregiver, as nearly all of her interactions with her father involve tending to him in some 

way.  Moffat notes that “[f]ew women of her time were rich enough or free enough of 

parental pressures not to have to marry …  Mr. Woodhouse’s passivity is as extraordinary 

as Emma’s professed power” (49).  Since Mr. Woodhouse avoids pressuring Emma on 

this subject because he wants to retain her care and company for himself, caregiving 

enables Emma’s position to reject marriage.  Furthermore, as I will discuss later in this 

chapter, Emma’s care of her father is directly tied to Knightley’s unconventional decision 
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to move into Hartfield.  With such an ending, “[t]he novel basically accepts as attractive 

and as legitimate Emma’s  forcefulness” (Johnson, Equivocal 196). Paradoxically, then, 

Emma retains her unusual power because she is a caregiver. 

 The tension between the power and limitations of caregiving are at their greatest 

at the end of the novel, which has stimulated lively debate about Emma’s marriage and 

Austen’s intentions.  For some early readers, “[m]arriage to an intelligent, amiable, good, 

an attractive man is the best thing that can happen to this heroine … Readers who do not 

experience it as such are, I am convinced, far from knowing what Jane Austen is about”  

(Booth 114). For Monaghan, Emma comes to understand “her proper social role … 

[bringing about] a complete revitalisation of the once moribund village” (141-142). 

Others disagree, often wildly. Gilbert and Gubar, for instance, maintain that Austen 

“could not punish [Emma] more thoroughly” (159) than she does, through her marriage 

to Knightley and supposed submission to the patriarchy.  Bleakly, they see the novel as 

depicting Emma’s growing sense of her own powerlessness, a world in which she “must 

be initiated into a secondary role of service and silence” (160), and “dramatizing the 

necessity of female submission for female survival” (154). Furthermore, others note 

Emma’s continued reliance on Mr. Knightley for corrective instruction for her behavior, 

such as Mary Margaret Benson’s argument that “Emma is still in need of parental 

guidance, and Mr. Knightley, who has played the parental role even more than Miss 

Taylor, will provide it” (123). As with Benson, the reader’s assessment of Mr. Knightley 

generally plays a part in how the ending is understood. Early receptions of Knightley 

perceived him as the unquestionable moral center of the novel, referring to him as “an 

exemplary gentleman” (Duckworth 172) and, even later, as “Austen’s model for wisdom” 
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(Mooneyham 107).  However, Kirkham rejects the notion that “Emma is a novel of 

education in which all the learning is done by the heroine, all the instruction provided by 

the hero” (133).  Instead, she argues that Mr. Knightley and Emma both merit praise and 

criticism, which they dole out to one another.  Knightley shares Emma’s ignorance of 

personal feelings and even mimics her jealousy of Jane Fairfax in his own unjustness to 

Frank Churchill (Kirkham 133).  Waldron adds that “[t]hose who see Mr. Knightley as 

mentor, pure and simple, tend to overlook the enormous development his character 

undergoes during the course of the novel.  At the beginning he is entirely the self-

confident paternal/fraternal guardian … Gradually his position is undermined” (Waldron 

234). There is textual support for this, such as Knightley’s acknowledgement that he has 

been “changed also” (E 444) in his opinions, which aligns with Waldron’s belief that he 

is “involved in the same sort of social/moral confusion as Emma” (218).  As Johnson 

points out, his efforts as an authority figure are largely ineffective: “even though he 

always does lecture and blame, nothing ever comes of it” (Women 141). Knightley’s 

transformation can be seen as part of a larger investigation into masculinity within the 

text, leading some to conclude that the novel “persistently asks how a man should behave 

and what he ought to do" (Johnson, Equivocal 197).  Rather than depicting the 

‘necessary’ education of its heroine, Emily Auerbach declares that “[a]fter reading so 

many conduct books for young women written by men, Austen must have enjoyed the 

irony of writing (with a dedication to the profligate Prince Regent) a conduct novel for 

young men” (221).  Readings such as Gilbert and Gubar’s also fail to account for the 

submission of  Knightley in establishing his first marital home at Hartfield. As Mrs. 

Weston points out,  
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how very few of those men in a rank of life to address Emma would have 

renounced their own home for Hartfield! And who but Mr. Knightley 

could know and bear with Mr. Woodhouse, so as to make such an 

arrangement desirable! The difficulty of disposing of poor Mr. 

Woodhouse had been always felt in her husband's plans and her own, for a 

marriage between Frank and Emma. (E 437) 

Emma even realizes that Knightley “must be sacrificing a great deal … that in living 

constantly with her father, and in no house of his own, there would be much, very much, 

to be borne with” (E 419-420).  Indeed, Knightley’s choice means that he “cedes a 

considerable portion of power … In moving to Hartfield, Knightley is sharing her home, 

and in placing himself within her domain, Knightley gives blessing to her rule” (Johnson, 

Women 143).  As noted before, Emma’s fixed role as her father’s caregiver ultimately 

leads to the submission not of Emma, but of Knightley. 

 Given her previous position on marriage, it is worth asking why Emma, who was 

“somehow or other safe from [Frank]” (E 400), chooses to marry Knightley.  Ultimately, 

I argue that it is the burden of caregiving itself that forces her to rethink her future and 

begin to consider Knightley as a marriage partner.  Her father, after all, relies on her care 

just as much as ever and shows no signs of changing for the better.  As Gorman notes, 

“[e]ven at the end of the novel, Mr. Woodhouse has not grown up; at Donwell Abbey he 

is given trinkets to play with, as if he were a child in need of toys for diversion” (70).  

Consequently, Emma’s presence remains necessary and she seems to accept her situation 

as long as she has the visits from Knightley to look forward to.  When she fears Mr. 

Knightley may be interested in Jane Fairfax, though, her mind is as troubled on the 
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subject as her father’s would be: “Her objections to Mr. Knightley's marrying did not in 

the least subside. She could see nothing but evil in it … a most mortifying change, and 

material loss to them all;—a very great deduction from her father's daily comfort—and, 

as to herself, she could not at all endure the idea of Jane Fairfax at Donwell Abbey” (E 

212).  While this could be a sign of her as yet undetected love for, and consequently, 

jealousy regarding Mr. Knightley, it is also possible to take her at face value that 

Knightley offers some comfort to her and her father that cannot be removed without a 

grievous change to their circumstances; the two options are not mutually exclusive.  After 

all, it is Knightley who makes Emma’s interventions and exertions “unnecessary” (E 11), 

as he has a “cheerful manner which always [does Mr. Woodhouse] good” (E 11).  Even 

when she reflects on the positive aspects of marrying Knightley, she seems fixated on the 

relief of sharing her caregiving duties with another:  “This proposal of his, this plan of 

marrying and continuing at Hartfield -- the more she contemplated it, the more pleasing it 

became … Such a companion for herself in the periods of anxiety and cheerlessness 

before her! Such a partner in all those duties and cares to which time must be giving 

increase of melancholy!” (E 420).  Here we see why she values him: caregiving offers a 

bleak future that he can somewhat offset by his company.  Brown adds that “[s]he 

worries about her father’s future and in that connection thinks of Knightley as a 

consolation rather than as a joy” (12), while Wiltshire points out that Emma does not 

express outright love for Knightley (Wiltshire Jane 148).  Instead, only Knightley refers 

to “the woman he was in love with” (E 419) and “[his] love” (E 442). Far from the 

romantic imaginings of a young woman in love, which of course she may nevertheless 

be, Emma’s mind sees a most practical use for Mr. Knightley as someone to keep her 
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from being alone with her father as the rest of her social circle busy themselves with their 

own lives.  Johnson further explores this idea, noting that  

  [a]s beloved friends around her pair off to form new ties of intimacy  

  within  their own domestic circles, Emma is left isolated and alone, the  

  mistress of an empty mansion, her domain painfully contracted … To a  

  sobered Emma, who fears her days of insignificance are about to begin,  

  the difference between her destiny and that of Miss Bates is not so great,  

  for the future which seems to stretch out before both of them consists in  

  the solitary care of an aging parent. (Women 138)   

Emma herself declares, “If I thought I should ever be like Miss Bates …  I would marry 

tomorrow” (E 82).  While she cannot see this potential future for herself early in the 

novel, by the end the “periods of anxiety and cheerlessness before her” are more apparent 

to Emma.  Her ambivalence about the marriage remains clear. When she breaks the news 

to her father, she struggles against having a “melancholy tone herself. She must not 

appear to think it a misfortune” (E 436).  The text does not linger on why Emma, rather 

than her father, might consider her marriage a misfortune, but it nevertheless raises the 

question. Instead, it relays Emma’s description of the benefits of her union, which are 

almost exclusively in terms of securing Knightley’s ‘usefulness’ – that term I later 

associate with Anne’s caregiving – to her father: 

  She was not going from Hartfield; she should be always there; she was  

  introducing no change in their numbers or their comforts but for the better; 

  and she was very sure that he would be a great deal the happier for having  

  Mr. Knightley always at hand, when he once got used to the idea.   
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  Did not he love Mr. Knightley very much? He would not deny that he did,  

  she was sure. Whom did he ever want to consult on business but Mr.  

  Knightley? Who was so useful to him, who so ready to write his letters,  

  who so glad to assist him? Who so cheerful, so attentive, so attached to  

  him? Would not he like to have him always on the spot? Yes. That was all  

  very true. Mr. Knightley could not be there too often; he should be glad to  

  see him every day; but they did see him every day as it was. Why could  

  not they go on as they had done? (E 436, italics mine) 

Though Emma has much to say on the merits of having Mr. Knightley around, she has no 

reply for her father’s final question. Indeed, had she never been threatened with the 

possibility of another woman securing his affections and attention, perhaps Emma would 

have been happy to simply ‘go on’ as before.   

 The disparity between Emma’s ultimate power over Knightley and her 

ambivalence over the marriage or her continued role as a caregiver points to the difficulty 

in ascribing a clearcut meaning to caregiving within the novel.  As her father’s caregiver, 

Emma retains and expands her influence, causing Johnson to state that “in Emma woman 

does reign alone … no one – least of all Mr. Knightley – questions her right to 

preeminence” (Women 126).  Furthermore, Emma is now secure in the knowledge that 

she will always have someone with whom to share the burdens of her caregiving.  

Knightley will carry out her orders, but Emma is the one who will direct their patient’s 

care.  Even as she shares that burden, though, it is one that Emma cannot escape.  Angus 

Wilson worries about what Emma will “do all day while [Knightley] is busy, healthily 

walking about in all weathers” before concluding that “it is a sad ending … a depressing 
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compromise” (qtd. in Brown 6). In the end, I agree with Claudia Johnson’s assertion that 

“Emma most conspicuously lacks the clarity of emphasis and the conclusory arguments 

that mark didactic fiction” (Women 127).  After all, Emma is placed into the caregiving 

role left to be the domain of so many females, and she does end up marrying Knightley in 

a respectable union, but she does so on her own terms. As caregiving both affords Emma 

“power over the destinies of others” (Johnson, Women 125) while simultaneously 

insisting that she take responsibility for them, Austen begins to rewrite the role of the 

caregiver figure and infuses it with elements of subversion.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

“GIVING THE REINS A BETTER DIRECTION”: 

 THE CAREGIVER’S EVOLUTION IN PERSUASION 

 

 Austen’s final completed novel, Persuasion, which was begun in the summer of 

1815, was finished later the next year, in August 1816.  The timing of the work coincided 

not only with an extended illness of Henry Austen, but the “insidious onset of Jane’s own 

terminal illness” (Le Faye 278). As British historian Goldwin Smith noted, “[w]hen it 

was written the hand of death was upon her, and when the last touch was put to it she was 

very near her end” (167).  Novelist G.E. Mitton even wondered whether Austen’s “failing 

health and sense of tiredness” (314) affected her writing, partially prompting the rewrite 

of Persuasion’s final chapters, and pointing out Austen’s own nephew’s description of 

“her weak state of health” (qtd. in Mitton 314) at the time. It is perhaps not surprising, 

then, that Persuasion is a novel that repeatedly considers issues surrounding the body, 

ranging from incidents like Louisa’s fall to characters such as Captain Harville, who has 

“never been in good health since a severe wound which he received” (P 137), and Mrs. 

Smith, Anne’s childhood friend who “had been afflicted with a severe rheumatic fever, 

which finally settling in her legs, had made her for the present a cripple” (P 203-204).  

For Joseph Duffy, the novel is full of “symbols of decay … [and] reports of death and 

illness … the book’s toll of dead and victims of illness and accident would provide a 

mournful set of statistics on human mortality” (274). John Wiltshire echoes this 

observation: “Persuasion is a novel of trauma: of broken bones, broken heads and broken 

hearts” (Jane Austen and the Body 165).  On the surface, such a somber set of details 
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seems like a stark contrast to the apparent buoyancy and charm of Emma, Austen’s 

previous novel.  Julia Kavanagh singled out the novel’s seemingly unique melancholia, 

noting that “[b]eyond any other of Miss Austen’s tales, Persuasion shows us the phase of 

her literary character which she chose to keep most in the shade: the tender and the sad” 

(251).  Yet as my previous chapter concluded, the ‘tender and the sad’ outlook on the 

future of Emma’s caregiving burden is precisely one of the problems Austen dealt with. 

Mitton also discerned a similarity between Austen’s last two completed works, writing 

that “a certain sweet seriousness pervaded these two, which are more alike in tone than 

any of the other novels” (313).  Similarities between the two will be noted, but this 

chapter will conclude that, for all of its sadness, reading Persuasion through the lens of 

caregiving reveals that the novel offers the most optimistic and subversive portrait for 

women and their family lives. 

 Of course, the novel’s standing as the last completed novel has only magnified the 

perceived importance of its various interpretations.  As Claudia Johnson writes, the novel 

“has always signified more that what it singly comprises: its two slender volumes have 

been made to bear the imprint of Austen’s entire career … [it is] the apparent conclusion 

that determines the shape of everything that has come before” (Women 286).  The 

tradition of extrapolating from observations about Persuasion in order to speak more 

authoritatively on Austen’s political and social intentions is certainly prevalent, with 

more than a century of critics disagreeing over the presence of any hints of radicalism in 

the text of Persuasion, though contemporary scholarship finds numerous examples of 

strong social critique – or at least assessment – that were ignored by the initial reviewers.  

The novel’s early reception, for instance, saw it receive praise for its apparently 
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‘unexceptionable' morality.  Archbishop Richard Whateley, in a review of Northanger 

Abbey and Persuasion, praises Austen’s lack of didacticism as she still maintains clear 

Christian values:  “The moral lessons also of this lady's novels, though clearly and 

impressively conveyed, are not offensively put forward … Miss Austin’s [sic] works may 

be safely recommended, not only as among the most unexceptionable of their class” 

(375).   Some later scholars, however, discern a sharp shift in Austen’s willingness to 

challenge the world around her.  For example, Marilyn Butler argues that “the author’s 

severe handling of the baronet comes as near to social criticism as anything she ever 

wrote. The comparison Jane Austen makes between an idle, useless gentleman' proud of 

his rank, and the eminently useful sailors, has been seen as a notable example of Jane 

Austen's willingness to be radical” (284). Others, such as Tony Tanner, find Austen more 

complicated and less didactic. While he observes that “just about all the previous 

stabilities of Jane Austen’s world are called into question in this novel” (Tanner 211), he 

goes on to note that, although society is changing, “Jane Austen does not take sides; she 

neither mocks the old style nor reprobates the new.  Her stance is Anne's. But she is 

clearly undertaking a radical reassessment and revision of her system of values” (Tanner 

225).  Johnson, too, sees a more nuanced stance in Austen’s work as a whole: “During a 

time when all social criticism, particularly that which aimed at the institution of the 

family in general and the place of women in particular, came to be associated with the 

radical cause, Austen defended and enlarged a progressive middle ground that had been 

eaten away by the polarizing polemics born of the 1790s” (Women 166).  It is within this 

middle ground that this chapter will explore Austen’s use of caregiving in her final 

completed novel, ultimately concluding that while Austen blends both traditional and 
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subversive aspects of the role, Persuasion allows caregiving to reach its apex of familial 

critique before providing a means of societal recuperation. 

 For the third time, Austen sets up a dynamic that links the construction of the 

caregiver heroine with a missing mother figure.  Like Emma, Anne has lost a mother of 

“a very superior character” (P 36) who would have been a boon to guide her daughter 

and the family through life.  In the case of the late Lady Elliot, Austen makes it clear that 

she was ill-deserved by her silly husband and that it was her  “method, moderation, and 

economy … [that] had just kept” (P 42) Mr. Elliot within his income restrictions.  In the 

absence of a strong mother figure, Anne becomes yet another Austen heroine who 

attempts to take on roles and functions that might not be necessary with steadier and 

more reliable parents.  For example, Anne shares Elinor Dashwood’s concern over family 

finances and attempts to develop a financial plan that will restore the family to solvency, 

though her advice is largely ignored.  Whereas Anne’s sister also worries over Mr. 

Elliot’s financial situation, the elder sister merely proposes minor changes such as 

ceasing donations to charities and passing up the opportunity to further outfit their home 

with new furnishings – Elizabeth “had nothing to propose of deeper efficacy” (P 42). 

Only Lady Russell, the family friend, thinks to consult Anne, “who never seemed 

considered by the others as having any interest in the question.  She consulted, and in a 

degree was influenced by her” (P 46), yet Lady Russell is the only one who feels Anne’s 

influence.   

 This early scene in the novel points to one of the most distinctive differences 

between Anne and Elinor or Emma: she lacks both the consequence and familial love that 

the latter two enjoy.  For Anne, the vacuum left by her mother’s absence means that she 
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is effectively severed from the rest of her family, who do not understand or respect her.  

At first, this split is literal and primarily geographic, as Anne is sent away to boarding 

school in Bath soon after her mother’s death. But the text shows us that the splintering of 

the family extends to its emotional connections as well.  Sir Walter Elliot, who appears to 

little mourn his wife, is equally indifferent to Anne6.  Years after her mother’s death, 

Anne’s family is broken to the extent that she “was nobody with either father or sister: 

her word had no weight; her convenience was always to give way; – she was only Anne” 

(P 37-38). When the Elliots are making plans for their upcoming move to Bath, Lady 

Russell is “convinced that Anne would not be allowed to be of any use, or any 

importance” (P 70) in the choice of housing.  Later, when Anne poses a question to 

Wentworth and the Musgroves during a walk, “Nobody heard her, or at least, nobody 

answered her” (P 126). Even when she arrives in Bath to a seemingly friendly welcome, 

her chief advantages are as an audience for showing off the house and as a fourth addition 

to the dinner party (P 188). Despite Anne’s “elegance of mind and sweetness of 

character” (P 11), amongst numerous other generally esteemed qualities, she is valued by 

almost no one for who she is – only what she does.  The derivation of Anne’s value 

primarily from her actions rather than her character will be discussed in depth later in this 

chapter. 

 However, Anne does find herself esteemed by Lady Russell, to whom “she was a 

most dear and highly valued god-daughter, favorite and friend” (P 38).  Just as Emma 

                                                
6 Our introduction to Lady Elliot and her death comes from Sir Walter’s obsession with the 
Baronetage, which he has “improved …by inserting most accurately the day of the month on 
which he had lost his wife” (P 33).  One scholar notes the narrator’s “chilling tone” (Hanly 1010) 
in describing the supposed ‘improvement’, which depicts the extent of the baronet’s self-
absorption and apathy towards his dead wife.  
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enjoys a substitute mother figure in Miss Taylor, Anne has Lady Russell, “one who had 

almost a mother’s love, and mother’s rights” (P 63).  Lady Russell is “a sensible, 

deserving woman” who is “relied [upon] for the best help and maintenance of the good 

principles and instructions which [Mrs. Elliot] had been anxiously giving her daughters” 

(P 37).  Lady Russell has more power over Anne than even her own father, as evidenced 

by Anne’s subsequent retraction of her acceptance of Wentworth’s proposal:  “[I]t might 

yet have been possible to withstand her father’s ill-will … but Lady Russell, whom she 

had always loved and relied on, could not, with such steadiness of opinion, and such 

tenderness of manner, be continually advising her in vain” (P 63).  But like Miss Taylor’s 

inability to be a proper match for Emma’s wit and lively mind, Lady Russell also has her 

own flaws as a mother figure to Anne.  Despite her “rational and consistent” nature, she 

nonetheless has “prejudices on the side of ancestry; she [has] a value for rank and 

consequence, which blinded her a little to the faults of those who possessed them” (P 45) 

and lead her to influence Anne to break her engagement to Wentworth, an action that will 

haunt Anne for several years. 

 Although both Elinor and Emma take on caregiving roles, it is Anne Elliot who 

provides us with the most robust and explicit version of a caregiving heroine in Austen’s 

novels and it is through this role, rather than her other merits, that Anne chiefly secures 

her value in the sight of others.  This is seen early in the novel, as Anne’s sister Mary 

Musgrove demands Anne’s presence to comfort her:  “Mary, often a little unwell, and 

always thinking a great deal of her own complaints, and always in the habit of claiming 

Anne when any thing was the matter, was indisposed; and foreseeing that she should not 

have a day’s health all the autumn, entreated, or rather required” (P 70) Anne to be with 
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her.  While Mr. Elliot and Elizabeth hardly notice that Anne is there, Mary readily 

declares that she “cannot possibly do without Anne” (P 70). Though this is a meager 

compliment coming from Mary, Anne welcomes the chance to be wanted for any reason 

at all.  Even though it means she has to put up with Mary’s tiresome behavior, she 

reflects that “to be claimed as a good … is at least better than being rejected as no good at 

all; and Anne, glad to be thought of some use, glad to have any thing marked out as a 

duty … readily agreed to stay” (P 70)7.  Although Mary mostly needs to be “properly 

attended to” (P 74) rather than actually nursed, Anne still improves Mary’s spirits 

through her “perseverance in patience, and forced cheerfulness” (P 76). Anne’s presence 

and attention quickly cause Mary to forget her unhappiness as her “ailments lessened by 

having a constant companion” (P 84).   Anne is clearly aware of her positive effect on 

Mary, cheerfully declaring to her sister, “You know I always cure you when I come” (P 

75). Anne’s efforts to soothe and tend to others can be seen in other non-nursing ways, 

such as her role as a beloved authority figure to Mary’s children, “who loved her nearly 

as well, and respected her a great deal more than their mother” (P 81). She also acts as 

the confidant of the Musgrave family, where “being treated with too much confidence by 

all parties, and being too much in the secret of the complaints of each house” (P 82), she 

is called upon to calm feelings and ameliorate minor family discords. The text returns 

again and again to Anne’s usefulness as linked with her caregiving. For example, Anne 

considers how she “might be useful” (P 124) in separating Mary from the Musgrove 

sisters; her “usefulness” to her nephew gives “some sweetness to the memory” (P 136) of 

                                                
7 The idea of usefulness securing companionship is reminiscent of Emma’s wishes to form a 
friendship with Harriet in part based on hopes of being ‘useful’ to her and in Emma’s assessment 
of Knightley’s contribution as a husband, though Austen explores the idea of the caregiver’s 
usefulness establishing value throughly in Persuasion. 
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her stay with Mary and Charles; Henrietta bristles at not being considered as “useful as 

Anne” (P 163) after Louisa’s fall; Anne enjoys “the satisfaction of knowing herself 

extremely useful” (P 169) to the worried Musgroves, and “Mrs Musgrove's real affection 

had been won by [Anne’s] usefulness when they were in distress” (P 274).  The 

connection is furthered through the praise of the Musgroves’ old nursery-maid as being 

the one “useful” enough to go and “nurse” (P 170) Louisa. Even when she meets the 

grieving Captain Benwick, Anne takes pains to instruct him on various readings that she 

believes will better fortify his mind and spirit.  Once again Anne is noticed chiefly for her 

ministrations as Captain Harville declares to her, “You have done a good deed in making 

that poor fellow talk so much.  I would he could have such company oftener” (P 156).  It 

is these repeated acts of service that Anne is most often commended for. 

 Added to these relatively simple examples of Anne’s caregiving tendencies are 

the crucial moments in which she engages in more substantial nursing and tends to those 

who are actually wounded. When Anne’s eldest nephew dislocates his collar-bone, 

“Anne had everything to do at once – the apothecary to send for – the father to have 

pursued and informed – the mother to support and keep from hysterics – the servants to 

control – the youngest child to banish, and the poor suffering one to attend and soothe” 

(P 91-93).  Although the Musgroves from the Great House come to check on everyone, 

they are “frightened, enquiring companions … [rather than] very useful assistants” (P 

93). It is Anne – ‘only Anne’ – who is necessary.  Even more significant is her role after 

Louisa’s fall, which causes Takei to declare that “it is Anne Elliot who performs the most 

brilliant lay doctoring and nursing work” (n.p.) out of all of Austen’s characters.  

Although Louisa is not gravely wounded, the situation appears severe to her companions: 
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“there was no wound, no blood, no visible bruise; but her eyes were closed, she breathed 

not, her face was like death” (P 158).  Once again, those around Anne are relatively 

useless in the crisis.  Mary screams, Charles is frozen in place and Henrietta “lost her 

senses” (P 158) to the point of almost falling herself, had it not been for Captain Benwick 

and Anne’s physical support of her.  When Wentworth plaintively asks “is there no one to 

help me” (P 158), it is Anne who sends Benwick to assist him and who begins to issue 

orders:    

Anne, attending with all of the strength and zeal, and thought, which  

 instinct supplied, to Henrietta, still tried, at intervals, to suggest comfort to 

 the others, tried to quiet Mary, to animate Charles, to assuage the feelings  

 of Captain Wentworth. Both seemed to look to her for directions.   

  ‘Anne, Anne,’ cried Charles, ‘what is to be done next? What, in heaven’s  

  name, is to be done next?  

  Captain Wentworth’s eyes were also turned towards her. (P 159) 

Anne even specifies Louisa’s initial treatment – “Rub her hands, rub her temples” (P 

158) – and provides salts, which she has carried with her on their excursion, to assist 

them.  The scene at Lyme sees “everything … done that Anne had prompted” (P 158); 

here, we see that Anne’s words and instructions finally have the powerful influence over 

others that they never had in her father’s home. This is a departure from Elinor’s nursing 

of Marianne, as Anne is both effective in her role and aware of her limitations.  Takei 

concurs, writing that “Anne knows that an amateur treatment is subsidiary after all, so she 

sends for a surgeon and offers advice on how to find him at once, even as Wentworth 

loses hope of Louisa’s recovery … [her actions prove that] Anne is wiser than Elinor, 
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who wastes six days in trying home remedies for Marianne” (n.p.). The female caregiver 

has now become far more competent. 

 Some of the most interesting aspects of the caregiver/nursing figure in the novel 

come from the gender commentary surrounding who should fulfill this role as well as 

what the consequences of assuming it may be.  According to John Wiltshire, “it is as if 

there were a necessary relationship between femaleness and nursing, as if true 

womanliness were expressed in devotion to the well-being of others, whether children or 

ailing adults” (P 167). As Wiltshire notes, conduct books and works by contemporary 

moralists echoed this position: for example, Thomas Gisborne’s An Inquiry into the 

Duties of the Female Sex8 suggests that the development of female character may be 

achieved partially through “contributing daily and hourly to the comfort of husbands, of 

parents, of brothers and sisters, and of other relations, connections and friends, in the 

intercourse of domestic life, under every vicissitude of sickness and health, of joy and 

affection” (qtd. in Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 167). It is true that such nursing 

care typically fell to the female – who could imagine a Woodhouse son taking Emma’s 

place as perpetual caregiver of the ailing father? – and Persuasion seems to continue this 

tradition to an extent.  When his son is injured, Charles Musgrove determines that “this 

was quite a female case … [with nothing] for a father to do” (P 94).  While it is perhaps 

easy to dismiss his statement as that of a male stereotype for the time, even Anne agrees 

with him: “Nursing does not belong to a man, it is not his province.  A sick child is 

                                                
8 Through her letters, we know that Austen at least read this text and professed to be “pleased 
with it …[despite being] quite determined not to read it” (Austen, Jane Austen’s Letters 169). 
Scholars debate the extent of her sympathy with it, however, and many, such as William Galperin 
and David Nokes, perceive elements of “mischievousness” – rather than unqualified approval – 
in her response (Galperin 264).  
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always the mother’s property, her own feelings generally make it so” (P 95).  Yet Austen 

shows us that not all women are suited for this role, as we see with Mary, who does not 

know “that [she is] of any more use in the sick-room than Charles” (P 95).  Furthermore, 

“the boundary between doctoring [a male function] and nursing is often unclear” (Takei 

n.p.) in Persuasion, as Anne’s thorough care of Louisa showed.  Also, after Louisa’s fall, 

we see that both Mary and Henrietta fall prey to hysterics, but Anne’s calmness shows 

that their reactions are not caused by some frailty or limitation of their sex, just as Anne’s 

calmness is not necessarily due to hers.  Sex, then, can no longer act as a reliable 

determinant of a person’s attributes and talents, even those with such an embedded 

gender bias. To complement the argument that Austen blurs the distinctions within the 

novel between previously demarcated roles, Barbara McLean’s observations on surgeons 

and apothecaries within Persuasion is useful: 

  Austen indicates that the specific skills of the surgeon and the apothecary  

  were practically interchangeable.  At Lyme a surgeon is summoned for  

  Louisa, but when Anne’s nephew dislocates his collar-bone in a fall, and  

  injures his back, the apothecary is sent for.  Both victims have had falls,  

  both have sustained injuries, both are diagnosed and treated appropriately  

  by the attending medic.  Austen, particularly by having an apothecary,  

  rather than a surgeon, reduce the dislocation, suggests that medicine is  

  opening up, and that general practice is on the rise. (174) 

Just as medical professionals begin to see the erosion of the boundaries guiding their 

scope of practice, the caregiver – and, by extension, the woman – begins to enjoy greater 

respect and power even as she blurs the lines between women’s and men’s work. 
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 Nevertheless, the text does present some of the typical problems of female 

caregiving that have been seen in Sense and Sensibility and Emma, such as the way this 

role limits Anne’s social position to some extent and inhibits her romantic prospects.  For 

Wiltshire, the text associates “in the reader’s mind nursing and femaleness … [but also] 

with social marginality” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the Body 166), such as the 

unnoticed Nurse Rooke who attends to Mrs. Smith.  Such marginality is apparent in 

Anne’s near-invisibility during certain social gatherings, such as when she plays the 

piano for the Musgroves’ parties.  Anne as a caregiver has become “a functional 

substitute for the nurturing and nurturant, supportive, mother” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen 

and the Body 168)9, a safe who has stopped competing in the romantic race. Wiltshire 

adds,   

  [i]n positioning herself thus as a mother-substitute … she expunges herself 

  as a desiring subject … She is representing to herself, and allowing her  

  circle to assume, that her romantic story is closed, is in the past, that she  

  does not entertain ambitions or desires on her own behalf, but only on  

  behalf of those to whose well-being she attends. (Jane Austen   

  and the Body 168) 

On the surface, this neutered caregiving role neatly complements Anne’s apparent 

prospects at the late age of 27. At this time of life, long past her early bloom, it is unlikely 

that Anne will make a match at all, much less a good one, so it is not startling that she 

adopts a nursing role with its “curiously restricted femaleness” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen 

and the Body 168).   

                                                
9 The text maintains a connection between Anne and the maternal figure, which I will explore in 
more depth later in the chapter. 
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 Yet a careful reading suggests that Austen is doing something far more subversive 

with Anne’s caregiving. Just as her caregiving role gains Anne respect and influence that 

would otherwise be denied to her, she also utilizes the role to her gain in other ways, such 

as providing her the emotional distance that she needs to manage periods of anxiety and 

stress.  For example, Anne uses her role as a nurse of little Charles to avoid seeing 

Frederick Wentworth again until “the little boy’s state could no longer supply his aunt 

with a pretense for absenting herself” (P 101).  Anne has also used other ways of 

distancing herself, such as playing the piano at ‘country dances’ for the Musgroves:  “as 

she sat at the instrument, she was extremely glad to be employed, and desired nothing in 

return but to be unobserved” (P 111). Later, she avoids a dinner at the Musgroves by 

staying at home “under the mixed plea of a head-ache of her own, and some return of 

indisposition in little Charles.  She had thought only of avoiding Captain Wentworth” (P 

117). Again and again, she turns to rendering services to others in order to secure some 

measure of peace for herself.  Of course this does not place Anne in an ideal situation, as 

her sadness makes clear, but her assumption of this role nevertheless allows her to 

moderate and privately confront some of her grief. Furthermore, her caregiving 

ultimately actually serves to make her more desirable and valuable as a romantic partner 

to Frederick Wentworth. In Lyme, he declares that there is “no one so proper, so capable 

as Anne!” (P 162).  Rather than speaking of her more formally, his informal use of her 

given name hints at the closeness he still feels to her.  Similarly, the rest of his speech 

shows his reawakening regard for her:  “‘You will stay, I am sure, you will stay and nurse 

her,’ cried he, trying to her and speaking with a glow, and yet a gentleness, which seemed 

almost restoring the past” (P 162).  Also, while Mr. Elliot’s admiration of Anne in Lyme 
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make Wentworth briefly consider his feelings for her in light of his jealousy, he later 

declares that it is “the scenes on the Cobb, and at Captain Harville’s … [that] had fixed 

her superiority” (P 294) once and for all.   

 Caregiving also becomes an acceptable means of expressing desire.  Because of 

the supposed separation of sexuality from nursing, general regard – which may also be 

suppressed sexual attraction – may safely be expressed for a person based on their worth 

as a nurse figure.  Writing of Wentworth’s praise of Anne’s nursing abilities, Wiltshire 

agrees that this is permissible precisely “because of that separation of nursing from 

sexuality” (Jane Austen and the Body 174).  Extending this idea, caregiving often allows 

for physical touch that would otherwise be forbidden.  Such a notable example occurs 

when Wentworth unexpectedly removes one of Anne’s nephews from her back: “She 

found herself in the state of being released from [her nephew]; some one was taking him 

from her, though he had bent down her head so much, that his little sturdy hands were 

unfastened from around her neck, and he was resolutely borne away, before she knew 

that Captain Wentworth had done it. Her sensations on the discovery made her perfectly 

speechless” (P 120).  One of Austen’s contemporaries, Maria Edgeworth, found this 

scene particularly noteworthy and described it in one of her letters:  “[D]on’t you see 

Captain Wentworth, or rather don’t you in her place feel him, taking the boisterous child 

off her back as she kneels by the sick boy on the sofa?” (qtd. in Morrison 120).  Penny 

Gay also observes the “taboo-breaking physical contact” and even argues that “the sexual 

connotations of ‘done’ in the context of Anne’s febrile responses cannot be ignored.  His 

body has been in close contact with hers” (qtd. in Morrison 120).  In this way, “nursing 

concern for the body becomes the permissible vehicle in which awakening (or latent) 
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desire can find a plausible and socially sanctioned … expression” (Wiltshire, Jane Austen 

and the Body 173).  This also has implications beyond the expression of latent desire, as 

Wentworth’s regular attentions to Anne’s physical state establish him as a caregiver 

figure.  For example, he insists that Anne ride with the Crofts because he alone perceives 

her fatigue after a long walk:  “[H]is perception of her fatigue  … could not see her suffer 

without the desire of giving her relief” (P 134).  Wiltshire also points out other times that 

the novel assigns “nursing functions, or something equivalent to them, to … Wentworth” 

(Jane Austen and the Body 170), such as the moment in which he speaks soothingly to 

Mrs. Musgrove about the loss of her son.  He does so “with so much sympathy and 

natural grace, as showed the kindest consideration for all that was real and unabsurd in 

the parent’s feelings” (P 107). Similarly, he is the one to stay with Benwick after the 

news of the death of Benwick’s wife; Captain Harville says that Wentworth “never left 

the poor fellow for a week; that’s what he did, and nobody else could have saved poor 

James” (P 156).  Despite the text’s initial engagement with the necessarily feminine 

aspects of nursing, this is undermined by Wentworth’s concurrent assumption of various 

caregiving duties.10  

 Such relative fluidity with gender roles as evidenced by caregiving fits well with 

other elements of the novel, such as the surprising character of Mrs. Croft. Claudia 

Johnson describes Admiral Croft’s wife as “a tour de force of characterization.  Though 

her comportment has not the slightest hint of mannish impropriety about it … her 

                                                
10 Wentworth’s consideration for the health of others is not the first time one of Austen’s male 
figures has insistently watched over the well-being of others. We need only look back to Emma 
and Mr. Woodhouse to find Austen’s most staunch advocate of the preservation of health.  Yet it 
is apparent that where Mr. Woodhouse’s activity is limited to health proclamations that are 
excessive and generally ill-founded, Wentworth’s care is active, necessary and welcome.   
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manners are conspicuous by their lack of features usually construed as feminine, such as 

bashfulness, roundness, sweetness, and daintiness” (Women 294-295).   The novel 

regularly reminds us of her (typically masculine) abilities, from her heightened interest in 

the letting of Kellynch-hall to her ability to drive their chaise:  when she and her husband 

nearly hit a post, it is Mrs. Croft who “cooly [gives] the reins a better direction herself 

[and] they happily passed the danger” (P 135).  The narrator also describes her as 

“looking as intelligent and keen as any of the officers around her” (P 220). The Croft’s 

partnership is a clear example of a new type of relationship, one in which the man and the 

woman complement one another and can reject certain traditional gender roles.  This 

evolution in roles is also suggested in a scene at the end of the novel, as Anne debates 

with Captain Harville.  Anne remarks that “Men have had every advantage of us in telling 

their own story …  the pen has been in their hands”  (P 287).  Tony Tanner points out the 

heavy significance of Wentworth dropping his pen at that moment:  “Wentworth at this 

critical moment has dropped … that instrument which is at once a tool and a symbol of 

men’s dominance over women; the means by which they rule women’s destinies, literally 

write … their lives.  It is as if he is open to a more equal (unscripted) relationship in 

which the old patterns of dominance and deference are abandoned, deleted – dropped” 

(241). With the pen firmly in her hand, Austen rewrites these relationships herself. 

 Austen also renegotiates her conception of the family through Anne. We see this 

in part through the repeated connection made between Anne and the maternal figure, 

especially through its reminders of her resemblance to her own mother.  For instance, 

“[i]t was only in Anne that [Lady Russell] could fancy the mother to revive again” (P 

38), the narrator tells us, and she is her “mother’s self in countenance and disposition” (P 
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210).  In a novel where the family unit is so unstable and fractured, the text offers Anne a 

way to ‘heal’ it through a marriage to Mr. Elliot.  Indeed, what could be more celebratory 

and reaffirming of the existing family structure than to have her marry William Walter 

Elliot, the cousin who bears her father’s name, and for her to become a reincarnation of 

Lady Elliot in name and position?  Lady Russell foretells of Anne “occupying [her] dear 

mother’s place, succeeding to all of her rights … [and becoming] such as she was, in 

situation, and name, and home” (P 210) through such a union.  Anne considers it and is 

even tempted by it, but she ultimately rejects further connecting herself with the family 

represented by her paternal relations.  Just as she reflects on the Crofts’ settlement of 

Kellynch-hall as evidence that the family “[was] gone who deserved not to stay” (P 174),  

her father and his relations are similarly unworthy in her new consideration of what 

constitutes family. At the end of the novel, for example, Anne practically considers 

herself without a family at all as she reflects on what she can offer to Wentworth:  she 

grieves because she has “no relations to bestow… to have no family to receive and 

estimate him properly” (197).  Her blood ties with the Elliots count for very little in the 

end, just as their blood ties to somewhat celebrated ancestors do not make them worthy of 

Kellynch-hall.  By contrast, Anne’s new family circle is increased not only by the Crofts, 

her in-laws, but by Wentworth’s other Royal Navy friends as well.  Tony Tanner echoes 

this assessment, agreeing that “[i]n fact it is [Wentworth] who offers a family—the new 

'family' of the navy”  (261).  Duffy observes that “[t]he reconciliation between Lady 

Russell and Wentworth is insisted upon at the close of Persuasion” (289) and Mrs. Smith 

remains a close friend, but Anne’s existing family appears to figure very little in her life. 
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 Caregiving in all of its manifestations remains a complicated role throughout 

Austen’s novels, not the least of all in Persuasion. As with Austen’s other novels, this 

work acknowledges the often negative aspects of caregiving and nursing, just as it 

perceives how frequently this burden is left to women.  At the same time, Austen’s 

caregivers become increasingly empowered through their roles, which coincides with 

their achievement of increasingly unconventional, but more egalitarian, families.   Just as 

Anne “cures” others through her careful attentions to them, she cures the ailing family 

through the creation of a new one.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

 It is difficult to say what caused Austen’s apparent interest in the lives of 

caregivers.  Perhaps her own declining health may have influenced her to some degree, 

making her more attuned to the burdens and expectations placed upon them.  Some 

scholars do perceive an element of the autobiographical in her depictions of certain 

characters; for example, Robert Morrison suggests that Austen’s “mother was 

unquestionably a malade imaginaire” (6) and that her behavior may have helped to form 

the hypochondriacal Mary Musgrove.  However, as Johnson reminds us, “the underlying 

assumption that Anne's autumn and Austen’s are complementary—in other words, that 

Persuasion, like the other novels, indeed like all novels by women, is the author's own 

love story, composed with little or no aesthetic distance—is of course teeming with 

fallacies” (Women 286). Similarly, it seems problematic to conclude that the depiction of 

caregiving in the novels is necessarily a depiction rooted in her own experiences. More 

importantly, reducing the presence of caregiving to a mere correlation with Austen’s life 

ignores the strategic and critical role that it plays within the novels. As one writer 

observed,  

  what Austen contributes to an understanding of her time is her close  

  attention to the minute practices of daily life, in the drawing rooms, the  

  bedrooms, and the interior musings of the women and men she wrote  

  about. This is a rich telling of human agency … and how the smallest  

  elements of the social landscape work themselves out. From this, we can  



62 
  

  read trenchant critiques of patriarchy, primogeniture and gender   

  battles. (Wilkes 33) 

The aim of this thesis has been in part to show the magnified importance caregiving holds  

as a method of critique, as the implications of caregiving have touched on gender 

equality, the limitations of women’s roles, and even the family itself. 

 In conclusion, there are several aspects that I would like to explore in greater 

depth.  First, I would like to consider the implications of caregiving on a feminist reading.  

For Kirkham, labeling women writers of Austen’s time as either feminist or not was an 

incorrect approach, as she argues that “at this period to become an author was, in itself, a 

feminist act” (33). Given the almost universal female status of the caregiver, along with 

what I have argued to be Austen’s gradually expanding role for caregivers, the texts may 

seem rich with sympathy for women and what women bring to the family, even to the 

extent of prizing the maternal side of the family rather than the paternal.  In Sense and 

Sensibility, it is the paternal relation – the Dashwood sisters’ half-brother – who most 

egregiously fails them, while they are able to secure suitable housing thanks to the 

generosity of a maternal relation, Sir John Middleton.  Though Emma has no living 

maternal relatives, we do know that Mrs. Woodhouse was superior to her husband and 

would have been a more beneficial role model for Emma. Finally, Sir Walter Elliot has 

nothing to offer Anne from his side of the family besides his beloved Baronetage; his 

extended family, from Lady Dalrymple to William Elliot, hold no real value for Anne.  

Only her deceased mother would have been a worthy companion for her.  These broken 

families see their problems increased by the male sides of the family.  Likewise, the 

novels linger on details that show the effects of the supposedly benevolent family unit on 
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women, from their financial plights (such as the Dashwood and Elliot families losing 

their homes, even temporarily) to their “forced cheerfulness” and “exertions” to maintain 

the happiness of those around them. 

 Yet even as concerned as Austen seems to be with what happens to women, she is 

far from giving them her universal approbation.  Instead, Austen provides us with 

numerous examples of women failing other women, particularly the motherless.  Instead 

of stepping in to help struggling women, other female characters often only enhance 

rather than ameliorate the problems of other women.  These can be intentional wrongs, 

such as Fanny Dashwood’s greed leading to the Dashwoods’ limited inheritance, 

Elizabeth Elliot’s disregard of Anne, and even Emma’s mild cruelty to Jane Fairfax (who 

is not only motherless, like Emma, but an orphan) and Miss Bates, or they can be well-

intentioned but misguided, such as Emma's temporary harming of Harriet's marriage 

prospects through her attempts to “improve” her future.  In other cases, women 

unintentionally help others while behaving badly, such as when Mrs. Ferrars disinherits 

Edmund and Lucy's subsequent betrayal of Edward, which ultimately serves Elinor's 

happiness.  Clearly, Austen does not endorse a good/bad binary when it comes to the 

sexes, but instead offers a much more nuanced study.  Similarly, despite the apparent 

importance of the absent mother, Austen fails to sentimentalize motherhood, providing us 

as she does with so many examples of imperfect mothering. 

 Nevertheless, the transition in the caregiving role throughout the three novels, 

particularly in its expansion of both Emma’s and Anne’s agency, can certainly be read as 

a subtle but progressive choice. Such social critique can also be seen in the changes that 

caregiving brings to the traditional family.  Initially, caregiving is a necessary choice that 
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unevenly burdens women; this burden occurs precisely because the traditional family 

structure does not provide the consummate support that individuals, especially women, 

need.  However, the caregivers slowly cease to try to mend the traditional family, 

revealing the need to seek out a new system that can offer what Burke’s “ideal” family 

does not. We see this change occur over time in Austen’s novels.  While Elinor’s efforts 

seem largely based in supplying the guidance that her mother fails to give and in trying to 

keep her family relatively unscathed by the changes around them, Emma and Anne differ 

from her in that their caregiving does not mend the existing family unit so much as it 

rejects and transforms it.  Emma’s marriage is somewhat problematic in that it seems she 

must marry Knightley in order to lessen her caregiving burden, but she nevertheless 

achieves a more equal family dynamic (a marriage of near-equals) that continues to 

privilege her.  For Anne, the change is more dramatic.  As noted in the previous chapter, 

Anne essentially rejects her unworthy family and replaces them with Wentworth and his 

connections, creating a new family that, amongst other things, brings women to their 

most equal and respected positions yet.  Also, unlike the arguably “cloudy” origins of 

Emma’s marriage, which is potentially undermined by questions of dependence instead 

of love, Anne’s is the one that appears most clearly born of mutual regard and affection. 

Out of all of the Austen endings, it is the one that I personally find the most convincing.  

 As the novels move from the necessity of Elinor’s caregiving, which highlighted 

the instability for women of the supposedly venerable family, to the esteem and domestic 

happiness eventually enjoyed by Anne even in the absence of a strong “first” family, 

caregiving also undergoes substantial shifts.  It moves from a position of vulnerability 

and inadequacy, such as Elinor’s efforts during Marianne’s illness or Emma’s inability to 
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cope with her father alone, to one of competence and empowerment, as we see through 

Anne. If we cautiously take Persuasion as our guide, the future that Austen suggests has 

several important changes within the realms discussed in this thesis. Instead of such 

unilateral reliance on men, we begin to see a new equality in which women literally share 

the reins with men and men become just as attentive to the needs of women as the female 

caregivers have historically been.  In the case of Anne, the need to be a caregiver shifts 

from one with an uncertain timespan, as in the case of Emma and her father, to one that is 

rendered almost unnecessary.  After all, neither Wentworth nor his friends especially 

need Anne to care for them; they are capable and self-sufficient, as evidenced by the 

Harvilles’ collected demeanor in the face of Louisa’s crisis.  The new and fluid “family” 

offers more mutual care rather than concentrating it in the figure of one overextended 

woman. The novel’s end underscores this as it suggests that Anne now has her own 

support system, friends who will look out for her if “the dread of a future war … could 

dim her sunshine” (P 186) with the loss of Wentworth.11  

 Like Lady Russell, who must reevaluate her opinions on Wentworth, readers of 

Austen’s novels are invited – through the figure of the caregiver – to reconsider their 

notions of women and the family.  As Tony Tanner observes, “the message within the 

message of the book, the not-so-hidden 'letter' under the text of the story, reads like this: 

'There was nothing less for English society to do, than to admit that it had been pretty 

completely wrong, and to take up a new set of opinions and hopes’” (264). In the end, it 

                                                
11 I am indebted to Dr. Jessica Richard’s observation on Anne’s transition from the exclusive 
caregiver to one who can now benefit from her own access to care and support should it become 
necessary.   



66 
  

is the family that is in decay and needs attention.  But rather than healing the rupture of 

the traditional family, the caregiver ultimately grafts a reconfiguration out of new parts.  
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