JANE AUSTEN (1775-1817)PRIVATE 

“Southern Persuasion, the Country Gentry, and Jane Austen”


Read about Mary Wollstonecraft in the Norton Literature by Women text or at http://www.historyguide.org/intellect/wollstonecraft.html.  Click on the link to the Vindication of the Rights of Woman and read the introduction and chapter 2.  Bring the hardcopies of these selections  from the Vindication (or the Norton text) with you to class.    Peruse the information at http://www.janeaustensoci.freeuk.com/,  http://www.jasa.net.au/jabiog.htm,   http://www.pemberley.com/janeinfo/rgnclfil.html, and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Austen.  As you read about Austen’s life, what biographical details would have encouraged her to become one of the early feminist writers?  What connection do you see between Austen’s work and Wollstonecraft’s polemical writing?  


As you read Persuasion, consider the following.  What are the feminist themes in the book?  How does the legal principle of primogenitor drive the plot?  Much of Persuasion is an explication and deconstruction of the institution of marriage.  Why was this topic so important to Austen and at least half of her readers?  Austen once said that “single women have a dreadful propensity for being poor”; however, a few of the single women in this novel are content—who fall into that category and why?  One of the most interesting themes in the book is signaled by the title—the persuasive powers that some have over the lives of others.  This is a complex theme, and one must consider carefully to discern exactly where Austen falls on the issue.  Who is deemed a particularly persuasive character in the book?  What was the outcome of this influence regarding the heroine Anne Elliot?  Characterize Captain Wentworth when we first meet him?  Do you think Austen regards him initially as arrogant and condescending?  Explain.   Had he and Anne married six years earlier, they might perhaps have been spared much grief and pain; nonetheless, how would you envision their marriage had it occurred prior to the opening of the book?   


 Austen is a thoroughly Neoclassical writer, meaning that she is principally concerned with moderation, common sense reason, manners and a balance between feeling and reason—many of the ideals of her “dear Dr. Johnson.”  How does this idea of moderation play out in the book, particularly in terms of the characters?  One of the most interesting parts of the book (and the turning point for Anne’s and Frederick’s relationship) is the debate Anne and Captain Harville have about the “constancy” of men and women (207-210); explain Anne’ position.  Is she right?  Part of this debate deals with “telling one’s own story.”  Captain Harville says that literature proves that men are the deeper feeling and most constant of the two sexes.  What is Anne’s response to his “logical appeal”?  Like Shakespeare, Jane Austen is a master of characterization.  As you read, notice how she uses contrast characters to prove her thesis about the ideal marital relationship.  What couple represents the ideal?  Explain.  How does this connect to Frederick and Anne’s relationship?  What are other contrast characters in the book?  What do you think is the particular brilliance of Austen’s character portrayal?  How do these characters contribute to this wonderfully organic work of literature: Sir Walter Elliot, Elizabeth and William Elliot; Mary and Charles Musgrove; Lady Russell and Mr. Shepherd; Mrs. Clay and Mrs. Smith; Louisa Musgrove and Captain Benwick; Admiral and Mrs. Croft.

Like Virginia Woolf, Austen fills her work with a marvelous and understated humor—an intelligent and delightful sense of irony and a quick eye to discern our human foibles.  How is Austen a supreme satirist?  Read Austen carefully for the wonderful wit that rests on every page.
