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Ever since the beginning of Human civilization,  there have been different social groups 

that remain perpetually in conflict leading to social discrimination. However, the oppressed 

group always strives to struggle for its rights and that leads to protest. Protest is the official 

statement in writing or speech, communicating the actually dominant opposition or it is 

dissatisfaction on positive acts, issues or things. Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of 

English defines Protest as “the expression of strong disagreement with or opposition to 

something; a statement or action that shows this” (Hornby12-13). Man has to facade different 

forms of wrongness at the same time as living in the society which is based on competition, 

class, caste, femininity etc. Social protest outbreaks when rule features a predicament of legality. 

System change is a multifaceted development by way of various times.  

Various inhibitions and encumbrances of women striving to exercise their human rights, 

have found expression in English fiction, especially that written after 16th century by the women 

fictionists. Austen is one of those careful and fastidious artists with a clear vision of the duty the 

writer owes to the society. She firmly grasps the historical dialectics of the society in change. 

She places woman at the forefront where she plays major roles to improve on her status and on 

her society as a whole. Her women are assertive beings seeking recognition and visibility in their 

society. Patriarchy relegates women to the background at the socio-economic and political levels 

in the society and looks down upon them as objects. These novels do not only expose the poor 

conditions of women but also celebrate the strong women and their subversion of the patriarchal 

norms through the exploration of their bodies, desires and sexuality. Their protest is against the 

injustices and the persecution to which women in England have always been subjected. Though 

the rights of women are increasingly being realized, they still remain victims of the prevalent 

orthodox attitude and male domination, especially in rural region.  

The women authors refuse to unquestionably accept the proposed patriarchal ideology 

and reflect, analyze and understand in their works, the gender relations and role of power 
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exercised within the structure. Generational differences are seen in all the selected narratives, 

especially those regarding women’s issues. The older women in the novels tend to agree with 

traditional ideas of gender, while younger women express more contemporary ideas. The authors 

display sympathy toward their characters and the female condition. They encourage women to 

change their position in society by resisting their oppressors. The depiction of their female 

characters in the texts question the attitude of present day England to women, their position in 

the society and their rights, challenging thus the limits of their freedom. The society, as it is 

revealed in the texts, is still a traditional one, accepting any change with a great reluctance.   

The present article tries to find out the answer of the question, how Austen’s characters 

can be seen as a microcosm for the Social situation in England at that time. The women’s 

position in England was slowly changing, as the characters find themselves placed between 

tradition and modernity. At the same time, as some have had their lives cleaned out by the 

potential of individuals around them, others than struggle to free themselves from predictable 

women’s roles. The different female characters symbolize different choices; hence they too can 

stand as a microcosm of the country.  

 According to the historical facts, a woman is exposed to various roles of a mother, a wife 

a daughter and a sister – a part in the family instrument but never as an individual claiming her 

life to be her own. This is mostly outstanding to the patriarchal example of society where the 

power originates from the eldest male in the family. In the male-dominated world, the 

extravagant males have a tendency to dominate in life, and the subsequent demotion of women to 

a secondary position, seems to have pressed writers to focal point on the matter of individuality.  

England may have become one of the greatest countries of the modern world, but in 

ancient time, women in England were normally limited to the role of a homemaker, i.e. of a 

mother or wife regardless of major changes that have come to mind in the status of women in 

some parts of the world in current decades. Here women were completely devoted to their 

families. Although 19th century England was fast developing, women continued to be 

differentiated against. Women were facing problems in every area of life whether employment, 

access to physical condition, care or domestic rights. The moribund sexual category fully 

represents the discrimination shown towards women since birth.  
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Marriage is an authorized sale of female sexuality and reproductive struggle. It treats 

female sexuality as a commodity that is sold under regulated and specified conditions.  

[In particular,] … sexual violence and harassment in India is widespread, and is 

perpetuated in public spaces, in the family or in the workplace. There is a 

generalized sense of insecurity in public spaces/ amenities/ transport facilities in 

particular, and women are often victims of different forms of sexual harassment 

and assault. (Source: Special Rapporteur)  

According to Khokan Kumar Bag:  

Women exploitation in the form of physical and mental torture on wives by 

husband is also common, mostly where women are simply a house wife and not 

associated with any employment. As a result, they are compelled to keep their 

head down in a speechless manner tolerating the cruelty of their husband 

helplessly. This ultimately makes them mentally disordered for which they often 

take the shelter of suicide or other means of malpractices that result very disgrace 

social, moral, ethical, and after all economic support to them. (2012) 

The heroine of Emma is one such character, who ultimately realizes that it is the divisions 

of the social rank which affect the matrimonial choices. The following passage from Emma 

reveals the significance of the divisions of social rank in the country town of Highbury:  

A young farmer, whether on horseback or on foot, is the very last sort of person to 

raise my curiosity. The yeomanry are precisely the order of people with whom I 

feel I can have nothing to do. A degree or two lower, and a creditable appearance 

might interest me; I might hope to be useful to their families in some way or the 

other. But a farmer can need none of my help, and is therefore in one sense as 

much above my notice as in every other he is below it. (4)  

Emma’s irresponsibility emerges in her determination to see only what she wants to see 

in the complex and many-sided world around her, which hinders a proper understanding of the 

society she wishes to control. Her anxiety to detach Harriet from the ‘yeomanry’ as represented 

by the Martin family and to ‘introduce her into good society’ betrays a rigidity of outlook and a 
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self-created sense of superiority totally out of touch with the realities of Highbury life; for 

whether Jane Austen’s depiction of that town is true to the social realities of country life in the 

England of her time, or to a social ideal of her own, Highbury exists in the novel as a world in its 

own right. Marriage with Robert Martin, thinks Emma, must limit Harriet’s future to a social 

circle that she has no desire and pretends she has no power to enter. Like Emma’s conviction that 

it is her duty to refuse an invitation from the prosperous, rising Coles, and her plans to be 

‘useful’ to Mr. Elton by entertaining him at Hartfield and by finding him a wife, her refusal to 

notice the Martins and to let Harriet associate with them is an attempt to challenge and check, if 

she possibly can the liberality and informality she knows to be general outside Hartfield, and 

perceives with disapproval even in her closest friends.  

The individual’s relationship with society, always a major preoccupation of Jane Austen 

becomes Emma’s great theme, as the novel’s individualistic heroine is tempted by loneliness to 

mix more in Highbury life. In the course of a year-during which she falls in love and marries – 

Emma Woodhouse, who had hitherto pondered exclusively on the factors that divide each social 

rank from those immediately above and below it, comes to feel at last the sense of community 

that unites them all and to appreciate her own responsibility to help in maintaining its vigorous 

life.  

Emma’s energetic attempts to vary that routine by being ‘useful’ to her friends provide 

the novel with its plot, and begin in earnest when her governess’s marriage to Mr. Weston leaves 

intellectually solitary, her days devoted to her care of her father as unenlivened by congenial 

associates of her own age. Emma’s boredom is relieved by a new and temporarily absorbing 

interest when she meets Harriet Smith, a pretty young woman of unknown parentage, who has 

been brought up at Mrs Goddard’s school in Highbury. Emma decides to patronize and 

‘improve’ Harriet:  

She was not struck by anything remarkably clever in Miss Smith s conversation, 

but she found her altogether very engaging-not inconveniently shy, not unwilling 

to talk-and yet so far from pushing, showing so proper and beaming a deference, 

seeming so pleasantly grateful for being admitted to Hartfield, and so artlessly 

impressed by the appearance of everything in so superior a style to what she had 
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been used to, that she must have good sense and deserve encouragement should 

be given ... The acquaintance she had already formed were unworthy of her ... She 

would notice her; she would improve her; she would detach her from her bad 

acquaintance, and introduce her into good society; she would form her opinions 

and her manners. It would be an interesting, and certainly a very kind 

undertaking; highly becoming her own situation in life, her leisure, and powers. 

(36) 

Emma’s ‘vain’ spirit has been responsible for her two major errors of judgment, which 

the experiences of twelve months, assisted by the rebukes of Mr. Knightley and the occasional 

pricking of her own active conscience, succeed in correcting. One of her errors, as we have seen, 

is her misconception of her own social role.  

Her words to Harriet, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, mark the undertaking of a 

task that Emma believes appropriate, in the light of its apparent generosity and air of charitable 

patronage, to her own high social position. She will set herself to systematically destroy every 

shred of respect and admiration felt by Harriet for Martin. In succeeding conversations on the 

same subject she ruthlessly pursues this objective:  

I want to see you permanently well connected and to that end it will be advisable 

to have as few odd acquaintances as may be; and, therefore, I say that it you 

should still be in this country when Mr. Martin marries, I wish you may not be 

drawn in, by your intimacy with the sisters, to be acquainted with the wife, who 

will probably be some mere farmer’s daughter, without education.  

To be sure yes. Not that I think Mr. Martin would ever marry anybody but what 

had some education-and been every well brought up. However, I do not mean to 

set up my opinion against your’s-and I am sure I shall not wish for the 

acquaintance of his wife. I shall always have a great regard for the Miss Martins, 

especially Elizabeth, and should be very sorry to give them up, for they are quite 

as well educated as me…(56).  

The recurring theme of moral education, explored in Emma’s progress to a clearer 

judgment and a repentant, humble frame of mind, together with the reintroduction of a 
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matchmaking motif, seem to relate Emma to Pride and Prejudice, whose heroine underwent a 

rather similar emotional and moral education. Talented and intelligent, mentally superior to the 

majority of their acquaintances, Emma and Elizabeth are led by vanity into error-except that, 

where Elizabeth was misled by her vain prejudices, Emma is tricked by her vain self-will. 

Learning that humility is safest when dealing with other people, that society will not be molded 

to their will and that they are themselves fallible members of that society; taught by experience 

to check their headstrong and ill-directed behavior, recalled by their conscience to a proper value 

of humility and self-control, we see further that the history of each heroine is conceived and 

presented almost entirely in terms of lighthearted comedy. An ill-natured remark made by Emma 

to Miss Bates is the worst cruelty inflicted upon anybody in Emma, and Jane Fairfax's secret 

engagement the only source of mystery.  

The whole question of female intelligence and independence seems to be in doubt and 

even in danger of ridicule, when it is applied to a Harriet Smith or supported by a Mrs. Elton. For 

Mrs. Elton is a vulgar caricature of Emma herself, and although Emma despises her, we 

recognize her own faults, carried to an extreme point, in Mrs. Elton’s personality.  

The undertone of coquettishness in Mrs. Elton’s conversation gives the clue to her 

character. Vain, self-satisfied, under educated by Emma’s  standards, she would like to take the 

lead in Highbury society. This is the motive behind her eagerness to defend her sex, which leads 

her to assume (unasked) the ‘duty’ of protecting and patronizing Jane Fairfax: 

‘I know you, I know you,' you would take up with anything; but I shall be a little 

more nice, and I am sure the good Campbells will be quite on my side; with your 

superior talents, you have a right to move in the first circle. Your musical 

knowledge alone would entitle you to name your own terms, have as many rooms 

as you like, and mix in the family as much as you choose; that is do not know-if 

you knew the harp, you might do all that, I am very sure,' but you sing as well as 

play; yes, I really believe you might, even without the harp, stipulate for what you 

chose’ ...(72) 

In the flow of Miss Bates’s chatter at the Crown Inn lie scattered the evidences, 

unconsciously absorbed and relayed without prior analysis, yet perfectly accurate, of Frank 
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Churchill’s attentions to Jane Fairfax during the very period that Emma, misled by his gallantry, 

fancies him to be attached to herself. The strained, unhappy course of Jane’s relationship with 

Frank Churchill must, by the nature of things and by the scheme of the novel be hidden from 

Emma, but the misunderstandings between them that reach a point of crisis at Donwell Abbey 

and culminate, after the expedition to Box Hill, in Jane’s acceptance of a post as governess are 

all outlined, and in their proper sequence, in her aunt's conversation with Emma on the following 

day. Ironically enough Emma, who has concocted a fantasy involving Jane without the help of 

any real facts other than the mysterious gift of a piano, cannot interpret them correctly when they 

are presented to her, so preoccupied is she with her own need to make amends to Miss Bates. 

Again, Miss Bates’s talk, flowing naturally and untrarnmelled with the movements of her mind, 

establishes her simplicity and generosity of heart so effectively that Emma's rude remark to her 

on Box Hill seems indefensibly brutal and unfair:  

Oh! very well,’ exclaimed Miss Bates, ‘then I need not be uneasy. ‘Three things  

very dull indeed’. That will just do for me, you know. I shall be sure to say three 

dull things as soon as ever I open my mouth, shan’t I? (looking round with the 

most good-humoured dependence on every body’s assent). Do not you all think I 

shall?  

Emma could not resist.  

Ahl ma’am, but there may be a difficulty. Pardon me-but you will be limited as to 

number only three at once (158).  

Emma’s marriage with Mr. Knightley is a token of her partial abandonment of her earlier 

preconceptions, and of her readiness to accept a more liberal, just outlook on life. It is thus in 

harmony with the general tenor of a novel that shows at every turn the effects of a wider 

experience of life and a more sympathetic outlook than Jane Austen has expressed in any other 

work we have examined so far. Good and agreeable manners, such as those of Mr. Elton and of 

Frank Churchill, can deceive; they disguise a mean and revengeful spirit in one, and a Jack of 

real delicacy of feeling in the other. Bluntness, on the other hand, may be the outward 

characteristic of a thoughtful and sensible man such as Mr. Knightley; and Robert Martin's lack 

of polish does no harm to his character or to his manners, which reveal his ‘sense, sincerity, and 
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good-humour’. The apparently chilly reserve of Jane Fairfax hides a loyal, even heroic spirit, 

while Harriet Smith’s dull wit and pretty face are as much her own as her affectionate heart. Mrs. 

Elton, a vain and self-satisfied social climber, has manners that please nearly everyone in 

Highbury. Mr. Weston is sociable without the power of discrimination or the advantage of social 

tact; John Knightley regards a dinner-party as an unjustified invasion of his domestic privacy. 

Emma herself, despite all the faults that provide the novel with its material, has many claims to 

the reader's respect. Beautiful but devoid of personal vanity, she feels deeply for others while 

Mrs. Elton only talks of doing so. She acknowledges her inferiority in accomplishments to Jane 

Fairfax, and occasionally believes herself even inferior to Harriet. She is impervious to the 

flattery of Churchill’s and Mr. Elton’s attentions, repents her own foolishness, tries to make 

amends.  

Jane Austen is concerned with two kinds of world-the social world and the moral world-

and their interaction, an interaction that is intimate, but also complex. It is often complained of 

her that she measured life from the conventional social standards of the upper middle class about 

which she writes and to which she belongs, and that this limits her wider relevance and 

‘excludes’ her from the modern Dowel, one of the attributes of which is a greater range in its 

treatment of character and value. Leaves disposes of one aspect of this Idea ill The Great 

Tradition, and it is worth stressing here the degree to which she dissipates and tests her own 

predilections, and is capable of having predilections that seem to violate the rigidities we 

associate with her. Of course it is true that class attitudes are of the greatest importance; but it is 

in the evaluation of these attitudes, and the building up of a scale of them for the proper conduct 

of the moral life, that she excels. She is nothing if not stringent. The whole structure of her 

inventions is recurrently that of a kind of moral assault course, an extended interview in which 

candidates give their qualifications, undergo a succession of tests, and are finally rewarded by 

the one prize that is possible and appropriate in their social context- marriage, a marriage which 

is aesthetically right, morally and humanly balanced, financially sound.  

Austen uses Harriet in the marriage passage to show how women of the time were 

supposed to view marriage. Women were supposed to become accomplished in female things, 

such as drawing, singing, or playing a musical instrument. These accomplishments together with 

charm were to be used to acquire suitable husbands that would takes care of the woman 
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financially. Austen shows this by having the Bates try to lure Mr. Knightley into their home to 

hear Jane Fairfax play the piano, or by having Mr. Elton’s interest in Emma increase when she 

shows her ability for drawing. In the passage above, Emma rebels against this view on marriage. 

She thinks that one should marry for love if the circumstances of life permit it. In her case, she 

feels that they do, so she won’t marry unless she finds a man that she loves. Many critics and 

readers would say that in the end, Emma gives in to the correct social roles of the time. I believe 

that she doesn’t give in by marrying Mr. Knightley. Austen emphasizes her point in the end by 

having Emma state that she loves Knightley and then by having Knightley move to Hartfield in 

order to make Emma Happy. 

Austen’s Emma is in many ways a novel about society and its intricacies, as it explores 

one’s worth and the position in which they fall within the tiers of social order. To be a woman in 

the nineteenth century was, for most, to be at the bottom end of such a structure, Austen’s novel 

presents a woman who is of the highest rank of society, wealthy, and in possession of a lifestyle 

of near complete independence from men. Emma woodhouse defies the social code which was 

embedded into culture of the time, and serves as a role model to those of her society. Her views 

on marriage are unusual, as she declares that a woman in a position such as hers’ should not be 

inclined to marry, even though women who took on such a view were usually frowned upon. As 

well as this, she acts as the social and intellectual equal of the highest men in society, including 

Mr. knightly: the most prominent man in Highbury’s social order. Emma may indeed be 

considered a novel centered on feminist ideals, as Emma Woodhouse represents a digression 

from the social stereotypes that have held back equality between sexes throughout history.  
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