
Sensible Miss Austen 
 

It’s hard to contain my pleasure or my surprise at the continuing 
interest in Jane Austen. The more-or-less successful adaptations of her books 
for film and television as well as a library of offshoot novels indicate that 
many people who would seem to disagree on every other topic join in 
admiring her. The agreement, however, is not as extensive as one might 
think, for each admirer is convinced that he alone understands her; 
consequently, there are almost as many interpretations of her novels as there 
are readers: feminist, Marxist, deconstructionist, postconstructionist, 
materialist. Then there are the old-fashioned readers who hanker for a 
society where servants were numerous and kept to their pace and where 
people were courteous. And, finally, there is the man in the street who, if he 
ever thinks of her at all, will ask himself how intelligent people can take 
seriously trivial stories concerned with nothing more important than, as 
Kingsley Amis put it, the “distinction between a Tweedledum labelleld 
‘well-bred’ and a Tweedledee labelled ‘coarse.’”1 
 How does it happen that one woman, genius that she was, produced 
texts susceptible of radically different readings? The answer to this question 
is simple. It is that contemporary critics, reading between the lines, have 
found fertile ground for speculation in these interlinear spaces. The sub-texts 
thus uncovered rip to ribbons the bourgeois respectability that an earlier 
generation found in Jane Austen. She has become recognized, in spite of 
herself, as rejecting a system that deprived women of their rights and 
workers of their due. One critic, for example, views Austen as a moral 
anarchist who created “a world riven by ethical relativity . . . that mocks any 
pretence of absolute moral standards.”2 Others find in the open spaces 
around the written words a repression that will out even when the author 
herself attempts to silence it. “Jane Austen’s greatness lies in the fact that, 
beneath her artistic championing of Sense, she can make us hear those 
Silences that always lie on the other side of it.”3 The moralizing in Jane 
Aussten irritates many of her readers, even those that recognize her genius. 
Amis, for example, in the essay cited above, describes Mansfield Park as “an 
immoral book. . . . Her judgement and her moral sense were corrupted, and 
Mansfield Park is the witness of that corruption.” 
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 Paradoxically, this dismissive view provides the best entry into the 
real Jane Austen by leading us into the complexity and soundness of her 
moral system. Strong conviction and fine distinctions are not ridiculous, but 
indications of a conscience thata is finely tuned, one which can discern 
moral collapse in a single lie or a rude remark: “Whoever says, ‘You Fool!’ 
shall be liable to the hell of fire.”4 Refinement is the mark of mental acuity. 
It is Jane Austen’s achievement that objective morality comes to life in her 
characters. Elizabeth Bennet (Pride and Prejudice) and Emma Woodhouse 
(Emma) have learned to internalize the moral law so that right judgement is 
not imposed as an external constraint but arises as naturally from within 
them as it does in Fanny Price (Mansfield Park) and, supremely, in Anne 
Elliot (Persuasion). Sense and Sensibililty makes the point most directly 
because the older sister, Elinor, is governed throughout by an inner 
allegiance to the objective moral code which involves keeping one’s word, 
caring for others’ needs before one’s own, deferring to the demands of 
society, and assessing realistically the possibilities for action that are 
available to a moral agent in a given situation. What Elinor lacks—
passion—is the defining characteristic of her younger sister Marianne, 
whose moral code is as yet only instinctual. She thus hotly defends a breach 
of decorum by describing it as pleasant: 

 
 “I am afraid,” replied Einor, “that the pleasantness of an 
employment does not always evince its propriety.” 
 “On the contrary, nothing can be stronger proof of it, Elinor, for 
if there had been any real impropriety in what I did, I should have 
been sensible of it at the time, for we always know when we are 
acting wrong, and with such a conviction I could have had no 
pleasure.” 

 
What is delightful in this exchange is that each sister is correct, and Elinor 
comes to know pleasure in doing right as Marianne learns that there is no 
pleasure without conforming her inward impulses to the objective moral 
code. Conscience must be formed; and later, when Marianne is lamenting 
her imprudence and the villainy of Willoughby, Elinor asks, “Do you 
compare your conduct with his?” Marianne is then able to reply, “No, I 
compare it with what it ought to have been; I compare it with yours.” 
 What we find portrayed in Elinor is a moral system that has it greatest 
exponent in Saint Thomas Aquinas, for whom the prudent person is able to 
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apply objective moral principles to a given situation with flexibility and 
sensitivity. This is not prudence as we commonly conceive of it—cold, 
calculating and self-interested—but prudence as the moral skill which brings 
all the other virtues into play to just the right degree and at just the right 
moment. Jane Austen’s novels are gripping because a skilled moral agent is 
as exciting to witness in action as a trapeze artist or a coloratura soprano. In 
each of them, the slightest slip spells disaster. And so it is prudence, 
Thomistic prudence, by which Anne Elliot brings Captain Wentworth to his 
sense and so to her side. 
 Where, one asks himself, could Jane Austen have learned the 
Thomistic view of the moral life? I would say it came from her deep 
commitment to Anglicanism, in its eighteenth-century form, before it was 
ravaged by liberalism and Tractarianism. The Anglican Book of Common 
Prayer was composed by pasting together snippets culled from Catholic 
sources, and familiarity with it contents would have put the worshipper in 
contact with the Catholicism that formed mediaeval Europe, England 
included. The optimism of a sacramental piety along with a realistic 
assessment of man’s sinfulness and its remedy in Christ were ideas that Jane 
Austen would have absorbed at her parson father’s knee and from her 
regular attendance at Anglican worship. This was the religious ethos that 
formed society when Anglicanism truly functioned as a national church, and 
we are fortunate to have it drawn to our attention today when the need for 
this brand of moral thinking has never been greater.5 
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