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Abstract 

 

The novel Persuasion by Jane Austen stands out from her canon partly due to the 

explicit reflection of society’s changing view of the British nobility in the early 19th 

century. The shallowness and alarming lack of responsibility displayed by the Elliot 

family is a representation of the growing opinion of the landed gentry being useless and 

not fit to lead the nation. The family, not including the protagonist Anne, is depicted as 

vain and flat, a set of characters without any real depth; more like caricatures rather than 

real people. However, the purpose of this essay is to show that there is much more to the 

youngest daughter of the family, Mary Musgrove, than what first meets the eye; that she 

actually is a complex character who has been through a lot of suffering and is feeling 

very lonely. By doing a close reading and using psychoanalytic literary theory, the 

connections between Mary’s childhood experiences and her adult behaviour will be 

made clear in order to support the theory of her being controlled by the power of her 

unconscious. She is still suffering as an adult from repressed feelings of being unloved 

and neglected as well as actively grieving the loss of her mother.   

 

Key-words: Persuasion, Jane Austen, Mary Musgrove, psychoanalytic literary theory, 

Freud, grief, unconscious, defence-mechanisms, repression, projection 
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There are numerous studies and analyses of Jane Austen’s final novel Persuasion, and 

arguably, most of them focus on the protagonist, Anne Elliot. This essay, however, will 

take the road less travelled and instead carry out an analysis of Mary Musgrove, who is 

Anne’s younger sister and a minor character. Mary is often dismissed as a vain and 

difficult character, lacking in depth much like her father and eldest sister, but that is 

actually not the case. There is a lot to be gained by analysing Mary: firstly, it will open 

up an opportunity to experience a new perspective of the novel, different from that of 

Anne’s. Secondly, it will shed light on the consequences for a character stuck in the 

middle of a changing British society where the traditional importance of the aristocracy 

is losing ground to a new and modern view on money and social status. Mary is a 

traditional woman from a noble family married into a much wealthier family. The 

Musgroves do not have a noble background nor a strict interest in maintaining existing 

social rankings, which plays a part in Mary’s difficult behaviour; she simply cannot 

accept that her social status is not equally recognised as important by the people around 

her. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, Mary’s character lacks the power of 

introspection, unlike Anne, and therefore provides an opportunity to view the other side 

of the coin, i.e., the consequences of the same lonely and tragic upbringing but without 

the possibility of bettering one’s life by getting insights generated by self-distance. This 

inability ultimately is what makes Mary a perpetual victim without the power to ever 

change her situation. The hypothesis argues that her being left in her callous and vain 

father’s care after the death of her mother is the main reason for Mary’s self-centered 

behaviour and therefore qualify her as highly complex due to her becoming a victim of 

her own insecurities. Thus, Mary Musgrove becomes one of the most interesting 

characters in Persuasion and is therefore deserving of due attention and analysis.   
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      This novel is arguably the most modern within Austen’s canon due to the explicit 

connections it makes to the political and economic changes at the time. The plot centres 

around the old nobility desperately wanting to keep their privileges without having to 

take any real responsibility, whether it be socially or economically. The Jane Austen 

Society of the United Kingdom describes the novel as questioning who actually should 

lead the nation when it becomes apparent that the nobility is only interested in 

preserving their snobbish way of living and do not really care about other people. Sir 

Walter’s shallowness and irresponsibility “shows that local communities can no longer 

rely on the traditional landed gentry for leadership. They are becoming effete” 

(janeaustensoci.freeuk.com). The vanity of Sir Walter, Elizabeth and Mary is described 

in such a comical way that they become more like caricatures than actual people 

because of their lack of depth. For instance, Elizabeth invites Captain Wentworth to a 

small party at their home because she thought that he “would move about well in her 

drawing-room” (Austen 212). But is that all there is to Mary’s character? 

       By doing a close reading of Jane Austen’s novel Persuasion, this essay will focus 

on the character of Mary Musgrove in order to analyse the reason, or reasons, behind 

her self-centered behaviour. The primary thesis argues that Mary is not a flat character, 

but a misunderstood one, driven by repressed feelings of being unloved and neglected, 

which she projects in different ways in her daily life. A secondary thesis, which does 

not depend on the primary one, argues that Mary is still suffering as an adult from the 

trauma of losing her mother as a child and the analysis will offer evidence to suggest 

that she is continually repressing and projecting the feeling of being very lonely. The 

two theses both allow for the other but do not depend on each other. Psychoanalytic 

literary criticism will be used in the discussion with a focus on the Freudian concepts of 
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repression and projection, to support the hypothesis of Mary’s being controlled by her 

unconscious, which is visible throughout her daily routine.        

       In the theory section, there will firstly be a presentation of five papers of previous 

research. Secondly, the psychoanalytic theory based on the work of Freud will begin, 

starting with a discussion regarding the power of the unconscious. Thirdly, there will be 

a presentation of a competing theory by Jung regarding the unconscious, followed by a 

presentation of two different forms of repression. There will also be an explanation of 

how the process works along with secondary repression. After that, there will be a 

general presentation on how projection works and an explanation of two different forms 

of projection followed by a related discussion on consciousness versus unconsciousness. 

The final section will deal with grief and the views of Sigmund Freud, Helene Deutsch, 

and Ester R. Shapiro will be explained. 

       The analysis section of this paper will apply psychoanalytic literary criticism all 

throughout the discussions, following the development of a young girl from an 

unfortunate childhood to a troubled adulthood. This will be done in three sections with 

the first one dealing with the primary thesis. Here, the death of Lady Elliot with its 

consequences will be analysed as well as the relationship between Mary and Anne, 

followed by a discussion on whether or not Mary is aware of her not being loved by her 

father. The second section will focus on the secondary thesis and discussing the 

possibility of her not having recovered from an identity crisis. The third and final 

section is applicable to both the primary and secondary thesis and will analyse how 

repression and projection are manifested in the text. The discussion featured in the 

analysis section of this essay will support the hypothesis arguing that Mary Musgrove is 

a troubled woman and a victim of her unconscious which makes her character much 

more than a flat caricature of the failing English nobility.   



 

4 

 

       Because of the lack of studies focusing on Mary, other studies were instead found 

relating to the hypothesis in terms of the subjects they discuss. Even though the papers 

focus on other characters than Mary, they all relate to her situation and person through 

the following subjects: motherhood, loneliness and grief. Sylvia H. Myers not only 

mentions Mary, but actually refers to her as “poor Mary” (231), which is both unusual 

and refreshing. She focuses on womanhood in relation to the interior environments of 

each of Austen-novel’s heroine, and naturally, the subject of motherhood is also 

discussed; “within each interior the significance of good or bad mothers, foster-mothers 

or mothering aunts is especially worth noting” (227). Mary, in the role of a mother, is 

described as “worn, like her sofa, by the wear and tear of several years of family life, is 

not equal to the challenges of motherhood” (231). Although a striking and accurate 

description of Mary since she does not appear to be a very stable mother, Myers does 

not elaborate more on what the “challenges of motherhood” entail and why they are so 

taxing for Mary. The reader is unfortunately left to wonder whether or not the 

challenges are physical or mental or if she simply lacks emotional support in her 

maternal role.  

       Similarly, Rebecca Posusta connects space and gender in Persuasion: “Austen uses 

space to define the emotional and intellectual limits of her heroines as well as suggests 

the extent of the world in which they may move” (78). While not actually spending any 

part of the analysis on Mary, the paper does focus on grief and loneliness in the case of 

Anne and how the solitude she seeks only works against her. Her being alone and 

avoiding company and conversation merely keeps the grief of losing Wentworth alive 

and strong: “At Kellynch, Anne is accustomed to escaping to the gardens for solitude 

when, emotionally, she is unequal to the task of communicating with those closest to 

her, but this habit has only served to isolate her and perpetuate the idea that she has 
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nothing to contribute to her family” (82). The reasoning that Anne herself  is actually 

keeping her grief and loneliness active is a compelling theory and Posusta could have 

extended this to Mary since her life also is very connected to space and emotions, which 

would have made for an even more interesting point of view had the paper applied the 

theory to more characters.  

       The aspects of loneliness and grief are also discussed by Sandra M. Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar, but here the main source of the grief is discussed as being the loss of Lady 

Elliot: “the fact that her mother’s loss initiated her invisibility and silence is important 

in a book that so closely associates the heroine’s felicity with her ability to articulate her 

sense of herself as a woman” (178). With Sir Walter and Elizabeth, Anne is treated like 

a nobody and Gilbert and Gubar do actually connect her situation with Mary’s: 

Mary resembles Anne in being one of Sir Walter’s unfavoured daughters… 

Bitter about being nobody, Mary responds to domestic drudgery with 

‘feminine’ invalidism that is an extension of Anne’s sickening self-doubt, as 

well as the only means at Mary’s disposal of using her imagination to add 

some drama and importance to her life. (178)  

Here, a possible explanation for Mary’s behaviour is beginning to emerge: the feeling of 

being lonely and unloved as well as hints of her possibly experiencing an ongoing grief 

due to the loss of her mother. It is unfortunate that Gilbert and Gubar do not extend on 

the similarities between Mary and Anne, or on the cause of “feminine invalidism”.  

       The subject of losing a mother is also discussed by Margaret Moore, who uses the 

protagonist from Austen’s Emma in order to discuss female characters who, for some 

reason or another, have been “deprived of maternal love” (576) and their situations with 

mother-substitute figures. Furthermore, Moore argues that Emma’s “rebuff to Miss 

Bates is… a direct attack on a mother-figure, more direct than any other such incident in 



 

6 

 

the novels” (579). She also suggests that Austen felt a need to devalue motherhood in 

different shapes and forms in her works due to living through a separation of sorts with 

her own mother during childhood (580). Evidence of this would be the mother-figures 

in Jane Austen’s texts; “when not killed off, are much less sympathetic than the fathers; 

and mother-substitutes (Lady Bertram, Lady Russel, Mrs. Weston), though sometimes 

kindly, are apt to be less trustworthy than father-substitutes (Admiral Croft, Sir Thomas 

Bertram, Mr. Weston)” (578). This is a very interesting point of view that casts a 

different light not only on the character of Emma, but also Austen herself, and suggests 

that there is much more depth to the novels than the general view allows for. One 

cannot help but wonder if Austen was aware of what she did to the all the mother-

figures and mother-substitutes or if this was an unconscious action happening again and 

again due to emotionally unresolved experiences in Austen’s childhood. 

       Margaret Ann Fitzpatrick Hanly also discusses the loss of a mother, but focuses 

instead on what the grief of such a tragic event can cause when not worked through 

properly from a psychoanalytic point of view. Fitzpatrick Hanly argues for the 

possibility of an unfinished mourning process after the loss of Anne’s mother, not only 

being the cause of her breaking up with Wentworth, but also causing her to “suffer a 

severe depression” (1005) since a mourner, according to Freud (1917), “has lost the 

capacity to adopt a new object of love until the work of mourning is completed” (1002). 

Moreover, Fitzpatrick Hanly suggests that Anne is harbouring a lot of resentment 

towards her mother for abandoning her through death (1008-1009), and that the 

mourning process is made very difficult for Anne because of her narcissistic father who 

does not appear to have mourned neither deeply nor openly (1009-1010). Although 

there is no focus at all on Mary, it is clear that the suggestion of anger and prolonged 

grief because of Sir Walter could just as easily be applied to Mary as well because of 
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the sisters’ shared experiences. It is a shame that Fitzpatrick Hanly’s intriguing theory 

only encompasses Anne when the loss arguably applies to all three sisters. It would 

have been very interesting to see the differences in how they were affected and handled 

their grief.  

       The analysis of this essay is based on the power of the unconscious and how that 

part of our minds, which we have little to no control over, controls our everyday lives. 

Freud explains that “the division of mental life into what is conscious and unconscious 

is the fundamental premise on which psychoanalysis is based” (1). Basically, Freud 

believed that the unconscious has greater power than the conscious part of the mind and 

that people do not realise the extent of which their actions are being controlled by their 

unconscious; “we rarely give a true account of our motivation” (McLeod). The most 

important aspect of the theory of the unconscious is the concept of repression, which is 

not only a defence-mechanism, but the most important one. Furthermore, Freud argues 

that the unconscious is divided into two different kinds of unconscious; “that which is 

latent but capable of becoming conscious, and that which is repressed and not capable 

of becoming conscious the ordinary way” (Freud 4). Here, it is important to bring up the 

discussion on the terms ‘unconscious’ and ‘subconscious’. Freud himself initially used 

the latter in his early work, but soon decided against this term due to the feeling that it 

suggested a wrongful interpretation of the conscious and unconscious (Barry 99). The 

term ‘subconscious’ is also sometimes used to describe the latent part of the 

unconscious mind, which McLeod does despite the fact that Freud himself preferred the 

term ‘preconscious’. Freud felt that this new term better indicates the closeness to the 

conscious mind, only a reach away, as well as the possibility of the unconscious 

material becoming conscious. Therefore, there is a high risk of confusion regarding the 

term ‘subconscious’ since it can be used to describe either the conscious as a whole or 
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just a part of it. This paper will therefore use the terms ‘unconscious’ and ‘preconscious’ 

according to Freud’s preferences to avoid misunderstandings. 

       C.G. Jung, on the other hand, does not agree with Freud’s explanation of the 

unconscious. According to Freud, the unconscious part of the mind begins to take form 

when a child starts to repress things because of what he or she learns from the parents 

and surroundings due to morality. If this were to be the case, then the unconscious 

would only consist of repressed material, i.e., material that could just as easily be 

conscious under other circumstances. This means that if all the repressed material were 

to be made conscious again, there would be no unconscious part left, and the person in 

question would be left with a fantastic memory, never forgetting anything at all (14). 

Jung argues that the unconscious is much bigger and contains a lot more material than 

Freud’s theory explains, among other things subliminal stimuli as well as the roots of 

material which will become conscious later on. Jung further believes that just because 

the unconscious is in a resting mode, it does not mean that it is not performing activities, 

instead, it is constantly working on re-arranging its own content (13-14). Jung’s view of 

the unconscious feels much more likely to paint a truer and contemporary picture of the 

workings of the mind than Freud’s and therefore is also the view supported in this essay. 

      The process of repression is, arguably, the most important part of the unconscious. 

According to Michael Billig, psychoanalytic theorists have come to the conclusion that 

there are in fact two different kinds of repression: “one aims to push away a shameful 

thought which pops into the mind. The other seeks to prevent the thought from 

becoming conscious in the first place” (23). The two types work on different levels in 

the unconscious mind, i.e., more or less close to the conscious part, and this is one of 

the main reasons for some theorists to argue that the lighter kind, the act of pushing 

away a thought in the conscious mind, should in fact be called ‘suppression’ instead. 
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Although the argument for using this term makes a lot of sense, this essay will still use 

the term ‘repression’ from now on regarding both types of repression because the 

alternative term “is advocated today by Freud’s critics” (26) in order to prove that 

psychoanalysis does not work (26). Repression is a defence-mechanism which protects 

the mind from unpleasant or painful thoughts, emotions or even physical pain. 

Examples of what can cause the mechanism to activate are shame, emotional trauma, 

self-reproach or fear. Simon Boag describes repression as “withdrawal from painful 

stimuli and acts to minimize the immediate distress following a ‘psychical trauma’” (5). 

The view that there are two different types of traumas causing repression has been 

generally accepted: “the unbearable situation model, emphasizing overwhelming 

affective states (e.g. fright) and… the conflict model, where trauma results from 

physical conflict and the ‘incompatibility’ of desires. An example of this latter 

incompatibility is where one’s desires conflict with one’s moral beliefs” (5). 

Interestingly, despite the possibility of categorising traumas, there is actually no way of 

predicting the levels of pain or unpleasure which constitute a trauma and in turn causes 

repression. This means that this defence-mechanism is highly individualised and that it 

is impossible to say what “type of experience, the nature of distress and intensity of the 

affective response” (5) to make an experience distressful for the individual.  

      Repression does not only happen once or twice; the unwanted material does not just 

get repressed and then stay quietly in the unconscious mind. Many psychoanalytic 

theorists agree that it takes energy to manage banishing material from the conscious 

mind and that the same kind of energy has to constantly be reapplied to keep the 

repressed content hidden (Boag 54). There is a constant struggle between the repressed 

material wanting to reach the conscious mind and the defence-mechanism re-applying 

force in order to stop this from happening (Boag 54). Moreover, the individual in 
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question “struggles [both] to know and not to know the repressed” (Boag 57) and not 

recognizing or understanding this inner conflict creates imbalance. After the initial 

repression, other experiences or thoughts of more or less similar nature have the power 

to possibly trigger the same defence-mechanism and repress also this new material, and 

the process begins anew (Boag 56). The conflicted person ends up having to spend even 

more energy on keeping even more repressed material hidden. Here, it is important to 

stress the paradox the process of repression contains, which Billig expresses in a very 

clear way when it comes to “self-deceit” or “willed forgetting”: “if we have secrets from 

ourselves, then not only must we forget the secrets; but we must also forget that we 

have forgotten them” (13). Thus, it is evident that a person struggling with keeping 

threatening or painful material hidden from him- or herself has to work very hard to 

succeed at it and so it is no wonder that the individual feels unwell and is tormented in 

different ways.  

       This brings forth the question of whether repression happens unconsciously or not, 

which will be relevant in the coming discussing of Mary’s being aware of her father not 

loving her. According to Boag, Freud’s own writings are ambiguous on this point; from 

the beginning the process was viewed as being conscious, yet, shortly after, Freud 

seemingly abandoned this theory and instead leaned towards the process being 

unconscious. Mostly, it appears to be a matter of interpretation and the importance of 

the meaning and understanding of a single word (8). Freud himself struggled with 

coming to terms with the concept of simultaneously knowing and not knowing and 

Boag suggests that Freud actually came to the conclusion that the “debate as to whether 

repression is either conscious or unconscious is too simplistic and something more 

complex is occurring” (9). What is known, on the other hand, is that the mind’s 

motivation for activating its self-defence system is the realization of a trauma being too 
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difficult to deal with. Ultimately, this means that the mind is not only demonstrating an 

awareness of the incoming threat, but also performing an assessment of the trauma in 

question on at least one occasion, which of course would be the initial moment of 

contact with the unwanted material (9). Even though the individual never becomes fully 

aware of what the mind has done to protect him or her, it does not equal the non-

existence of some conscious awareness on that initial, traumatic moment. Indeed, as 

Boag puts it: “if the target of repression is never in fact known, it is difficult to see how 

it could be evaluated as a threat prompting repression” (33). Simply put, if there was no 

consciousness involved in the process of repression, there would be nothing to repress 

since the mind would not be in need of protection from the threat of emotional or 

physical pain. There is undeniable logic here which cannot be ignored.    

       Like repression, the theory of projection is considered to be a defence-mechanism 

within psychoanalysis, both being “psychic procedures for avoiding painful admissions 

or recognitions” (Barry 98). Bennett and Royle even suggest that Freud’s main point, 

although implicitly implied, regarding psychoanalysis is that “everything comes down 

to the power and significance of projection, of the qualities, moods or emotions which 

we project on to people and things” (157). Generally, the process is looked upon as 

happening without the awareness of the conscious mind since more negative than 

positive aspects of ourselves are attributed to others. According to the theory, this is 

done so that the conscious mind does not have to recognise the negative aspects as a 

part of the individual in question, i.e., the person is not aware that he or she is in 

possession of undesirable traits and thus, does not have to deal with these potential 

‘threats’. Desires, motivations, characteristics and emotions can therefore be ‘disowned’ 

by the person possessing them (Barry 98). Furthermore, it is hypothesised that negative 

or undesirable traits are projected onto desirable people so that the influence of the 
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desirable individual makes the trait appear less bad in the person performing the 

projection (Holmes 677), which would also be a way for the defence-mechanism to 

disarm a danger to the mind.  

      According to David S. Holmes, there are actually two different kinds of projections: 

“attributive projection, in which the subjects project their own traits and feelings onto 

others (e.g. fearful persons seeing others as fearful), and complementary projection, in 

which subjects project the cause of their feelings onto others (e.g. fearful persons seeing 

others as frightening)” (678). Most of the existing studies regarding projection focus on 

the former type and therefore there is an unequal amount of available material that can 

be obtained. Even though the latter type has not been studied as much, the existence of 

the process has been demonstrated (677). However, despite the general belief of 

projection having to do with attributing others with one’s own unknown negative traits, 

Holmes argues that projection actually does not have anything to do with the 

unconscious. Having reviewed a variety of different studies, Holmes came to the 

conclusion that “there was no support for the hypothesis that persons project 

characteristics of which they are unaware in themselves. Instead it was found that 

persons only projected (at a rate greater than chance) those traits that were like or 

related to traits that the projecting persons thought they possessed” (677). Here, it is 

important to mention that the studies Holmes reviewed only focused on personal traits 

and not impulses, which may or may not be comprehensive enough for an overall 

convincing result. His findings actually showed that the subjects projected undesirable 

traits onto both desirable and undesirable people, which both confirms and contradicts 

the generally accepted hypothesis of unwanted characteristics being attributed to 

desirable persons in order for them to be reevaluate into less negative traits (678).  
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       All in all, the question of whether projection happens unconsciously or not, is very 

reminiscent of the debate regarding repression and Holmes suggests that if the 

projection only happens to traits the individual in question is consciously aware of, then 

projection does not qualify as a defence-mechanism of unconscious traits, but instead 

conscious ones (678). As with repression, this reasoning makes a lot of sense due to the 

fact that the mind has to be aware of a potential ‘threat’ in order to be able to activate its 

defences against it. Again, if the conscious mind was unaware of its possessing negative 

traits, there would be no need to defend itself from them. Yet, this does not say anything 

about whether or not the projecting individual is aware of the fact that he or she is 

projecting while doing it, which is also something that sounds very plausible, i.e., being 

aware of the undesirable traits but unaware of projecting these onto other people while it 

is happening.  

       When it comes to grief, Freud was not the first to study the concept, but it was his 

work in the psychoanalytic field which laid the foundation for this kind of research 

within psychology. It was Freud who, for the first time, pointed out the connection 

between health, everyday life and dysfunctionality. Because of his conviction of 

seemingly small and insignificant details in things people do and say on a daily basis, 

grief came to be a subject worthy of psychological study. According to him, we attach 

libido, or emotional energy, which will be the term used from now on, onto people we 

love and when those people die the attachment is still there. It is then the mourner’s job 

to detach that emotional energy from the love-object and sublimate it in another 

direction (Granek 52; Shapiro 548). However, this process can be very slow and 

arduous since “the mourner rebels against the reality of the loss and only reluctantly 

abandons the original attachment, initially denying the reality of death” (Shapiro 548). 

Furthermore, psychoanalysis theorises that it is impossible for the mourner to find a 
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new love-object to direct the emotional energy onto until he or she has finished “the 

work of mourning” (Fitzpatrick Hanly 1002). Freud’s writings on the subject of grief 

have often been interpreted as meaning that a mourner has to actively work on 

detaching the emotional energy from the deceased, or run the risk of ending up with a 

psychiatric illness, despite the fact that Freud himself argued that the process of 

grieving can be so slow that the attachment to the loved one never quite goes way 

(Granek 52). 

       Freud’s colleague Deutsch both expands and contradicts Freud’s view on grief, 

arguing that it is not the length of the mourning period that becomes dangerous, but 

rather that the dysfunctionality lies in “unmanifested “ or “repressed” grief (Granek 54). 

When the emotional energy is not expressed, it “will resurface in other ways if not 

brought into consciousness and treated” (Granek 54). By introducing this theory, 

Deutsch not only presented a novel approach to grief work, but she also put a new 

responsibility on the mourner by giving him or her the task of self-monitoring the grief 

so that there would be no risk of the grief turning into an illness (Granek 54). Regarding 

children, she argues that the job of the mourner to consciously work through the grief is 

too difficult since the adolescent ego has not yet developed enough to handle the 

severity of full grief and therefore retorts to a defence-mechanism leading the child into 

narcissism for safety instead (Fitzpatrick Hanly 1009-1010).  

       Shapiro also addresses this topic by first pointing out the weakness in Freud’s 

drive-based psychoanalytic theory of grief. Shapiro’s use of “integrative social 

developmental theory” (551) argues that a person’s self is an “independent collaboration” 

rather than the “isolated self” traditional psychoanalysis theorises ( 551-552). This 

means that the self is made up of all the relationships with surrounding family and 

friends, all changing and developing throughout life by both negotiating and self-
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asserting. Ultimately, it is an everchanging balance of a “complex organization of self 

with others” (552). However, in order for this collaborate self to handle conflict or 

overwhelming emotional experiences, there is a need for support and stability in the 

others surrounding the suffering self, i.e., the family and other close persons near the 

individual in pain. If these are lacking, suffering individuals as well as families risk 

responding “with intrapsychic and interpersonal defenses designed to control the 

conflicted or overwhelming new information” (552). The poorer the surrounding 

support and stability, the stronger and more severe defenses are required to “maintain a 

sense of stability while protecting the personal illusion of wholeness” (552). When a 

loved one, or a member of the collaborative self, dies, the complex organisation of self 

with others is disturbed and in need to be reorganized so that the self can create new and 

stable structures, and to achieve this, “a variety of social and relational resources, 

including the creation of a new form of relationship with the deceased” (552) are 

required, for both adults and children. Simply put, the death of a loved one causes an 

identity crisis. While Shapiro’s view on grief is much more comprehensive in that a 

more holistic view of life is incorporated in her theory, it still carries the spirit of 

Freud’s original theory, but feeling more contemporary and more evolved. This is of 

course natural in regard to the time which has passed since Freud’s days and therefore 

this paper agrees with Shapiro’s point of view. However, it is important to remember 

that grief does not work exactly in the same way for everyone, and therefore the process 

Shapiro describes may appear very differently depending on the grieving individual in 

question.  

      From here, the essay will address the analysis based on the close reading. First, the 

focus will lie on the parts of the novel relevant to the primary thesis, i.e., that Mary is 

actually suffering from feeling unloved and neglected. Austen depicts the Elliot family 
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to be the most noble of families in the country around Kellynch, and also tells the story 

of growing up an Elliot as a lonely business. Even though Persuasion centres on Anne 

and her loneliness and alienation, this narrated reality can just as easily be applied to 

Mary. Both share very similarly sad and unfortunate circumstances growing up, 

beginning with the death of their mother. Lady Elliot died when Anne was 13 years old, 

and Mary only nine. This of course means that Mary had a significantly shorter time 

under a loving mother’s guidance. Lady Elliot had been “an excellent woman, sensible 

and amiable”  (6), which would have been a stark contrast to her husband. Losing a 

parent during childhood is difficult enough without being left to “the authority and 

guidance of a conceited and silly father” (6). Lady Elliot had “humoured, or softened, or 

concealed his failings” (6), which presumably also included his fatherly care, and with 

her sense of welfare gone, the vanity which constitutes the character of Sir Walter, was 

the only thing the children were left with. For Elizabeth, this may not have been a great 

issue since Sir Walter only was capable of loving the one child resembling himself the 

most. His “two other children were of very inferior value” (Austen 7), and the only 

value Sir Walter is able to see in his youngest daughter is that she “had acquired a little 

artificial importance, by becoming Mrs. Charles Musgrove” (7). Moreover, the 

indifference of the father was also mirrored and strengthened by Elizabeth.   

       Anne appears to have been the only one within the family to harbour any warm 

feelings towards her sister: “Mary was not so repulsive and unsisterly as Elizabeth, nor 

so inaccessible to all influence of hers” (Austen 41). In fact, it is not unreasonable to 

argue that Anne became something of a mother-figure to Mary since her sister “was 

always in the habit of claiming Anne when anything was the matter” (32). This is 

arguably the behaviour of a child in need of parental care and guidance, which also can 

be observed when Mary “cannot possibly do without Anne” (32) at the time of the Elliot 
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family leaving Kellynch for Bath. Furthermore, Anne is the only one who does not just 

dismiss Mary’s ‘ailments’ as nonsense; she is the only one with the ability to make 

Mary ‘come out’ of the depressing mood always accompanying her hypochondria; “a 

little farther perseverance in patience, and forced cheerfulness on Anne’s side, produced 

nearly a cure on Mary” (38). Does not Anne’s display of care and compassion seem 

very much like something coming from a mother-figure? It may of course only be 

Anne’s natural disposition to be a caregiver, or, the sister’s relationship is the result of 

an extremely lonely childhood where they only had each other to depend on for 

intimacy. Perhaps only in the sisters’ relationship, Mary’s need for parental love can be 

expressed.    

        Let us now look closer at representations of Mary’s being aware of her being 

unloved and neglected by her father. Firstly, there is the matter of physical appearance; 

Sir Walter is obsessed with good looks and “few women could think more of their 

personal appearance than he did… He considered the blessing of beauty as inferior only 

to the blessing of a baronetcy” (6). Elizabeth and Anne are described as being very 

beautiful while Mary “was inferior to both sisters, and had, even in her bloom, only 

reached the dignity of being ‘a fine girl’” (35). It is very unlikely that Mary is unaware 

of this fact and how that could influence her father’s affection. Another indication of 

Mary’s awareness comes from the narrator; “[she] was very prone to add to every other 

distress that of fancying herself neglected and ill-used” (35), and why would she ‘fancy 

herself neglected’ much more than other people unless she has life-experiences of 

actually being neglected? In regard to her presumably lonely and unloved childhood, the 

possibility of her projecting repressed emotions of being neglected and unloved is a 

very likely scenario, considering her self-absorbed father and eldest sister. Mary also 

expresses a similar sentiment in a letter to Anne, complaining about being left out of the 
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loop; “I am always out of the way when any thing desirable is going on; always the last 

of my family to be noticed” (154). She is more or less spelling it out here that she is 

neglected by her family, but one could argue that her expression here is too vague or too 

common to be of any importance. However, one of Freud’s biggest achievements was, 

as mentioned earlier, to make the general public aware of the vital connection between 

seemingly mundane and trivial everyday happenings with mental health (Granek 52). 

The small details matter just as much as the big ones and Mary’s expression may seem 

small, but when considering her past it could actually be very important. Her habit of 

saying things in this matter simply points to her still experiencing the sensations of 

being neglected and not feeling important.  

       Now, the analysis will address the secondary thesis which deals with grief. 

Fitzpatrick Hanly argues that this is actually the main theme in Persuasion; 

“dramatizing the effect of a mother’s death in adolescence” (Fitzpatrick Hanly 1002), 

This is an interesting interpretation since the only grief discussed in depth with all its 

consequences in the story is Anne’s drawn-out mourning over having given up 

Wentworth against her own will. Lady Elliot’s passing and the importance of her person 

is only briefly discussed in the beginning of the novel. However, Fitzpatrick Hanly 

suggests that the grief of losing her mother is unresolved and therefore it is impossible 

for Anne to attach herself to a new love-object, according to the theory of grief work by 

Freud, and that this is the real and underlying reason for her to give up her lover. In all 

of this, there is no mention of Mary’s situation, but it is an easy conjecture to make that 

if it was impossible for Anne to grieve properly, then it is most likely that the same 

applies to Mary. This is assuming that Mary loved her mother as much as her sister and 

needed her in an equal amount, and there is nothing to indicate that this was not the case. 

If Mary, or Elizabeth for that matter, were not as attached to their mother as Anne was, 
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presumably there would be some sort of indication of it in the text since it would have 

changed the dynamics within the family’s relationships with each other. It is only 

known that Anne was the daughter most like Lady Elliot, here expressed by Lady 

Russel: “you are your mother’s self in countenance and disposition” (Austen 150), 

which is not the same as her being more loved her mother. Because of the lack of 

information to say otherwise, this paper assumes that all three daughters loved and were 

loved more or less the equally by Lady Elliot and that her death was a trauma to all of 

them. As mentioned earlier, Shapiro theorises that an individual in mourning has to 

restructure the ‘collaborative self’ to become stable again (552), which is highly 

dependent on the support from the surrounding family. What is evident is that being 

emotionally accessible and supportive in a traumatic situation, would more or less be an 

impossibility for Sir Walter since “vanity was the beginning and end of Sir Walter 

Elliot’s character; vanity of person and of situation” (Austen 6). Fitzpatrick Hanly 

supports this by arguing that “Anne’s adolescent struggle to mourn a mother is made 

more difficult because of the failed mourning in the narcissistic father” (1009-1010). 

Although the story does not provide any information regarding Sir Walter’s reaction 

and feelings regarding his wife’s death, sending away his own daughter to school so 

shortly after losing her mother suggests two things: that Sir Walter did not harbor any 

deep or meaningful feelings towards his wife and therefore was not deeply affected by 

her death, or, that he was unable to grieve and instead fled deeper into the shallow and 

meaningless world he was already used to dwell in. If he, and to some extent Elizabeth, 

were unable to mourn the tragic loss to their family, then they were most likely not able 

to provide an emotionally secure environment for neither Anne nor Mary to properly 

work through their grief. With her closest sister gone away to school, what was left for 

Mary to do when all her main sources of genuine love and care were gone? A logical 

action for her to take would therefore be to try and behave to her father’s liking, which 
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would be in the manner of Elizabeth, being his only love-object, so that he might 

possibly love Mary as well. Also, according to Deutsch’s theory, it is possible for a 

child to escape into narcissistic behaviour as a mechanism of self-protection when grief 

proves too difficult to handle (Fitzpatrick Hanly 1009-1010). Whether or not grief is 

still an active factor for adult Mary, it is a fact that she has been through a serious 

emotional trauma in losing her mother and according to Shapiro, “the more 

overwhelming or discontinuous the circumstances of the death, and fewer available 

supports, the more likely that the grief response will result in defensive adaptation” 

(553). Ultimately, it is questionable if Mary managed to recover from a presumable 

identity crisis, and she may simply not know who she is and where her place is without 

her mother and thus, is very insecure, which prompts difficult behaviour.  

       The following parts will deal with manifestations of the two defence-mechanisms 

relevant in Mary’s case, which are applicable to both the primary and secondary thesis. 

The analysis will first focus on repression and then move on to projection. In the 

narrative, it is a well-known fact in the story that Mary struggles with being alone; “she 

had no resources for solitude” (35), and is in the habit of feigning illness in order to 

maintain company with her. This often aimed at Anne; “it was rather a surprise to her to 

find Mary alone; but being alone, her being unwell and out of spirits, was almost a 

matter of course” (35), and this essay argues that Mary’s unconscious is constantly 

striving to gain access to the conscious part of Mary’s mind whenever she is by herself. 

Bennett and Royle’s explanation of how powerful the unconscious mind is, is at the 

same time very striking and informative: 

As Freud was the first to argue, trauma has to do with the sense of 

something that happened in the past but in a past that has not really ended… 

The traumatic event does not happen when it happens: its force and 
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significance is only experienced later on. Like a ghost, the force of a 

traumatic experience or event can always come back. (133) 

The chance of her repressed childhood experiences getting through to the conscious part 

would be very threatening to Mary since repressed material “remains alive in the 

unconscious, like radioactive matter buried beneath the ocean, and constantly seeks a 

way back into the conscious mind, always succeeding eventually” (Barry 102). 

Loneliness and solitude appear to be such reminders of her repressed emotions and 

therefore Mary does everything in her power to prevent her being left alone, often to a 

ridiculous effect. One such occasion is when Mary is resting on a steep stile near 

Winthrop, pleased with the situation as long as other people are standing about her, but 

when they move out of sight “Mary was happy no longer; she quarreled with her own 

seat, - was sure Louisa had got a much better somewhere, - and nothing could prevent 

her from going to look for a better also” (Austen 80). One interpretation here is that 

being left alone is too similar to Mary’s earlier experiences and threatens to make her 

come in contact with the repressed material buried within. It is of course possible that 

Mary is just jealous of other people getting attention, but then one can ask the question 

of where a jealous disposition comes from? Essentially, that question brings us back to 

the theses of this essay; not discarding Mary’s character as merely being born difficult.   

       Regarding projection, Bennett and Royle argue that it is “implicit in the work of 

Freud, to the extent that psychoanalysis suggests that everything comes down to the 

power and significance of projection, of the qualities, moods and emotions which we 

project on to people and things” (157). Mary’s projections are focused on three main 

areas, and they are referred to here as illness, manipulation and social prestige. Despite 

Mary’s rather desperate proclamations of actually being very sick, no one believes her. 

Her husband actually entreats Anne to “persuade Mary not to be always fancying 
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herself ill” (Austen 42). Even though Mary realises that people do not believe her, she 

still tries to convince those around her that she really is very sick: “I do believe if 

Charles were to see me dying, he would not think there was any thing the matter with 

me. I am sure, Anne, if you would, you might persuade him that I really am very ill – a 

great deal worse than I ever own” (42). Essentially, Mary is projecting that there is 

something wrong with other people for not believing her and not understanding her 

need for company in her insecurity, which is attributive projection (Holmes 678). The 

answer to why she keeps on insisting to be sick can be found in the narrator’s 

description: “Mary’s ailments lessened by having a constant companion” (44). When 

Anne is there, Mary, arguably, has with her the only mother-figure she has got since her 

mother died; a sister who really cares for her and does not call her out on her pretenses. 

Instead, Anne patiently encourages and supports her little sister, in a way a mother 

might have done and therefore Mary feels safe from loneliness. Thus, she does not have 

to deal with repressed memories and/or feelings threatening to reach the surface when 

she has no protection in the shape of another person around her. Another aspect to 

Mary’s hypochondria is that she appears to be looking for compassion and 

understanding for her situation, but no one understands her. People around Mary only 

see her as being difficult and fishing for attention and when this happens, Mary feels 

she has to be really ill in order for her family to understand that everything is not well 

with her person. Unfortunately, her efforts mostly end up coming across as ridiculous 

and desperate: “I do not think I ever was so ill in my life as I have been all this morning 

– very unfit to be left alone, I am sure. Suppose I were to be seized of a sudden in some 

dreadful way, and not able to ring the bell!” (36). When using a psychoanalytic point of 

view, it is clear that Mary, unintentionally, actually connects loneliness with the fact 

that there is something wrong with her, which is a narrow, but true, version of how she 

is really feeling. What is actually wrong with her is the struggle between her 
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unconscious and conscious mind regarding the repressed material and this is making her 

unbalanced and therefore feeling unwell. Another example of Mary’s ridiculous 

exaggerations is found in a letter to Anne: “the butcher says there is a bad sore-throat 

very much about. I dare say I shall catch it; and my sore-throats, you know, are always 

worse than any body’s” (154-155). Due to her insecurity, Mary tries to distinguish 

herself as the one person always being the worst off, or rather, the best at being ill, so 

that she can gain understanding and sympathy. In order to get Anne to come and visit 

her instead of going directly to Bath, Mary foresees “that she should not have a day’s 

health all the autumn” (32) and so it is conclusive that Mary uses illness to manipulate 

things to her advantage instead of expressing her needs and wishes plainly and directly.  

      In addition to the use of illness, Mary also has found a way to apply inability and 

capability to her manipulations. An example of the former is when Captain Wentworth 

is to be introduced at Uppercross and Mary’s son has broken his arm; “and yet, I am 

sure, I am more unfit than any body else to be about the child. My being the mother is 

the very reason why my feelings should not be tried. I am not at all equal to it. You saw 

how hysterical I was yesterday” (52-53). In this situation, Mary does only fear being left 

alone and wanting to get out of it; she is also projecting that her husband does not see 

how weak and incapable she is, i.e., he is assuming that she is strong enough to handle 

being alone in order to take care of their injured child. Basically, Mary tells Charles to 

see that there is something wrong with her, as she believes to be the truth in her insecure 

state of mind. Again, Mary uses attributive projection. However, in another situation 

she does the total opposite, expressed by the narrator: “Why was not she to be as useful 

as Anne?” (107). This occurs just after Louisa’s fall, injuring her head, and instead of 

being sent home without her husband, Mary protests so much against the injustice in 

assuming that she is not as capable as Anne in nursing her sister-in-law and therefore 
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should go home alone. In the end, she gets her way and Anne takes her place instead, 

despite everyone’s knowledge of Anne being superior in nursing. If Mary had not 

believed that her own capability and strength were questioned, she would most likely 

have agreed with Anne’s abilities. This is the opposite to the previously discussed 

situation where Mary proclaimed her uselessness and used her ‘weakness’ to her own 

advantage to get the outcome she wanted. Here, she is projecting that she is not good 

enough in other people’s eyes and is therefore using the other form of projection; 

complementary projection (Holmes 678). This means that Mary is contradicting herself 

while being controlled by her own unconscious. But, in the end she gets her own way, 

which is escaping solitude, so one could say that that she has developed a fairly 

effective strategy for manipulating and controlling situations in her favour.  

       The last example of how Mary uses, or rather how she is used, by her insecurity, 

has to do with social prestige, that is, being recognised as being better than other people. 

In the novel, this is repeatedly called the “Elliot pride” and Mary is described by the 

narrator as having inherited “a considerable share of the Elliot self-importance” (35). Sir 

Walter, Elizabeth and Mary all think that social class and rank is highly important as 

well as believing that precedence always is due where precedence is due, which is 

different from Anne and the Musgroves. Mary’s insistence that things ought to be done 

in the ‘right’ way creates friction between herself and her husband’s family: “it was 

Mary’s complaint, that Mrs. Musgrove was very apt not to give her the precedence that 

was her due, when they dined at the Great House with other families; and she did not 

see any reason why she was to be considered so much at home to lose her place” (43). 

One of the Miss Musgroves express her view on the matter in the following way to 

Anne:  
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I wish any body could give Mary a hint that it would be a great deal better if 

she were not so very tenacious; especially, if she would not be always 

putting herself forward to take place of mamma. Nobody doubts her right to 

have precedence of mamma, but it would be more becoming in her not to be 

always insisting on it. (43-44) 

Because Sir Walter only really cares about two things: physical beauty and social rank, 

this is naturally what Mary also learned to care most about growing up and therefore 

social precedence becomes her refuge when she feels insecure about her own place in 

her husband’s family. She was not valued in her own family and is therefore projecting 

that other people do not recognise what she believes to be the most important aspect of 

herself; her nobility. Her father did not see her as special and therefore her projection is 

that others do not see her as special either, which is attributive projection again. 

Returning to the excursion ending up near Winthrop, there is a situation where Mary 

talks to Captain Wentworth after refusing to visit the house; “it is very unpleasant, 

having such connexions! But I assure you, I have never been in that house above twice 

in my life” (80). In her attempt to prove to Captain Wentworth that she actually is 

special and therefore much better than her husband’s relatives, she comes off as utterly 

ridiculous and unfeeling, but sadly, she does not realise this. Mary is desperate to prove 

her worth, and therefore cannot see that she is making a fool of herself and actually 

lowers herself in Captain Wentworth’s eyes. 

       As we can see, there is undeniable evidence of Mary’s being a victim of her 

unconscious, again and again she is being challenged to deal with the reason, or reasons, 

for her enormous insecurity, which she projects in many different ways. When she is 

well attended and the situation and the people around her are to her liking, her 

difficulties recede to the background and she has the ability not only to be “in excellent 
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spirits, enjoying gaiety”, but also to be “in a temper to admire every thing as she ought, 

and enter most readily into all the superiorities of the house, as they were detailed to her” 

(205). Evidently, Mary is only difficult and unsympathetic when something claws at her 

insecurity and she feels the need to prove her worth. Here is the support to the 

hypothesis that Mary is not a flat character, but actually a rather complex one, driven by 

repressed material from her childhood which she feels forced to project whenever she is 

reminded of feeling lonely and neglected. Thus, she is ruled by the power of her 

unconscious.    

      To conclude, one of the major themes in Jane Austen’s novel Persuasion deals with 

the uselessness of the aristocracy becoming more and more apparent in society, and is in 

the novel represented by the Elliots. Not including Anne, the family is depicted as 

caricatures of real people due to their shallowness and vanity. By doing a close reading 

of the novel, the focus of this essay was to question the common assumption of the 

youngest daughter Mary being a part of the flat cast of characters. Because of the death 

of her mother and thereby being left in the sole care of her father, there were two theses 

posed in this essay; the first one arguing that Mary is a complex character who is 

repressing and projecting the childhood experience of being unloved and neglected. The 

second thesis argued for Mary’s still being in a state of mourning and is therefore 

repressing and projecting that trauma, resulting in loneliness and an identity crisis not 

yet recovered from. Psychoanalytic literary criticism was applied to the analysis in order 

to support the two theses. The theory part of this essay focused on the power of the 

unconscious part of the mind and its use of repression and projection based on Freud’s 

theories. Also the aspect of grief was explored from Freud’s, Deutsch’s and Shapiro’s 

point of views. In the analysis, the consequences of Lady Elliot’s passing was discussed 

as the main reason for Mary not only becoming very lonely but also unloved and 
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neglected by her father, suggesting a trauma of sorts which Mary is consistently 

repressing and projecting. Regarding grief, it became evident that Sir Walter was not 

able to supply the emotional support and stability needed in order for Mary mourn and 

recover, and therefore most likely making her escape into narcissistic behaviour. All the 

repressed material was found to make Mary a very insecure person, which is what she is 

projecting in the forms of illnesses, manipulations and social prestige. All in all, there 

were conclusive evidence supporting the hypothesis of Mary being controlled by her 

unconscious and that both the primary and secondary theses had strong support. Thus, 

the common view of her being just another flat and vain character without real 

substance, is highly improbable. Mary Musgrove is a difficult and complex woman who, 

although to some degree aware of her being without parental love, is constantly 

suffering at the hands of her unconscious without anyone, including herself, really 

understanding why.   
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