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Abstract  

This study will examine how the protagonist from Jane Austen’s Persuasion - Anne 

Elliot - challenges the female norms of the Romantic Period. First of all, there will be a 

study of her personality and background, and then examples of her unconventional 

thoughts and actions. The examination is to rely on, and refer to, Hirdman’s report The 

Gender System - Theoretical reflections on the subordination of women (1990), and 

more specifically the part called Gender Contracts. These principles are to be compared 

to Elliot’s characteristics, and will contribute to prove how Elliot deviates from the 

standard female ideal. There will also be an analysis of certain key dialogues and 

statements in the novel, which will strengthen the assertion that Anne Elliot is a subject, 

rather than an object. In a wider sense, the study will reveal that Persuasion is a story 

about a young woman’s quest for independence, and how she finally becomes 

reconciled with her past.  

 

Keywords:  Jane Austen, Persuasion, Anne Elliot, Hirdman and Gender Contracts, 

Feminism, English literature, The Romantic Period, Wollstonecraft.  
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Introduction  
 

Most people have heard about the eighteenth and nineteenth century British author Jane 

Austen. Her stories are timeless and have had a big impact on modern Western culture. 

The interest for Austen and her persona have resulted in a vast production of literature 

and motion pictures. One aspect of Austen’s popularity is of course the romantic love 

theme, and Pride and Prejudice is one of these classic stories. The last published novel 

Persuasion, though, is by some considered her most completed work. It introduces Anne 

Elliot - a more serious, yet outspoken and unconventional protagonist. 

The purpose of this study is to find out how the characterization of Anne Elliot 

challenges the conceptualization of women in the Romantic Period. An analysis of her 

character and background will be carried out, and the study will determine how certain 

events in her life shape her into an independent person. This will expand the image of 

Anne Elliot, and establish that she is an unconventional and modern protagonist of her 

time. The analysis will proceed from gender theory, specifically Yvonne Hirdman’s 

report The Gender System - Theoretical reflections on the subordination of women. It 

introduces Gender Contracts, which deal with the different gender roles women and 

men have in society, at home and at work. These roles are being maintained and 

legitimized because of the “contract” which women and men are keep on signing over 

and over again. Hirdman means that “it is a matter of very concrete perceptions, split 

into different levels, as to how men/man and women/woman should behave toward each 

other […]” (17). Hirdman’s theory also includes the widely accepted notion that what 

men do is more valued than what women do. 

Historically, there may have been a dichotomy between men and women, but my 

understanding is that we are not that particularly divergent. In fact, our way of regarding 

ourselves in relation to “the other sex” has become less rigid. Evidently, some people 

believe that except for the obvious physical and biological differences, there is nothing 

that indicates that men and women are fundamentally different. Our modern society 

shows clearly that the work for equality has meant less rigid attitudes concerning male 

and female norms. Biological factors must of course be ascribed a fair amount of 

significance, but if one studies the outlook towards gender roles over the years, you can 

note a drastic change in people’s attitudes. In addition, there is a discrepancy between 

hypothetical ideas and reality, which clearly is the case with Hirdman’s principles. 

However, ideas of the sort like Hirdman’s Gender Contract surely existed in the 19th 
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century, and for people in the Romantic Period this dichotomy between men and 

women was a reality. What the novel Persuasion shows us, though, is that everything is 

not either black or white. There are always individuals who stand out from the crowd 

and challenge the norms. Literally, there was no such thing as a Gender Contracts in the 

days of Austen, but gender roles like the ones we have today certainly existed. Given 

that premise, the characterization of Anne Elliot would definitely have violated its 

principles. 

In the days of the Romantic Period there was an objectification of young women, 

which certainly is evident also in Austen’s work. One can perceive Jane Austen’s 

literature like a counterweight against that objectification. Elizabeth Bennet and Anne 

Elliot are examples of female characters that are depicted as subjects. They are 

portrayed like strong individuals, who are not afraid to stand up for themselves. Of 

course, that approach is quite remarkable for literature of this time. Kirkham argues that 

Austen’s “viewpoint on the moral nature and status of women, female education, 

marriage, authority and the family, and the representation of women in literature is 

strikingly similar to that shown by Mary Wollstonecraft in A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman” (pp. xi). 

There is a notion that Austen’s novels are just romantic fairy tales. In fact, they 

even have been rejected as rather banal and shallow. Her novels may certainly seem 

conventional at first sight, and the stories do describe the rather unbothered life of 

middle- and upper-class English families. But Austen is a perspicacious observer of 

human relations, and “[...] she indicates a few times without illusions outplayed 

marriages. The main motive is people’s way to understanding and maturity” (my trans.; 

Frykman). Considering that the novels take place around 1800, many of her characters 

are quite liberal in their endeavor for independence and equality. Certain writers even 

claim that Austen is a feminist icon. In the introduction to Persuasion, Elaine Jordan 

explains: “In Persuasion we do have […] a subtle-sharp kind of feminism, born of 

Enlightenment thought and questioning” (pp. x). According to Edström’s book Livets 

gåtor (The Mysteries of Life), Jane Austen, Austen emphasizes problems that women 

have to deal with, and because her “texts are encoded with gender specific messages”, 

one could call her a feminist (320). However, Jordan’s and Edström’s point of view is a 

bit problematic, since feminism was not established during Austen’s efficacious period. 

In fact, it was not established until 1892 in Paris - a hundred years after 

Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
2
 was first published. On the 



 

3 

 

other hand, Kirkham claims that her work “deserves to be called feminist since it was 

concerned with establishing the moral equality of men and women and the proper status 

of individual women as accountable beings” (3). Namely, Austen’s work reveals an 

awareness and - to some extent - criticism of the unjust conditions for women. There are 

a number of debates in Persuasion which eloquently demonstrate this challenge of 

men’s views on women, which will be taken into consideration. 

There is a clear and important difference between sex and gender. In other words, 

gender has nothing to do with biology, like the concept sex has. According to the 

Swedish National Encyclopedia, gender theory is a key concept being used to 

understand and distinguish the conceptions, ideas and actions which in all are shaping 

people’s social sex. It is being used to emphasize the relation between the sexes, which 

means that apprehensions, norms and ideas about sexes are constructed relationally. 

Gender constructions are denoted by an opposite kind of thinking, which creates 

differences and power. 

 

Method 

Persuasion by Jane Austen is the central work of this investigation. The theoretical 

basis will be gender theory and Hirdman’s Gender Contracts in particular. A close 

reading of the story will be carried out, in order to present illustrative dialogues between 

central characters, and also to find examples of how female and male characters are 

portrayed. There will be an account of the Romantic standard ideal - with emphasis on 

the female ideal - which will be compared to Hirdman’s ideas and theory. Anne Elliot’s 

personality will be analyzed, in order to determine how she stands out from the crowd, 

and therefore contradicts the Gender Contract. The report The Gender System - 

Theoretical Reflections on the Social Subordination of Women by Hirdman will work as 

a basis for the analysis. The focus will be on the part called Gender Contracts, which 

can be summarized in these fundamental principles: 

1. Firstly, men and women are divergent, and basically each other’s dichotomy.  

2. What you regard as typically male has more status than what is being regarded 

as typically female.  

3. Finally, all of us – both men and women – contribute to this gender order.  

These principles are founded on ideas of male and female behaviour which have always 

existed and should therefore not be interpreted as the writer’s personal opinions. 
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Consequently, its purpose is to function as a hypothesis to the historical norm of female 

and male behaviour. According to Hirdman, this norm still exists and keeps repeating 

itself: “And these gender contracts […] are “passed down” from one generation to 

another, introduced from mother to daughter, from father to son” (17). 

The intention is to connect the essence of Hirdman’s principles with the 

characterization of Anne Elliot. The main idea is to find examples in the story which do 

not support Hirdman’s theory, but examples which do support her theory will also be 

taken into account. The focus will be at the first and the second principle, but also the 

third one will to some extent be of significance. The other of Jane Austen’s famous 

novels will be useful when it comes to illuminating certain issues, because all her 

heroines are strong, vivid characters with qualities in common. The major source is 

Pride and Prejudice, but also Sense and Sensibility will be looked into, where 

comparisons between Anne Elliot and Elizabeth Bennet and the Dashwood sisters will 

be carried out. 

Other kinds of literature will also be used, in order to learn about the situation for 

women in England in the 19th century. The purpose is above all to identify the different 

conditions which applied to the two sexes. This will be helpful when it comes to 

describing the ideal type for women, and to find out how the characterization of Anne 

Elliot deviates from that norm. The most important of this literature is Vivi Edström’s 

monograph Livets gåtor (The Mysteries of Life) - Jane Austen. Not only does it explore 

the plot and central characters in her novels - it also describes the actual reality in the 

Austen-era, and gives a brief presentation of the author’s life. Moreover, there will be 

connections to Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, and Gubar and 

Gilbert’s The Madwoman in the Attic. Both are valuable sources from a gender point of 

view. Also Tenngart’s Litteraturteori has been useful when it comes to identifying 

different kinds of feminism. The ones relevant for this study are likeness feminism and 

essentialism. Essentialism means that women are born with certain qualities, which 

make them fundamentally separated from men. Basically, it assumes that women and 

men are different - biologically and psychologically - but the female uniqueness should 

be affirmed. Likeness feminism can be interpreted like an opposite movement, and 

means that ideas about the sexes are constructed at a relational level, and that people 

first and foremost are individuals. There are strains of these kinds of feminism in the 

novel, and they will help to point out decisive traits in Elliot’s personality. 
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There are a number of dialogues and statements in the novel Persuasion – chiefly 

concerning strong female characters - which are relevant from a gender point of view. 

Among other things the dialogues concern differences between men and women, and 

injustices against the latter. The most dynamic declarations will be analyzed and show 

how they contribute to the existing views of male and female. Consequently, they will 

reinforce the hypothesis of this study; that Austen with her characterization of Anne 

Elliot violates the conventions of her time, as well as Gender Contracts.  

 

Background 

Previous Research 

Naturally, there is already a lot of research on the work of Jane Austen - and the author 

herself. When searching the databases one finds a quantity of books and essays on her 

literature, as well as biographies on her own life. Generally, Pride and Prejudice has 

been chiefly studied, with Elizabeth Bennet as a much discussed characterization. In 

fact, all of Austen’s novels have been a matter of research, including Emma, Sense and 

Sensibility and Persuasion. However, there are hardly any publications on the 

combination gender theory and Persuasion. In fact, this novel is one of the least studied 

among Austen’s work. 

The literary theories which have been used earlier in connection with Austen’s 

work are for example the Marxist and postcolonial perspective. Another theme is essays 

analyzing dialogues in the novels of Austen. For instance, Caroline Karlsson has written 

about Austen and “her dialogues and the time in which she lived”. Her essay examines 

what the dialogues say about the convention and behaviour of men and women. Hericks 

wrote in an online review that the voluminous work The Madwoman in the Attic by 

Gubar and Gilbert is "a story of the woman writer's quest for her own story [...], or the 

woman's quest for self definition." Gubar and Gilbert discuss the contribution of authors 

like Charlotte Brontë, Mary Shelley - and Jane Austen. The Madwoman in the Attic 

gives an account of Austen’s all great novels and her substantial authorship. The part 

concerning Persuasion deals with the personal development of the protagonist Anne 

Elliot, which is a valuable source for this investigation. Another significant work is 

Margaret Kirkham’s Jane Austen - Feminism and fiction. Kirkham investigates all of 

Austen’s significant novels, as well as her authorship from a feminist perspective. She 

also highlights Austen’s connection with Wollstonecraft’s work A Vindication of the 
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Rights of Woman. Another equally important author who ought to be mentioned in 

connection with gender theory is Elaine Showalter, who has contributed with many 

articles and books on feminist literary criticism. 

   

The British Romantic Female Ideal 

The author Jane Austen was actively writing during the Romantic Period. The view of 

humanity, language and society became towards the end of the 18
th

 century radically 

changed, and it worked as an objection against the Enlightenment, where reason ruled. 

The Romantic Era focused on individuality and originality, and it emphasized the 

emotional. Austen portrayed middle- and upper class families’ everyday-lives in 

pastoral England, and her stories certainly have a romantic character. During the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century - when the Austen novels took place - there were 

certain views of how men and women should act and behave; they had their certain 

roles. As a reader, you also learn that men and women did not spend much time with 

each other frequently. On the contrary; apart from great social events like dinner parties, 

men and women were socializing quite separately. “The party separated. The gentlemen 

had their own pursuits, the ladies proceeded on their own business [...]” (178). In many 

respects, the male and female characters in this novel do give the impression of actually 

being divergent. But if you scratch the surface, it seems like the opposite. The reality is 

- and was - obviously not that simple. Nevertheless, Persuasion clarifies that there are 

certain qualities which women should have; it is very important to be sweet, caring and 

accomplished. Physical qualities are highly valued, all of which are demonstrated in 

Austen’s work. Edström elaborates on this in Livets Gåtor by claiming: “She should be 

tamed, by imposing certain qualities on her. On a middle- and upper-class level, it was 

all about becoming “accomplished”: learn to play the piano, reading an adequate 

number of books, drawing in a captivating manner. It is usually called an ornamental 

education. Just enough to catch a husband” (my trans.; 325). 

In the novel Pride and Prejudice, Miss Bingley states that an accomplished woman 

ought to have thorough knowledge of “music, singing, drawing, dancing, and the 

modern languages”. She continues her lecture by saying that “she must possess a certain 

something in her air and manner of walking, the tone of her voice, her address and 

expressions [...]” (33). Anne Elliot does have knowledge of these artsy 

accomplishments, but the superficial advantages of hers are hardly emphasized, or even 
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mentioned. When any of her physical attributes are mentioned, it is done in a 

diminishing way, and usually through the eyes of her critical and superficial father.  

Naturally, the actual society in this era was conservative and patriarchal, even 

though exceptions did exist. Generally speaking, middle- and upper-class women had 

little power and were basically consigned to the domestic area, taking care of the 

children and socializing. Men, on the other hand, concentrated on things like work, 

hunting, business and politics. It was simply an unwritten law for a woman to be an 

accomplished wife and a dedicated mother. We regularly get examples of the 

“distribution” of women’s and men’s properties in Persuasion. For example, when Sir 

Elliot’s solicitor Mr. Sheperd tells him about the Croft couple (who are about to hire 

Kellynch Hall) Mr. Sheperd calls attention to how positive it is to have a woman live in 

the house: “A house was never taken good care of, Mr Sheperd observed, without a 

lady: he did not know, whether furniture might not be in danger of suffering as much 

where there was no lady, as where there were many children” (18). Edström explains 

further how the conditions and reality for young women during this patriarchal era 

were: “We meet the young girl in the society of that time, on the border between the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century, when there really was only one approved career for 

girls: marriage. The alternative, if she had not inherited any fortune, was social 

vulnerability and poverty” (my trans.; 319). 

Certainly the Elliot family has a stretched economy, which of course affects Anne 

as well. But she is not socially vulnerable, like Edström’s description above. Austen’s 

novels demonstrate that there were professions which certain women in the upper- and 

middleclass practiced, such as governess and school teaching, but it existed to a very 

small extent. Finding a good match, marrying and thereby getting one’s position in 

society secured, was more valuable, all the same. It was simply an obvious fact for 

people, which not many women dared to challenge. Edström continues her reasoning: 

“The question of support had to do with the social affiliation. Where would a young 

woman find her home, a place of her own, if she did not “get married” - as people 

said?” (my trans.; 319). 

As is mentioned above, there is a belief that Jane Austen was influenced by Mary 

Wollstonecraft - one of the first apostles within the British women’s liberation 

movement. Already in 1792, Wollstonecraft argued in her powerful manifesto A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman that men and women should be regarded as equally 

rational creatures. Wollstonecraft stated that there is only one acceptable alternative in 
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life for women: “It is acknowledged that they spend many of the first years in their lives 

in acquiring a smattering of accomplishments; meanwhile strength of body and mind 

are sacrificed to libertine notions of beauty, to the desire of establishing themselves, the 

only way women can rise in the world, by marriage” (10). This points at how limited 

middle- and upper-class women’s opportunities in life were, and no one really thought 

that women should study or have a career. That is the whole essence of Wollstonecraft’s 

criticism; she argued for women’s right to education on equal terms as men. 

 

Anne Elliot and the Other Protagonists 

Jane Austen wrote six complete novels, all of which consisting of headstrong 

protagonists. Since they all are strong and resolute - although in different ways - it is 

fair to compare a few of them to Anne Elliot. Thereby, it will more eloquently 

determine the uniqueness of Elliot. The outspoken heroine Elizabeth Bennet from Pride 

and Prejudice will be analyzed, as well as the sisters Elinor and Marianne Dashwood 

from Sense and Sensibility. 

It seems at first like Elizabeth and Anne Elliot do not have a lot in common; Anne 

is more unobtrusive than Elizabeth, and not as straight-forward as her. On the other 

hand, she is older and has been through hardships in life, firstly the loss of her mother, 

and secondly the break-up with Frederick. These episodes certainly have made a great 

impact on her. However, Elizabeth’s and Anne’s thoughts and ideas are similar; they 

strive for an equal relationship, and want to marry out of love, not convenience. Further, 

the two women are intelligent and do not hesitate to argue in matters which they care 

about. They also are strong women who guard their independence. 

Anne has nothing against socializing and spending time with other people. She 

enjoys for example the company of the Croft spouses and Charles Hayter, and the 

Musgrove family belongs to her circle of friends. Apart from that, she makes new 

acquaintances when going to Lyme. In short, she finds it easy to get along with people, 

which is mutual. Anne’s various trips and excursions broaden her mind, and they make 

her revive. On the other hand, she does not spend time with her family (especially her 

father and her oldest sister) unless she feels obliged to. Both Elizabeth Bennet and the 

Dashwood sisters have a closer connection with their family, and are not as independent 

as Anne Elliot. 

The novel Sense and Sensibility revolves around the sisters Marianne and Elinor 

Dashwood. Marianne is only 17 years old when the novel starts, and Elinor is a few 



 

9 

 

years older. Early on, it is clear that Elinor is the responsible one who is guided by 

sense, while Marianne has an emotional nature and is limitless, in a way. Edström notes 

in her book that Anne Elliot is like Elinor Dashwood, only “more modern and social”, 

and that she gains more sense and strength just because she is single (260). The 

Dashwood sisters and Anne Elliot have things in common - chiefly when it comes to 

their experiences of love - and all of them eventually have their hearts broken. But these 

female protagonists are quite unlike each other when it comes to what kind of attitude 

they have toward disappointments in life and how they deal with a broken heart. When 

Willoughby abandons Marianne, she becomes devastated and bedfast for a long while. 

Anne Elliot, on the other hand, does not dwell in bitterness over her broken heart. She 

has a more tolerant and sensible temper and is one of Austen’s low-key protagonists. 

That is a fair summary of her character, but it also points at the contradiction which her 

personality is creating. Elliot is portrayed both like a person with a great many qualities, 

and like a person with flaws like insecurity and self-denial. Having trusted Lady 

Russell’s advice and left Frederick Wentworth is nothing she is proud of, but she was 

younger then, and has learned from her mistakes. This versatility is certainly something 

that makes Anne Elliot different. 

In a way, the female protagonists in Austen’s novels are paradoxical. They appear 

conventional at first sight, but eventually, one can notice a discrepancy from the 

expected norm. Elizabeth Bennet, for example, wants to meet an equal man out of love, 

and to be emancipated. In comparison, Anne Elliot does not appear as radical, but she is 

the more complex. Her feelings are constantly in conflict with her sense and mind; she 

is fighting against the frustration and anguish inside her. One of the things which also 

makes Elliot different compared to Austen’s other female characters, is that she is not 

actively looking for a husband. She was certainly much in love with Frederick (whom 

she engaged), but after the break-up she accepted her destiny to be alone. Even though 

she is unhappy about this, she does not share her feelings with anyone. This also 

indicates how independent Anne Elliot is, or at least that she strives for independence 

and to take care of herself. 
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The Investigation of Persuasion and Anne Elliot 

The Complexity of Anne Elliot 

The 27 year old Anne Elliot is Austen’s oldest protagonist, and she is a rather complex 

character. On the one hand, she does live up to the notion of how a young woman shall 

behave; she is caring, dedicated and accomplished. Moreover, she is responsible and has 

a high moral. For example, she helps her father Sir Walter with paperwork and she 

supports her sister Mary and her husband Charles by taking care of their children. She 

does all that without complaining, even though her father in particular is not very 

thankful to her. In fact, Anne is taken for granted by her family, and her feelings are not 

really being shown respect. 

In the beginning of the novel, the reader gets to know about Anne’s relation to her 

family, and which position she has. For example, we learn about Sir Walter’s opinion of 

his middle born daughter. He does not hold any warm feelings for her, and Anne’s looks 

is one of the things which he does not like about her. Early in the novel we get a 

depiction of Anne - from her father’s and oldest sister Elizabeth’s point of view: [...] 

Anne, with an elegance of mind and sweetness of character [...], was nobody with either 

father or sister: her word had no weight; her convenience was always to give way - she 

was only Anne (5). One could wonder why they have this unfair view of her, but it is 

plausible that they simply are jealous of Anne. After all, she is popular, social and has a 

network of people around her. 

Anne’s younger sister Mary is clearly not her father’s favourite either. Just like him 

and Elizabeth, she is concerned about the family’s position and reputation, and she is 

just as shallow and vain as them. As wife to Charles Musgrove - who belongs to a 

prosperous family - she automatically gains at least some of Walter Elliot’s respect. 

Elizabeth bears a close resemblance to her father; they are both very self-centered and 

have a sort of distorted conception of the world. Social decorum is very important to 

them, as well as the advantages their family name can offer them. Accordingly, she is 

Walter’s favourite daughter. Anne’s attitude to class is more sensible, and she is not a 

stickler for etiquette. A conversation with her sister Mary illustrates this: “Where shall 

we go?’ said she [Mary], when they were ready. ‘I suppose you will not like to call at 

the Great House before they have been to see you?’ ‘I have not the smallest objection on 

that account’, replied Anne. ‘I should never think of standing on such ceremony with 

people I know so well as Mrs and the Miss Musgroves” (29). 
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As a result of being very helpful and gentle, some readers might argue that Elliot is a 

relatively subdued character. But there is a fine line between devotion and submission. 

Being devoted to her family and somewhat prudent does not mean that she does not 

guard her integrity. She is actually not afraid to raise her voice, and this versatility about 

her is unique. Edström observes that in contrast to her “grotesquely self-absorbed and 

ridiculously class-conscious” sisters, Anne appears as clever, sweet, cultivated and well-

read” (259). An objection here is that her sisters are not that particularly good standard 

in comparison, since they in fact are more or less depicted like caricatures. In addition, 

Amanda Svensson claims in the afterword of the Swedish version of Persuasion - 

Övertalning: [...] there seems to be many readers who of all the Austen characters feel 

most sympathy and identification with the mature and low-key Anne. She feels more, 

but says less, and her age and experience have given her character a bigger depth and 

gravity than the younger Austen-heroines (my trans.; 330). In comparison to Anne 

Elliot, the other female characters also appear one-dimensional and quite silly, devoting 

their time to a lot of chatter and gossip. Anne, on the other hand, is mostly interested in 

meaningful and rewarding conversations with people whom she truly cares about. She is 

overall portrayed as very intelligent and sensible; her superficial qualities are hardly 

emphasized, or even mentioned. When any of her physical attributes are mentioned, it 

is mostly in a deprecatory way, and first and foremost described through the eyes of her 

self-complacent father. “A few years before, Anne Elliot had been a very pretty girl, but 

her bloom had vanished early; and as even in its height, her father had found little to 

admire in her [...]” (5). However, one should know that this is not the only existing 

picture of Miss Elliot. Sir Elliot takes every opportunity to criticize people in his 

immediacy for various blemishes; therefore, his view is not the best standard. 

In the beginning of the novel, we get to learn about Anne’s love affair with 

Frederick, and it is clear early on that their time together was Anne’s happiest in life. 

They were planning to get married, but she left him because her friend and godmother 

Lady Russell advised her to. Ever since that day, she had regretted her decision, 

although she has managed to keep up her spirits in front of family and friends. When 

Anne gets acquainted with Captain Benwick and learns that he is a widower, she 

compares her own tragic love story with his destiny: “He is younger than I am; younger 

in feeling, if not in fact; younger as a man. He will rally again, and be happy with 

another” (74). Anne declares for herself the sad fact that she has got worse prospects in 

the future than Mr. Benwick - only because she is a woman. In other words, this is yet 
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another reminder of how the situation was for women, and reinforces the whole idea 

with Gender Contracts. After her separation from Frederick she lives like a withdrawn 

maid, whereas the widower Mr. Benwick is surrounded by speculations of who is going 

to become his next wife. 

Social background and decorum do not mean something in particular to Anne 

Elliot. Indeed, she is socializing with the women in her age (whom she really has 

nothing in common with), and does not turn down a dinner invitation of some kind. In 

that sense, Elliot does what is expected from her. Namely, she is not obstinate, and she 

is not outspoken in the way like for example Elizabeth Bennet is. However, she does not 

aim to please others, and she dares to speak her mind. She is not at all ingratiating - but 

fair and just - and therefore, she gains people’s respect. Thanks to her intelligence and 

her knowledge in music and literature, Anne wins a lot of admiration among people – 

not least male friends - who treat her like an equal. This means a rejection of Hirdman’s 

first principle; Anne is clearly not divergent to any of the men in the novel. 

 

The Croft Spouses 

Anne Elliot is not the only one in this novel who is modern and unconventional. 

Another character of that caliber is the eleven years older Sophia Croft, Frederick’s 

sister. She and Anne are not that similar; Mrs. Croft is loud-voiced and straightforward, 

but Anne likes Mrs. Croft, who functions like sort of a role model to her. Generally 

speaking, in the days of this novel, men were under the impression that women were 

sensitive and fragile creatures, which need to be taken care of. They believed that 

women did not stand the harsh conditions which were only natural for them. Once 

again, we learn that everyone does not regard this as the one and only truth. A 

controversy between Frederick Wentworth and his sister illustrates these opposing 

views. Frederick has just claimed that ships are not a suitable place for women, when 

Mrs. Croft reacts, quite huffily: This brought his sister upon him. ‘Oh, Frederick! But I 

cannot believe it of you. All idle refinement! Women may be as comfortable on board 

as in the best house in England.’ [...] ‘Nothing to the purpose’, replied her brother. ‘You 

were living with your husband; and were the only woman on board’ (52). Mrs. Croft 

then concludes her reasoning by stating that she hates to hear him talking “like a fine 

gentleman”, and that he views women like “fine ladies” instead of “rational creatures” 

(54). Statements like these are not controversial today - at least not in the modern 

Western part of the world - but given the Romantic ideals as background, it adds 
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another dimension to the story. An indication that what Mrs. Croft says is quite daring, 

is that no one raises any objections (except Frederick himself); nor does anyone readily 

agree with her. This reveals an objection against the first principle in Gender Contracts; 

Mrs. Croft clearly does not think that men and women are divergent. On the contrary, 

she considers both sexes to be equal, and will not accept to be treated in a patronizing 

way. 

Mrs. Croft is overall depicted as a smart and sensible person. One example which 

demonstrates this is when Sir Walter’s solicitor Mr. Shepherd tells him about his 

meeting with the Croft spouses. Mr. Shepherd informs him that Mrs. Croft was “present 

almost all the time”, and describes her: “‘And a very well-spoken, genteel, shrewd lady 

she seemed to be, continued he; asked more questions about the house, and terms, and 

taxes, than the Admiral himself, and seemed more conversant with business’” (18). This 

example shows something rare; a nineteenth century woman who engages in 

traditionally male matters such as economy and house purchases. The impression is that 

Mrs. Croft even takes over the whole affair, so one could really say that her acting 

violates the Gender Contract.  

The Croft couple also work as a role model for Anne. There are regular indications 

of her admiration and fascination of the spouses, and it is evident that she wishes for a 

relationship like theirs, which is characterized by mutual respect and love: “He was 

ordered to walk, to keep off the gout, and Mrs Croft seemed to go shares with him in 

everything, and to walk for her life, to do him good” (129). It is also evident that Anne 

and Frederick had a relationship just as equal and harmonic like the Croft couple. 

“There had been a time, when of all the large party now filling the drawing-room at 

Uppercross, they would have found it most difficult to cease to speak with one another. 

There could have been no two hearts so open, no tastes so similar, no feelings so in 

unison, no countenances so beloved” (48). Mr. and Mrs. Croft are truly an interfaced 

couple. Apparently, they married after a short acquaintance, and lead a happy and 

harmonic life. They spend most of the time together, and Mrs. Croft even accompanies 

the Admiral in his work at sea, as mentioned earlier. Since they are childless, and Mrs. 

Croft is a house wife, the couple enjoys a special freedom and can spend most of the 

time together. It is quite exceptional to find an emancipated couple like this in an over 

two hundred year old work. Thus, Anne Elliot is not the only one who challenges the 

social conventions - the Crofts as a couple violate the Gender Contract in the way they 

are living.   
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Contradiction of the Romantic Female Ideal and the Gender Contracts 

Hirdman elaborates with the help of her Gender Contracts on the dichotomy between 

men and women. It is rather obvious that both female and male characters in Persuasion 

(as well as in other novels of Austen) regard themselves as a dichotomy to the other sex. 

It is not said explicitly, but it can be noticed in various conversations between the 

characters; it was simply an acknowledged approach towards the other sex. It was 

merely natural that women took care of the children and the household, and just as 

natural that men worked all day in their role as breadwinners. However, there are 

examples of emancipated reasoning and actions in Persuasion. One example is when 

Anne has a minor controversy with her sister Mary about child nursing. It concerns 

Mary’s and Charles’ son, who had been ill, but is now recovering. The couple has been 

invited to Mr. and Mrs. Musgrove (Mary’s parent-in-laws), but Charles thinks that she 

naturally should stay home with their son. Mary argues - in a very untraditional manner 

- that it is unfair: “If there is anything disagreeable going on, men are always sure of 

getting out of it, and Charles is as bad as any of them. Very unfeeling! [...] So, here he is 

to go away and enjoy himself, and because I am the poor mother, I am not to be allowed 

to stir - and yet, I am sure, I am more unfit than anybody else to be about the child” [...] 

(43). Mary’s reasoning shows a radical point of view for her time, and can even be 

interpreted as a quest for equality. On the other hand, one should know that Mary 

embodies an almost parodical hypochondria and self-pity. Consequently, it is mostly 

egoistic reasons which make her want Charles to stay at home, and not a statement for 

the sake of mothers in general. Nevertheless, her statement represents something unique 

for a character in an Austen novel. In fact, Mary contradicts Hirdman’s principle of 

divergence by her opinion. 

Even though Anne Elliot on the whole is an unconventional protagonist, her way of 

solving this very situation appears the more traditional, when she replies: “I perfectly 

understand Mr Robinson’s directions, and have no fears; and indeed, Mary, I cannot 

wonder at your husband. Nursing does not belong to a man, it is not his province. A sick 

child is always the mother’s property, her own feelings generally make it so” (43). Anne 

Elliot implies here that the mother’s ability when it comes to nursing is outstanding, 

which no man could ever surpass. In this case Anne Elliot actually acts according to the 

Gender Contract, and her sister acts against it, thanks to her statement. Anne’s opinion 

can even be interpreted as an example of essentialism, because she does not describe 
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taking care of the children as a sacrifice. Namely, she does not feel sorry for Mary or 

think that she is a victim of some kind - like Mary feels about herself. 

Another passage where Anne Elliot contradicts the Gender Contracts is when she is 

in Lyme with Mary, the Musgrove sisters and Frederick, among others. They are 

walking with the ocean nearby, and in the stairs down to the beach, Louisa Musgrove 

jumps right into Frederick’s arms. Since she finds the rather childish jumping very 

amusing, she wants to do it again. Up until now, Louisa and Frederick both play their 

“gender roles” well. But the second time, he does not manage to catch Louisa, and she 

falls to the ground. She is apparently injured, but Frederick is quite perplexed, and 

Henrietta almost falls on the steps, because of the shock. However, Anne and Mr. 

Benwick succeed to catch her, and now Anne shows her ability to take action. She 

directs him to go and assist Frederick with Louisa, while she takes care of Henrietta. 

Suddenly, they do not follow the Gender Contract any longer, since Anne now is in 

charge of the situation. 

‘Is there no one to help me?’ where the first words which burst from Captain 

Wentworth, in a tone of despair, and as if all his own strength were gone. ‘Go 

to him, go to him’, cried Anne, ‘for heaven’s sake go to him. I can support her 

myself. Leave me, and go to him. Rub her hands, rub her temples; here are 

salts - take them, take them.’ Captain Benwick obeyed, and Charles at the same 

moment, disengaging himself from his wife, they were both with him; and 

Louisa was raised up, and supported more firmly between them. And 

everything was done that Anne had prompted [...] (85). 

This event displays how Anne immediately takes command of the situation, in order to 

help Louisa. Mr. Wentworth, on the other hand, appears quite paralyzed and thereby 

does not act as the gentleman he usually is - and should be. Some of us might argue that 

the behaviour which Frederick demonstrates here is not becoming. In his capacity as a 

brave and successful Captain, he should naturally take command of the situation. But in 

fact, none of the gentlemen or the ladies nearby take any initiative to help Louisa - at 

least not before Anne prompts them. If something like this would happen today, maybe 

it would not be regarded as very spectacular. However, one can imagine that a passive, 

“ungentlemanly-like” behaviour which these men display would have been regarded as 

quite embarrassing in the days of Jane Austen. What this example shows us is that Anne 

definitely is a “rational creature”; she is the one who saves poor injured Louisa, and 
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thus becomes hero of the day. Through her bold actions, she rejects the ideals of the 

Romantic Period, as well as Hirdman’s principles. One can make a parallel to an 

episode in Sense and Sensibility, when the Dashwood sisters are taking a walk. At one 

point, Marianne falls in the rain and gets hurt. Apparently she is weak and incapable of 

moving. Then Mr. Willoughby appears like a handsome and strong cavalier, who 

rescues her and immediately wins her heart. That incident is displaying stereotypical 

gender roles, and is an eloquent example of how Gender Contracts can be maintained. 

The episode in Lyme, on the other hand, reveals exchanged gender roles, and 

demonstrates once again that men and women are not that divergent after all. 

Something that was really important for women in Austen’s age was to find a 

suitable partner and get married. Frederick and Anne became a couple when she was 

around 20, and were planning to get married. She broke their engagement some time 

later, because her godmother Lady Russell persuaded her to do so. The reason was 

simply that his economic future was too unstable. Apart from Anne’s great love 

Frederick Wentworth nobody had managed to steal her heart. Her brother-in-law 

Charles Musgrove had proposed to her in the past, but she rejected his offer simply 

because she did not hold any romantic feelings towards him. Later in the story, Anne’s 

cousin Mr. Elliot proposes to her, but since she is not in love with him, and finds out 

what kind of immoral person he is, she turns him down as well. Looking at the 

contemporary norm, the right thing to do would still have been to marry Mr. Elliot, and 

thus, be able to secure her future. That would also have meant that Anne could have 

been able to move back to Kellynch Hall. The home of her childhood means a lot to her; 

at Kellynch she feels happy. In other words, what she does takes a lot of courage. Once 

again, we get an example of Anne’s strong integrity and how unconventional she acts. 

One may of course argue that Anne is inconsistent, since she broke up with 

Frederick against her will. The dilemma is described in the novel: “She had given him 

up to oblige others. It had been the effect of overpersuasion. It had been weakness and 

timidity” (47). Her decision is somewhat paradoxical, especially if you think of Anne as 

an independent and modern person. However, marriage may well have been the most 

crucial decision for a young woman in this period of time, so when looking at the 

circumstances, Anne’s choice is understandable. In addition, Lady Russell is her 

godmother and her closest friend, and she naturally relies on her judgment. Despite this, 

Anne realizes early on that letting Frederick go was a mistake, and eight years later she 

gets a chance to put things right with Frederick. 
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What is typical about Anne and Frederick is that he is depicted in a much more 

positive way, compared to her. Frederick gets a very complimentary description; as 

though all hard work at sea and the break-up from Anne have not changed his 

appearance in the least. “No, the years which had destroyed her youth and bloom had 

only given him a more glowing, manly, open look, in no respect lessening his personal 

advantages” (46). Accordingly, the depiction of Anne is hardly flattering. She is 

portrayed like pale and commonplace, with hardly any attractiveness, whereas Frederick 

is highlighted as successful, well-off and even like a hero. Just like Hirdman’s second 

principle in the Gender Contract, we thereby get an indication of men’s superiority to 

women. In the eyes of society, Frederick’s achievements have a greater value than what 

Anne has done the past years. Indeed, Frederick is very successful with an astonishing 

career as a Captain. Anne has of course not achieved anything so significant; the 

chances of getting paid work were minimal in these days. She may not have a paid 

work, but she is a helpful and generous person, and her services are much asked for. 

The legitimate question to pose though is if her efforts are of so much lower value. 

Towards the end of the novel, Anne and Captain Harville have an interesting 

discussion about how strong men and women’s feelings really are, and about the both 

sexes’ capability to love. Their tone is equally respectful, but it is obvious that they do 

not agree with each other. Anne claims that women do not forget someone they love (or 

has loved) as fast and easily as men do, and implies that men have a changeable nature 

when it comes to love. 

‘We certainly do not forget you so soon as you forget us. It is, perhaps, our fate 

rather than our merit. We cannot help ourselves. We live at home, quiet and 

confined, and our feelings pray upon us. You are forced on exertion. You have 

always a profession, pursuits, business or some sort or other, to take you back 

in the world immediately, and continual occupation and change soon weaken 

impressions.’ (182) 

Here, Anne accounts in a rather laconic way how the reality is for her and women in 

general. The tone is not at all bitter, she simply is submitting facts. Mr. Harville believes 

that it is not “more man’s nature than woman’s to be inconstant and forget those they do 

love, or have loved”. Nevertheless, Elliot wants to make clear that women’s ability to 

love is a strength compared to men, and even that men’s fickleness is a negative 

property. Also this example may be a manifestation of essentialism. Mr. Harville 
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continues to argue by saying that “all histories are against you [women], all stories, 

prose and verse” (183). Anne does not give up that easily, claiming: “Men have had 

every advantage of us in telling their own story. Education has been theirs in so much 

higher a degree; the pen has been in their hands. I will not allow books to prove 

anything” (184). 

That powerful and pithy objection is still up to date and relevant, although not of 

immediate interest as it was during the Romantic Period, that is 200 years ago. 

Accordingly, this remark is very insightful of Anne Elliot; she points at the power 

which is assigned male authors, and consequently, which kind of power this means for 

men on the whole. Edström even calls her an “insightful gender-debater” (285) in this 

respect, which is a fair epithet. Elliot’s statement could, in fact, be applied in just about 

any gender debate of today. In fact, one can make a reference to the recent years’ 

criticism against the male dominance in for instance historical literature. This minor 

controversy between Miss Elliot and Mr. Harville also reveals him having a more 

sentimental side. He tells her about the hardships men are experiencing when they are 

going away to work at sea, and take leave from their beloved ones. Then Captain 

Harville also describes in a graphic manner how it feels to meet his family again, after 

twelve months absence. Depicting feelings of male characters like this is quite rare, and 

Harville’s “confession” broadens the view of the middle-aged man; in this case a brave 

and confident naval officer. What it also does, is that it contradicts Hirdman’s principle 

about dichotomy. Consequently, it conveys that men and women perhaps are not that 

unlike each other like some of us want to believe. Thus, one should be more inclined to 

think that men and women actually have just about the same feelings, and are able to 

feel just as much and strongly. 

  

Subjects and objects in Persuasion 

One of the things which actually supports Hirdman’s gender contract, is how men and 

women in the novel are described. The properties, with which they are ascribed, are 

quite diverging. Female characters are hardly ever being depicted as intelligent or 

successful, in the way that male characters are. Apart from Anne herself, Lady Russell 

and Mrs. Croft are the only female characters who are depicted as clever and sensible. 

Russell and Croft are also ascribed a great authority. Anne’s friend Henrietta Musgrove 

gives her opinion about the Lady in a quite exhilarated way: “I always heard of Lady 

Russell as a woman with greatest influence on everybody! I always look upon her as 
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able to persuade a person to anything! I am afraid of her, as I have told you before, quite 

afraid of her, because she is so very clever; but I respect her amazingly [...]” (79). Since 

qualities like cleverness and gifts of persuasion were not valued as typical for women, it 

is only fair that Russell is being described in this respectful manner by Henrietta, and 

moreover, that she finds it intimidating. Neither Lady Russell, Mrs. Croft nor Anne 

Elliot is described as physically attractive persons. When reading Austen’s novels, it 

appears that a woman in the Romantic Period could not be perceived both as intelligent 

and romantically attractive. One episode that indicates this is when Admiral Croft 

confides in Anne about his brother-in-law Frederick. He tells her the surprising news 

that Louisa Musgrove (whom Frederick had courted earlier) is going to marry Captain 

Benwick. The Admiral laments that poor Frederick now has to “begin all over again 

with somebody else”; that he should come to Bath and meet one of all the girls there. 

Mr. Croft appears not at all to reflect upon the possibility that Anne might be 

romantically interested in Frederick. The Admiral does not know that Anne and 

Frederick once have had a relationship, but it is peculiar that he does not consider the 

possibility for them to fall in love. Apparently, Anne is not perceive as romantically 

attractive, when discussions like these take place. 

Several young characters - both in this novel, but also in Austen’s other work - are 

“lumped” together, and in a certain manner also objectified. What these female 

characters have in common, is that they are sweet, pretty and on the whole rather 

innocent personalities. In fact, they are classical cases of young girls who are - just like 

a character in Austen’s novel Emma is described: “[...] full of trivial conversation and 

harmless gossip” (19). Henrietta and Louisa Musgrove and Elizabeth Elliot are 

embodying all this, but this goes for many female characters in the Austen novels. On 

the other hand, Anne Elliot is not portrayed in this superficial manner. Instead, her inner 

qualities are emphasized, which makes her stand out in Austen’s collection of 

characters. Thus, she becomes a subject, rather than an object. At one moment, the Croft 

couple speaks about Frederick - while Anne is listening - and Mr. Croft exclaims: 

‘[…] I wish Frederick would spread a little more canvas and bring us home one 

of these young ladies [Louisa and Henrietta] to Kellynch. [...]  - And very nice 

young ladies they both are; I hardly know one from the other.’ Very good-

humoured, unaffected girls, indeed’, said Mrs Croft in a tone of calmer praise, 
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such as made Anne suspect that her keener powers might not consider either of 

them as quite worthy of her brother; ‘and a very respectable family. […] (70) 

In this conversation, the Admiral speaks about the Musgrove sisters in a way which 

appears rather diminishing (although it may not be his intention); like they were 

possessions or appendages of some kind. Mrs. Croft agrees with her husband, although 

not in an overly enthusiastic manner. As distinct to the female characters, the male ones 

are for the most part depicted like polite and urbane gentlemen. The male characters are 

often described with qualities like benevolence, generosity and intelligence. Even 

though Anne Elliot, Lady Russell and Mrs. Croft are described with similar words, 

these traits are still more significant for male characters. It certainly exist male 

characters whose inner qualities are not emphasized, but they usually are not portrayed 

like objects, like the case with female characters.  

   

Conclusion 
 

What Austen achieves with Persuasion is a female character that is portrayed like a 

subject, who can argue intellectually and take command of the situation. It displays a 

protagonist who is versatile and complex; with qualities as well as shortcomings. 

Therefore, it is very easy to identify with Anne Elliot. She is a character who goes 

through an interesting development, gets a second chance in life, and gets the chance to 

start over with her one and only love. This does not mean that Austen’s other 

protagonists are shallow or one-sided, but the portrait of this heroine certainly is more 

complex. This is not a woman who is shouting from the barricades, declaring her 

opinions; Anne Elliot is not an obtrusive character. Nevertheless, what she says and 

does has an impact on the whole story.  

The purpose of this investigation was to find out how the characterization of Anne 

Elliot contravenes the Romantic ideal, and - in a wider sense - how it contradicts the 

principles of Hirdman’s Gender Contracts. This study shows clearly that both dialogues 

and events in the story prove how Elliot deviates from the expected female norm. It is 

not only what she says or does explicitly, but also what is going on in her mind and 

what thoughts and feelings she experiences, which determine her personality.  
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One of the most remarkable things about Austen is that her stories are still relevant. 

Their messages are timeless, and her collection of characters never ceases to fascinate 

readers all over the world. In addition, the issues that Austen’s female characters are 

struggling with, young women today are also dealing with - although the problems of 

today are of a different character. At least in our modern Western World, women and 

men are relatively equal in a general sense. What Austen achieved with her literature 

and her female protagonists, is a rejection of traditional gender roles. The 

characterization of Anne Elliot shows an awareness of the injustices for her own sex - 

even though she does not “advertise” her opinions all the time. Austen succeeded to 

portray a character which is unique; strong, resolute and - last but not least - 

independent. Accordingly, all these qualities together contribute to make this 

protagonist different from other female characters. There is an eloquent quotation from 

The Madwoman in the Attic which determines this: “If the powerful origin of Emma is 

the psychologically coercive model of the woman as a lady, in Persuasion Austen 

describes a heroine who refuses to become a lady” (181). More precisely, Elliot is 

portrayed first and foremost as a person - not like a young and sweet objectified 

woman. She may not be as expressive like other characters, but her actions speak for 

themselves. Thus, the assertion that Elliot is Austen’s most modern and independent 

heroine is not an overstatement. Despite the prevailing view on male and female and the 

social conventions, she clearly shows her point of view. That is brave and wayward and 

demonstrates that Anne Elliot truly deviates from the Romantic female norm.  

 

 

Endnote 
 

2.  A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was first published in 1792, and it is English 

author and philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft’s most influential work. The book is one of 

the earliest works on feminist philosophy, and clearly defends women’s status and their 

civil rights. 
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