
Reviewing Emma Woodhouse; the anti-heroic protagonist of Jane Austen 

Bhumika Devi 

Email- devibhumika75@gmail.com 

Ph-8638775923 

PhD Research Scholar 

Department of English 

Cotton University, Assam, India. 

 

 

Abstract: A hero is the one who has highest moral standards, who is courageous, kind, 

understanding, who is ready to work for society, who is always willing to sacrifice for the good 

of others. In literature, it is very often noted that the writers tend to take those characters central 

to their writings that has at least some of the qualities of a hero. However, it must not be 

forgotten that these characters are the very representative of real people but are sugarcoated with 

the writer’s imagination. Interestingly, a character appears more lifelike only when he/she has 

certain defects as well. In fact, to err is human. Jane Austen’s creation- Emma Woodhouse, in 

this sense, is an anti heroine who is a combination of many good and evil qualities. Moral flaws, 

misjudgments, snobbery, double standard, self righteousness are some of the negative aspects of 

Emma whereas self-realisation, genuine concern for others are some of the positive aspects of 

her character. The combination of both makes her easily identifiable with. This article seeks to 

present a character analysis of Emma and to point out the anti-heroic qualities that are embedded 

in her character.  
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Introduction: Miahela writes “Conventional heroes were distinguished by exceptional features, 

which contain connotations of bravery, virtuousness, honour, strength, nobility of mind and 

action, the spirit of sacrifice, self-restraint, maturity and civility. Nobleness, the key term 

associated with the hero, was founded on high moral principles of uprightness, righteousness, 

decency, beneficence, bravery and honourableness. Due to such virtues, he comes to be regarded 

as a paragon or ideal, one that is highly admired, reverently feared, embodying the projection of 

a community’s grand dream or loyally serving them by setting grand ideals for himself to 
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pursue” (50, Miahela). Such is the position of a hero who is the very embodiment of everything 

every culture believes to be good. There is a long list of heroes in literature who are more or less 

representative of the above mentioned qualities. However, it must be noted that these divine like 

characters are something, no one can relate to fully. It acts as the ‘verfremdungseffekt’, as the 

fourth wall, distancing the reader from the heroic figure in many aspects and making them 

constantly realise that it is not the reality. 

 Jane Austen, a novelist belonging to the Regency era has produced many novels taking 

love and marriage as the basic plot, revolving around a small group of people. Her characters 

take pleasure in trivial things. Emma Woodhouse, the protagonist of the novel Emma is the one 

who develops the plot in the novel. Since the story revolves around her, she becomes the heroine 

of the novel. But instead, the characteristics displayed by her are not heroic at all. She embodies 

many negative aspects which make her very different from other heroines of literature. 

Therefore, the attempt in this paper is to analyse the character of Emma and to posit her as the 

anti-heroine. 

Methodology and Data Collection: This article has been produced by collecting the raw materials 

from the main text. It is based on library work. The additional information is collected from 

some previously done research works, articles and books.  

Literature Review: While pursuing the study at hand, some previously done literature have been 

considered and read thoroughly. Here are some of the key sources that have helped in the 

pursuance of this study-  

 Herbert, David’s “Place and Society in Jane Austen’s England” gives us insights about how the 

society was constructed in the Regency England. The class consciousness of the people is 

exposed in this article. 

Jordan, MA and Kearns, SR in “Emma Woodhouse: heroine or anti-heroine” have beautifully 

analysed the characteristics of a hero and an anti hero down the history of literature. And by 

adhering to the results they have found, they put forward both the heroic and anti heroic 

characteristics of Emma Woodhouse. 

Culea, Miahela and Andrela –Irina Suclu’s “Between Grand Dreams and Big Failure: The Anti-

hero in English Literature and Culture” presents an in depth study of the anti heroes of English 

literature. The characteristics of an antihero are analysed by citing examples from different 

literary texts.   
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Analysis: To begin with, we must discuss the characteristics of an anti-hero. “An anti-hero is a 

central character in a dramatic or narrative work who lacks the qualities of nobility and 

magnanimity expected of traditional heroes and heroines in romances and epics” (16, Baldick). 

An anti-hero has many imperfections and deficiencies. S/he is liable to make many mistakes at 

due times. Lacking moral principles, making false judgments and many other imperfect traits are 

what makes an anti-hero more real and close to every human being. “His defects can be 

clumsiness, incompetence, lack of tact, lack of intelligence etc. his role is not directly opposed to 

that of the hero, although it may come into conflict with him (240, Jordan).  

Jane Austen’s Emma has many such imperfections which make her an anti-heroine. 

When Austen herself declared that “I am going to take a heroine whom no one but myself will 

much like” (148, Austen) it becomes quite clear that she is definitely going to talk about 

someone who will be much different from all her other heroines.  

  The very next step is to make a character analysis of Emma Woodhouse, who despite of 

having so many moral flaws still occupies pivotal place in Austen’s literary world. To begin 

with, her limited access to the world is to be considered. Austen has not denied her a grand 

introduction just like her other heroines “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever and rich with a 

comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of 

existence; and had lived nearly twenty one years in the world with very little to distress or vex 

her” (3, Austen). She is a beautiful young woman with a fortune and a neighbourhood which 

always appreciates her. But this very situation of hers has made her ignorant of other’s feelings 

and concerns “the real evils indeed of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too 

much her own way and a disposition to think a little too well of herself” (3,4, Austen). She is self 

righteous and is unnecessarily proud of her superficial possessions. She thinks of herself as 

above other and she generally establishes her superiority by deciding matrimonial issues of 

people around her. Her perspective makes us to understand that she believes herself to be the 

centre of the world and thus, it is her duty to choose the best for the people around her and this 

‘best’ is to be qualified by her standard only. However, it is certainly the result of her limited 

access to the world. Because she has always been surrounded by a small group of people, and 

she is always appreciated, respected and listened to in that society, she ends up as a self-

righteous person. Her actions are not deliberately wrong but are impulsively directed. In the 

words of Jordan, “Accustomed to hearing praises and judgments favourable to everything that 

PROTEUS JOURNAL

VOLUME 11 ISSUE 11 2020

ISSN/eISSN: 0889-6348

http://www.proteusresearch.org/   Page No: 347



concerns her person and way of acting, it is logical that Emma has grown up with high concept 

of herself” (244, Jordan). 

 The touchstone, she sets up for other’s lives is based on her own interest. She forcefully 

pulls every string to make them revolve around her. She is a self-declared master of her world. 

However, this match-making, in which she believes she is pro, is just her way of getting away 

with her ennui, to entertain herself. She is over confident in match making but throughout, she 

makes false matches. Her friendship with Harriet is her way to fill the void created after her 

governess cum friend Miss Taylor’s marriage. To quote Barbara Z. Thaden, “Emma adopts 

Harriet because she needs a foil to hide her intellectual and moral inadequacies and realises that 

Jane Fairfax would certainly not answer. She selects another young woman who could not 

possibly outdo her in anything and is horrified to find this young woman threatening to supplant 

her in social standing. Once Knightley proposes, Emma no longer needs a foil, and she can 

calmly ship Harriet off to London as she would now be only a ‘dead weight’. The friend she had 

supposedly been trying to advance now will sink into oblivion; all social connections between 

them will gradually be severed” (54, Thaden). Even Mr. Knightley observes that the ‘great 

intimacy between Emma and Harriet is a bad thing’ and ‘neither of them do the other any good’ 

(33, Austen). She sets the standard very high for Robert Martin who was clearly in love with 

Harriet and Harriet too had feelings for him. But Emma exercises her fortunate position to walk 

Harriet away from Martin. She manipulates Harriet in such a way that despite of her feelings for 

Martin, she decides to reject his proposal.  

 “In fiction, the unnerving rubric ‘anti-hero’ refers to a ragged assembly of victims: the 

fool, the clown, the hipster, the criminal, the poor sod, the freak, the outsider, the scapegoat, the 

scrubby opportunist, the rebel without a cause” (55, Hassan). Emma is the opportunist who takes 

advantage of her social status to manipulate those beneath her. She is an expert but in making 

false judgments. Throughout the novel, she errs in judging situations. She is wrong about Martin, 

Elton, Frank and Jane. She lacks the ability to understand other people’s feelings. She lives in 

her ‘strawberry world’ without the slightest hint of reality. All her attempts to make matches fail 

and she ends up fixing one thing after another for Harriet. The problem with Emma is that she 

judges too quickly depending upon the appearance of people. In the very first meeting, she 

dismisses Martin for not having manners. She believes that Mr. Elton loves Harriet but it turns 

out to be her. She doesn’t get the slightest hint regarding Jane and Frank’s affair. She even 
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doesn’t know about Mr. Knightley’s feelings. She has vehemently failed in making any 

differences in any of the character’s lives. At the end, everyone got what they wanted from the 

very beginning. All her attempts proved to be in vain. 

 She is weak and jealous. For her, every accomplished woman is a competition. She hates 

Jane because she feels that Jane is better than her “it was because she saw in her the really 

accomplished young woman, which she wanted to be thought herself, and though the accusation 

had been eagerly refuted at that time, there were moments of self examination in which her 

conscience could not quite acquit her” (160, Austen). It is always a game to be superior for her. 

When she breaks Harriet’s heart twice and Harriet shows maturity in dealing with it, she “really 

for the time convinced that Harriet was the superior creature of the two” (138, Austen).  

 Barbara Z. Thaden observes “Emma is consistently shown as having characteristics 

similar to many other characters in the novel” (50, Thaden). She does not have unique qualities 

to be qualified as the unmatchable heroine. She is insensitive just like Mr. Elton when she insults 

Miss Bates and declares that a connection with her is “a very shameful and degrading 

connexion” (218, Austen). She is not willing to accept her mistake and doesn’t hesitate to force 

others to sacrifice their happiness so as to prove herself right. “It is her restless energy and 

intelligence, fed by the degree of self will and conceit of which Jane Austen has warned us and 

coupled with the boredom of her lonely home life that drives Emma into busying herself with her 

neighbour’s affairs in a most reprehensible manner that nearly leads to lasting unhappiness for all 

those with whom she interferes” (258, Le Faye). 

 One of her many imperfections are her social snobbery. In her world, there is no place for 

people who have lower social status. Because she has a fortune and she belongs to the nobility, 

she accepts it as her general right to degrade those who are beneath her. This nature of her makes 

her worse as she insensitively insults all the people who do not have the same standards as hers. 

“Emma is not merely spoilt and selfish, she is snobbish and proud and her snobbery leads to her 

to inflict sufferings that might ruin happiness” (103, Kettle). She assumes that  Harriet Smith, 

‘the natural daughter of somebody’ as the daughter of a gentleman, and for the sake of social 

class, she is willing to hand her over to the wretched Mr. Elton who clearly did not have any 

feelings for Harriet. She dissuades Harriet from marrying Martin because she believes that one 

should not marry outside one’s class and Martin being a farmer would have never caught her 

attention if it was not for Harriet.  
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 Moreover, Emma finds Mr. Elton’s proposal humiliating because “the Woodhouses had 

been settled for several generations at Highbury, the younger branch of a very ancient family and 

that the Eltons were nobody” (132, Austen). As the Coles were of low origin, Emma felt 

offended on being invited by them to their party. She is indecisive but accepts it after everyone 

from her neighbourhood agrees to go. Emma’s double standard is exposed when her dear friend 

Harriet assumes that Mr. Knightley might love Harriet. The friend for whom Emma had 

struggled so much for match making is now of no value to her and she exclaims “Mr. Knightley 

and Harriet Smith! Such an elevation on her side! Such a debasement on his!” (401, Austen).  

 Throughout the novel, Emma uses Harriet as an inferior creature on whom she can do her 

experiments of match making. Emma loves to exercise her power over the weeks and feeble. Her 

unreasonable hatred for Jane and Mrs. Elton exposes her hypocritical desire to be the 

unmatchable beauty of Highbury. She acts as if everyone is a pawn in her perfectly placed chess 

board and she is the sole player who is in a win-win situation no matter what. Even when she 

knows she is wrong, she continues till it is proved and thus causing harm to others.  

 Because “the picture of perfection make me sick and wicked” (208, Austen) as Austen 

herself declared in a letter, Emma is embedded with so many imperfections and deficiencies that 

the readers find her very immoral. Because of her miscalculated decisions, she becomes a villain 

in Harriet’s life. Her hatred for other competent women, her snobbery, her tendency to play with 

other’s lives in the name of match making, her limited access to the world, her double standard 

and class confined mindset is what make her one of the most renowned anti-heroines of Jane 

Austen. 

 However, it must not be missed that the gradual realisation of Emma and the happy 

reconciliation brought about by the end puts it in bildungsroman fashion. Although at times she 

appears as the villain, but it is due to her limited access to the world and low education, she 

behaves in adverse manner. No doubt that she plays with Harriet’s love life, but her intentions 

were always pure. She genuinely wanted Harriet to be happy, to have a better future. But it is due 

to her inexperience that she ends up making mistakes. She is not villainous rather she learns from 

her mistakes. There is a proverb that says ‘better late than never’; she gets late in making correct 

choices, but at the end everything falls into place. The readers do not hate her but hope that “the 

lessons of her past folly might teach her humility and circumspection in future” (462, Austen). 

Emma, the proud, insensitive and social snob gets gradually transformed into a person who is 
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thankful, composed and more thoughtful than ever. She is a very different person by the end of 

the novel.  

Conclusion: As Thaden remarks, “Emma herself finally admits that she and Frank are similar in 

their destinies. Both are rich, spoiled, supremely imaginative, charming, good looking, entirely 

unrestrained in their games, and potentially harmful to people with less power than themselves. 

Both know intuitively that whatever they do, they will not come out losers. The only lives that 

Frank and Emma can ruin are other people’s. They themselves are blessed with the every 

advantage, including a happy disposition and a never failing ability to be pleased with 

themselves” (54, 55, Thaden). This very imperfection of Emma is what interestingly makes us 

more identifiable with her. Human beings make mistakes and it is very human nature to be 

selfish, jealous and to make false judgments. Emma is someone who can be found in any part of 

the society; she is the very common woman and is not just confined within the literary world. In 

the words of Jordan “all antiheroes have imperfection as a common point. In fact, since human 

nature is imperfect, representation of perfection in literature cannot be realistic, so the characters 

including the heroes must have defects to be credible” (240, Jordan). The gradual transformation 

of Emma reconciles all the knots at the end and the novel ends in the Machiavellian fashion ; “all 

is well that ends well; still the fine’s the crown; whate’er the course, the end is the renown” (Act 

IV, Scene iv, Shakespeare) 
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