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"Much that I Could Not Say" Male Vulnerability in Jane Austen's Epistolary Mode 
  

“I think a letter will be decidedly the best method of explanation. I shall be able to write much that I 
could not say…” 

Mansfield Park, Vol. III, Chapter XIII, 331 
 

In the 18th century, letter-writing was the main mode in which people physically distant could 

communicate regularly. Novels such as Frances Burney’s Evelina and Cecilia imitated this reality and are 

written in the epistolary mode, preceding Austen’s work by a mere nine years. Though Jane Austen’s 

early works, namely Lady Susan and the preliminary versions of Sense & Sensibility and Pride & 

Prejudice are written in the epistolary format, her six great novels are ultimately penned in her distinctive 

free indirect narration. She maintains, however, traces of the epistolary mode by containing copies of 

letters that have been communicated between characters. Epistles are often utilized in order to reveal 

pivotal character shifts and allow for dramatic expressions of emotion. Letters are also strongly associated 

with femaleness and so when a male character writes a long letter, it is to highlight the significance of the 

communication. In many cases, Austen is therefore able to use letters as a media in which the male 

characters specifically are able to display a level of controlled vulnerability.  

The gender of a letter’s author has a large effect on both the style of the letter and the 

expectations of the recipient as women were meant to be more skillful in their hand and more patient for 

the art. Lady Susan, the only epistolary novel of Austen’s works, is famed for its close study of the female 

experience. Kaplan writes that “Lady Susan reveals that Austen found in the technical resource of 

epistolary fiction the means for expressing powerful female friendships” (163). However, since Lady 

Susan concludes with a third person narration, Austen seems to some extent uncomfortable “with the 

comic vision her epistolary narrative was creating” (Kaplan 164). The rest of Austen’s works revert to the 

third person free indirect narration with the inclusion of the epistolary format when necessary. Unlike 

Lady Susan, letters are shown to be sent between genders, not just women. Davidson writes, however, 

that “both gender and social class can be thought of as having pronounced effects on the style of a letter 

and the forms it might take” (5). It is consistently suggested that women have greater taste, skill and 

desire for writing, even if they have nothing to say. In Mansfield Park, for example, Austen describes the 

boredom of Lady Bertram as she pines to write Fanny in place of Edmund, “everybody at all addicted to 

letter, without having much to say, which will include a large proportion of the female world at least…” 

(Mansfield Park, Vol. III, Chapter XIII, 333). Similarly, in Emma, Knightley comments on the inferior 

hand that men have as it is not a skill that is emphasized: “…for boys have very little teaching after an 

early age, and scramble into any hand they can get” (Emma, Vol. II, Chapter XVI, 232). Prior to this 



 3 

comment, even, Emma herself is shocked at the excellence of Mr. Martin’s letter to Harriet, not only 

because of his perceived lower class but moreover, due to his gender:  

The style of the letter was much above her expectation…but as a composition it would not 

have disgraced a gentleman…, I can hardly imagine the young man whom I saw talking 

with you the other day could express himself so well, if left quite to his own powers, and 

yet it is not the style of a woman. (Emma, Vol. I, Chapter VII, 40-41) 

Emma believes there is a decided difference between the style of a gentleman and that of a woman in 

their communication. Mansfield Park’s Mary Crawford, too, comments on her brother’s lack of writing, 

“Henry, who is in every other respect exactly what a brother should be…has never yet turned the page in 

a letter…’” (Vol. I, Chapter VI, 47). The timid heroine Fanny comes to the defense responding, “…when 

they are at a distance from all their family,’ said Fanny, coloring for William’s sake, ‘they can write long 

letters.’” (Mansfield Park, Vol. I, Chapter VI, 47). Here, the marked affection that accompanies the length 

and style of letters is highlighted. Throughout Mansfield Park, the letters that flow between Fanny and 

her brother act as a safe haven for both of them. From a very young age, letter writing is seen as the only 

thing that can comfort Fanny Price in her unfamiliar home. In fact, providing Fanny paper to write her 

brother was Edmund’s first act of kindness towards her and the one that assured his special place in her 

heart (Mansfield Park, Vol. I, Chapter II, 13). To Fanny Price, letters especially those from men she 

loves, are but the most prized possessions even if they are just small notes. When Edmund attempts to 

leave Fanny his gift of a necklace, but she returns before he is finished, the half written note he has left is 

possibly the most cherished part of the gift: 

“She seized the scrap of paper on which Edmund had begun writing to her, as a treasure 

beyond all her hopes, and reading with the tenderest emotion…locked it up with the 

chain, as the dearest part of the gift.” (Mansfield Park, Vol. II, Chapter IX, 45) 

Letters, therefore, take up a unique role as both a place where one can be most fervent with loved ones, 

and as we will see, in the correspondence with potential lovers, one where all vulnerability is to be 

displayed. Moreover, there is a sense of irony that one is only able to display the intimate at a distance, 

possibly critiquing the ridiculous customary decorum and coyness expected of male and female parties 

during conversation.  

Letters function as the refined version of what one might wish to say. Since they are removed 

from the quickness and physicality of conversation, they allow the writer to show a proper level of 

thought and decorum. The nature of being physically removed allows for a level of concealment of one’s 

true expression so that only the one that is hoped to be projected, is. Tandon writes that it is “childish 

indeed to expect, that in Letters we are to find the whole heart of the Author unveiled. Concealment and 

disguise take place, more or less, in all human intercourse’” (118). Edmund of Mansfield Park is one of 
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the strongest examples of such an act. Ironically, in a letter to Fanny, Edmund describes the anxiety he 

feels about revealing his intentions to Mary Crawford: 

“I think a letter will be decidedly the best method of explanation. I shall be able to write 

much that I could not say, and shall be giving her time for reflection before she resolves 

on her answer, and I am less afraid of the result of reflection than of an immediate hasty 

impulse; I think I am.” (Mansfield Park, Vol. III, Chapter XIII, 331) 

Throughout this entire passage, Edmund’s feelings of uncertainty are clear, repeating the phrase “I think” 

and indirectly mentioning his fear of vulnerability, “I am less afraid.” Davidson points out the human 

tendency that befalls Edmund to “fall back on writing rather than speech because we are afraid of how the 

other person will respond to what we wish to convey, and Austen is extremely sensitive to the nuances of 

such tensions” (Davidson 6). Edmund conjectures that by sending his sentiments in a letter, it will soften 

the blow of rejection because he will not have to face her as he explains himself and he will receive in 

return a response that must be adorned by the politeness and decorum that a letter demands, even if it be a 

rejection.  

A similar situation affects Darcy in Pride & Prejudice. After Mr. Darcy receives the most brutal 

and embarrassing rejection to his agitated and he may even claim, degrading, proposal to Elizabeth 

Bennet, the only way he can see fit to communicate with her again is through a letter. When he 

approaches her in the woods, Mr. Darcy has just enough self-control to say “with a look of haughty 

composure, ‘I have been walking in the grove sometime in the hope of meeting you. Will you do me the 

honour of reading that letter?’” (Pride & Prejudice, Vol. II, Chapter XII, 148). The letter he hands her is 

not only several pages long, showing Darcy’s great skill and style, but leaves Elizabeth feelings “scarcely 

to be defined…He expressed no regret for what he had done which satisfied her; his style was not 

penitent, but haughty. It was all pride and insolence” (Pride & Prejudice, Vol. II, Chapter XIII, 156). 

Darcy’s only mode of self-defense after Elizabeth’s great injury to his pride is to sulk back into the safety 

of a letter and communicate with his usual tone of condescension. The use of letters offers him a place to 

control his vulnerability to Elizabeth, just what Edmund yearned for in Mansfield Park.  

A third example of this comes in Captain Wentworth’s declaration of love for Anne in 

Persuasion, famously communicated in a short letter. Though throughout the novel the audience is able to 

follow the development of both Anne’s and Captain Wentworth’s feelings through Austen’s use of the 

free-indirect speech, none of the characters are exposed to this privileged voice. It is up to the characters 

to reveal themselves and in the case of Captain Wentworth, it gets to the point where he can no longer 

hold in his feelings, writing to Anne: “You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope. Tell me not that I 

am too late, that such precious feelings are gone forever” (Persuasion, Vol. II, Chapter XI, 191). 
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He writes the letter in great passionate haste and seeks to deliver it and escape the place in equal haste: 

“…Captain Wentworth, having sealed his letter with great rapidity, was indeed ready, and had even a 

hurried, agitated air, which shewed impatience to be gone” (Persuasion, Vol. II, Chapter XI, 190). This 

agitation can be seen as a fear of vulnerability. Wentworth has chosen to address his feelings through a 

passionate letter instead of face to face with Anne and in return, he expects that “a word, a look will be 

enough to decide” (Persuasion, Vol. II, Chapter XI, 191) whether she reciprocates his sentiments. In all 

ways, Wentworth attempts to escape a lengthy conversation, possibly to avoid the injury of a lengthy 

second rejection. He and Mr. Darcy have this in common as utilizing letters saves them both from the 

humiliation of possibly painful interactions with women who have rejected them in the past. Darcy’s 

letter is carefully crafted to concede no injury while Wentworth’s leaves no room for Anne to respond in a 

way that repeats the pains of the past. Edmund, too, in his reflections on Mary Crawford identifies a letter 

as his safest protection from indignity.  

The letters these men write, however hurried or well thought out, are also truly cherished by their 

recipients. As Fanny Price exemplifies, letters, especially those sent from those which are the subjects of 

affection, are extremely valuable when distance separates. The reactions of the recipients to letters also 

give the readers insight into their psyches as, just like Edmund points out, there is no haste and pressure to 

respond after reading a letter. We learn of Elizabeth Bennet’s remorse and possible affection for Darcy in 

the aftermath of his letter and of Fanny Price’s deep attachment to Edmund in her cherishment of his 

notes. Somehow, it is more powerful that the writers who in part used letters to protect from insult have in 

a way created another level of affection that may not have been meant.   

While free-indirect speech is an excellent tool for the narrator to communicate to us the “true” 

feelings of characters, the use of letters reveals what portion of a character’s self they choose to present to 

others and how. Austen’s use of letters in her novels is expansive and function in many more ways than 

one but in most cases the tone and style of the notes she chooses to include can reveal as much about a 

character as any few lines of free-indirect discourse. In some cases, it may even show more as it is not 

what the narrator chooses to observe about the character but rather the version of themselves that a 

character chooses to put forth. These selections are often careful, giving characters the agency to 

manipulate situations and protect themselves from vulnerability, revealing to the audience their deeper 

concerns and motivations.  
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