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Abstract 

 

From Miss Delia Dainty to Diana Parker: 
Bodily Spinster Stereotypes in Jane Austen’s Works 

 

Corrie Lynn Jacobs, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Lisa L. Moore 

 

 

As constant reminders of marital failure, spinsters are usually only minor 

characters in the marriage plot novel. Indeed, only four spinster characters show up 

throughout Jane Austen’s complete oeuvre: Miss Bates from Emma, Mrs. Percival from 

Catharine, or the Bower, and Diana and Susan Parker from Sanditon. Through a reading 

of William Hayley’s A Philosophical, Historical, and Moral Essay on Old Maids (1785) 

and a discussion of hypochondria and invalidism, this project explores how Austen works 

with late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century stereotypes surrounding the 

spinster body. I argue that Austen crafts her spinster figures’ bodies in a way that 

questions their status as “wasted goods” in a society so focused on marriage. While 

Austen does align her spinster characters with certain body stereotypes, she does so in 

ways that give power to these characters and undermine conservative ideology. 
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In her newly-minted defense of single women in contemporary American society, 

journalist Rebecca Traister begins her book by looking towards literature. The first 

sentence of All the Single Ladies: Unmarried Women and the Rise of the Independent 

Nation (2016) expresses a sentiment that would be publicly scorned in eighteenth-century 

British society: “I always hated it when my heroines got married” (1). With single 

women now outnumbering married women in contemporary America, this disdain for 

marriage may be acceptable, but the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were eras 

when the ultimate achievement of a woman’s life was attaching herself to a husband. The 

prominence of the marriage plot novel during these centuries easily reflects this obsession 

with matrimony.1 As perhaps the most iconic practitioner of these marriage plot novels, 

Jane Austen becomes a prime figure to examine in order to explore how important 

marriage was to Georgian and Regency society. While looking at her heroines and their 

happily-ever-after marital successes is an obvious exercise for thinking about the 

question of marriage, Jane Austen’s older, unmarried female characters seem to say much 

more. As constant reminders of marital failure, spinsters remain on the outside of the 

viable maiden heroines’ narratives, giving them a space to be subversive without being 

overt.  

As the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw the growing emergence 

of a focus on fictional characters’ interiorities, bodily descriptions are not something that 

                                                
1 That is not to say that this “obsession” was always in support of marriage. As this 
project will argue, not all authors who were writing in the marriage plot genre were 
interested in creating positive depictions of marital unions and negative portrayals of 
singlehood.  
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have become synonymous with Jane Austen’s name. In fact, as Carol Shields has 

comically pointed out, none of Austen’s oeuvre contains any mention of  “fingers, …toes, 

… hips, thighs, shins, buttocks, kidneys, intestines, wombs or navels” (Shields 132). Yet, 

just because Austen does not focus strongly on the body does not mean that her 

characters’ corporeal identities are never mentioned. Whether it be through adornment 

(e.g., Fanny’s necklace), a focus on features (e.g., Lizzy’s dark eyes), or some other 

means, Austen writes plenty of examples of bodies, especially examples of men watching 

women’s bodies in order to determine erotic eligibility. As Palma Bjarnason notes, dance 

is one activity where the performative female body and its implied eroticism are 

particularly on display in Austen’s novels. Bjarnason views Emma “the performer” as a 

key cypher for reading “Austen’s incisive, hyperbolic, and even ironic vision of the 

female as society demands she be: ever aware of scrutiny, constantly on show, moulded 

by external forces into the model of performative excellence” (150). Austen’s heroines’ 

fates of marriage prove their success at being “moulded” into wife material, but what 

about the female bodies that did not take the mold? Spinsters did not or could not reach 

this “performative excellence” in a manner that effectively secured them a husband 

before the curtain fell on their time to be on display. 

Modern-day scholars have not granted much attention to spinsters in long eighteenth-

century British literature. When literary critics do examine the identities of literary single 

women, critical focus is given to their speech over their physical actions or their bodily 
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appearances.2 The female body was considered to be an important key to a woman’s 

character in this era, and the way that Austen’s works play with corporeal spinster 

stereotypes is a strong reaction to this association. A spinster’s identity is produced 

through what she lacks, whether that be beauty, grace, taciturnity, or a husband. This 

project looks at how the feelings of lack and failure are reified in the spinster body and 

what that reification says about Austen’s politics of spinsterhood.  

From facial features to weight to fashion, Austen’s carefully created spinsters may 

be comical or unpleasant, but their surfaces belie something more. Austen’s most famous 

spinster, Miss Bates of Emma (1816), is the direct negative of the novel’s “handsome, 

clever, and rich” heroine (E 55). While Miss Bates is a perfect example of the stereotype 

that spinsters prattle on ad nauseam, her characterization does not engage with the bodily 

stereotypes of her era. Austen’s other three spinsters come from her manuscript works, 

and they do engage with body stereotypes, yet in nuanced ways. One of these women is 

Mrs. Percival/Peterson, a fifty-year-old rich maiden aunt who enjoys performing a good 

“harangue” and is constantly anxious about her niece’s well-being in the juvenilia piece 

Catharine, or the Bower (written 1792, with later revisions around 1809-1811) (MW 

197).3 In line with older stereotypes, her body is presented as prone to nervousness, 

illness, and fatigue. The last two spinsters in Austen’s canon are the sisters Susan and 

Diana Parker in Austen’s last, unfinished novel Sanditon (written 1817). These 
                                                
2 See Oppenheim, Kitteredge, Hong, Meyerson, and Grundy.  
3 In the original 1792 manuscript, the character’s name is Mrs. Peterson. During the 
1809-1811 revisions, Jane Austen changed her name to Mrs. Percival in most but not all 
of the text. I will refer to the singular character only as Mrs. Percival for the sake of 
clarity.  
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hypochondriac women fit many characteristics of the comical spinster stock figure, and 

yet they also defy physical stereotypes. While Austen does play into some contemporary 

stereotypes about spinster bodies, she also subverts these stereotypes. These older 

unmarried women are more than just stock figures and cautionary tales to help steer the 

heroine towards her hero in the marriage plot.  

Although the term “spinster” appears simple and straightforward, a lot of 

ambiguity exists around the title when used socially. I will be using the descriptor to refer 

to the women that Amy M. Froide calls “never-married women.” Spinsters are single 

women distinct from Froide’s “ever-married” wives and widows (237). To be designated 

a spinster in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries involved more than marital status, 

though. The title of spinster was given to “a woman still unmarried; esp. one beyond the 

usual age for marriage, an old maid” (Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. spinster). 

“Spinster” may have negative connotations now, but it was technically a legal 

designation in this time period and the term was not always regarded as offensive. “Old 

maid,” on the other hand, has carried derogatory connotations since the early modern 

period. In legal terms, spinsters differ from the married femes coverts who had to 

relinquish all rights to their husbands. Instead, as a feme sole, the independent spinster 

had rights closer to those of the male citizen (Hill 49-50). While spinsters may have 

experienced a certain freedom that married women were denied legally, socially spinsters 

were regarded as well beneath married women and their fellow femes soles, widows. The 

frequency with which spinsters are found in Austen’s complete writings reflects the 

paradoxical nature of their lowly social status.  
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Of all Austen’s juvenilia, novels, and miscellaneous other fictional writings, while 

twenty-two widows fill Austen’s works, only four characters can be confidently classified 

as spinsters (see appendix). Mrs. Percival, Miss Bates, and Susan and Diana Parker, 

Austen’s bona fide spinsters who interestingly enough span the whole of Austen’s career, 

are not the only female characters in the Austen universe confined to the spinster 

categorization at one point in their lives, though.4 Twenty-three other characters in 

Austen’s works are what I call would-be spinsters and possible spinsters. Austen’s would-

be spinsters are either (1) characters who start out as spinsters and are married by the end 

of their narratives, (2) characters who behave in line with certain spinster stereotypes and 

may become spinsters if they do not marry soon, or (3) any other characters who should 

be categorized as spinsters because of their age or “husband-hunting” attitudes but escape 

the classification in one way or another. Possible spinsters are women who I speculate are 

spinsters based on criteria such as age or social position, yet there is not enough evidence 

available to confidently classify them as bona fide spinsters. The mere presence of these 

would-be spinsters and possible spinsters demonstrates how the action of being labeled a 

spinster was a far from rigid process. Due to a lack of a universal definition for 

spinsterhood in this time period, the boundary between maidenhood and spinsterhood 

was extremely porous. What made one woman a failed spinster and another a respected 

single woman depended upon various traits. Spinster is a legal term, and yet there is no 

definitive written criteria in the laws of this time period for determining if a woman is a 
                                                
4 A spinster called “Mrs. Percival” may cause some confusion to modern readers. In the 
eighteenth century, any woman could be called “Mrs.,” an abbreviation of “Mistress,” 
regardless of marital status. 
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spinster or not. Instead, the spinster title seems to hold more social significance. To be a 

spinster is to be inferior to married women and young maidens; the spinster has failed at 

marriage, the task of utmost importance for a woman in a patriarchy. 

Appearance and health are two factors that could gain a woman the label of 

spinsterhood or save her from the categorization despite other redeeming qualities. While 

Anne Elliot is a spinster because “her bloom had vanished early,” her older sister 

Elizabeth escapes the same designation, for she is “still the same handsome Miss Elliot 

that she had begun to be thirteen years ago” and remains “as blooming as ever” (P 48-

49). These two sisters exemplify just how subjective the spinster categorization could be. 

Anne and Elizabeth belong to the same family, so their situations are more or less equal. 

Anne’s countenance and her behavior are the only markers that identify her as a spinster, 

while her sister escapes the same fate even though she is older. Other Austen characters 

also face this unfortunate fate where a lack of beauty or a healthy appearance cancels out 

any other positive characteristics. Charlotte Lucas, a “sensible, intelligent young 

woman,” is a spinster simply because she reaches the age of twenty-seven “without 

having ever been handsome” (P&P 56, 152). Mary Bennet’s “being the only plain one in 

the family” will gain her the spinster classification if she does not marry at a young age 

(P&P 62). In Sense and Sensibility (1811), although Miss Anne Steele’s “dress was very 

smart, [and her] manner very civil,” the party at Barton Park “found in the appearance of 

[Miss Steele], who was nearly thirty, with a very plain and not a sensible face, nothing to 

admire” (S&S 146-47). Jane Fairfax, a twenty-one-year-old woman who is “naturally so 

pale, as almost always to give the appearance of ill health,” and Miss Anne de Bourgh, a 
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“pale and sickly” elite woman, warrant the categorization of would-be spinsters because 

of their meek personalities and unhealthily delicate bodies (E 198, P&P 188). Despite 

accomplishments and wealth, these two characters are not thought of as particularly 

viable brides because of their physically inferior bodies. The stigma of spinsterhood was 

impressed upon a woman not just because of her age; other aspects usually came into 

play such as social class, economic standing, behavior, and of obvious importance to this 

project, her body.   

It is difficult to know the actual number of spinsters who were present in 

eighteenth-century society, but we can certainly see their presence in literary 

representations.5 A handful of spinsters exist in the literature before Austen’s works, and 

they appear to multiply after Austen’s death in 1817 (e.g., the works of the spinster 

Brontë sisters and Elizabeth Gaskell’s novel Cranford). In line with Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar’s recognition of the dichotomous representation of women in nineteenth-

century British literature as either “angels” or “monsters,” scholars such as Katharine 

                                                
5 While these numbers are somewhat speculative, of the men and women born in England 
“in 1671, 16-18 per cent would not marry, but by the second half of the eighteenth 
century this figure would have fallen to 5 per cent, thereafter rising to between 7 and 10 
per cent by the end of the century” (Hufton 252). Despite how important the literature of 
this time period makes marriage out to be, unmarried women were always present in 
society. Permanent celibacy rates seem to be linked with economic conditions. As real 
wages rise, the occurrence of spinsterhood declines. When wages are low, spinsterhood is 
more prevalent (357). This focus on income may appear only to account for singlehood 
among the poorer demographics, but the gentry and aristocracy were far from immune to 
spinsterhood. In the eighteenth century, as many as one third of the daughters of the 
Scottish aristocracy and twenty-five percent of the British peerage’s daughters could 
expect never to marry (64, 252).  
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Kittredge and Susan S. Lanser are quick to point out that during the eighteenth century, 

representations of single women varied on a continuum between the repulsive, shrewish 

old maid and the honorable, virtuous spinster (Gilbert and Gubar 17). In 1723, Daniel 

Defoe refers to old maids as “Amazonian Cannibals,” “the Terror and Aversion of all 

Mankind,” and “Mad-Dog[s]” (Defoe qtd. in Lanser 302). The harsh treatment of spinster 

characters exists across a variety of media during the century. For example, to add to 

Defoe’s abusive words in the weekly Applebee’s Journal (the quotations above), Miss 

Harlow in Arthur Murphy’s play The Old Maid (1761) and Miss Patty Ravensworth in 

Anne Skinn’s novel Old Maid (1771) are depicted as deviant oddities that should be 

expunged from society. By contrast, a few writers such as Mary Astell and Sarah Scott 

assert the value of spinsterhood during this period. Astell’s A Serious Proposal to the 

Ladies (1694-97) and Sarah Scott’s A Description of Millennium Hall (1762) both call for 

an academy or utopian space where single women can replace the confines of matrimony 

with the freedom of education. Other authors throughout the century treat spinsters with 

pity and sympathy. For instance, in Jane Barker’s A Patch-Work Screen for the Ladies 

(1723), although Galesia refers to her singlehood as a “happy State,” she dejectedly 

accepts it as a fate “I can only Shake, but not cast off my Chain” (90, 94). Other spinster 

characters appear as comic stock characters and caricatures, such as Henry Fielding’s 

Bridget Allworthy and Sister Western in The History of Tom Jones (1749) and Tobias 

Smollet’s Tabitha Bramble in The Expedition of Humphry Clinker (1771). While the 

public perception of spinsterhood in the long eighteenth century varied, single women 

faced a good deal of criticism. 
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In order to further examine the stereotypes surrounding spinsters during this 

period, we need look no further than the aptly-named A Philosophical, Historical, and 

Moral Essay on Old Maids (1785) written by William Hayley. This multivolume work 

highlights many of the stereotypes that existed regarding spinsters in eighteenth-century 

British society. While Hayley asserts that his intention is to “redress all the wrongs of the 

autumnal maiden, and to place her, if possible in a state of honour, content and comfort,” 

he only seems to reinforce the inferior status and horrific stereotypes that create the 

image of the ogress old maid (xvi). Hayley stresses that the four faults of old maids are 

“Curiosity,” “Credulity,” “Affectation,” and “Envy and Ill-nature.” As he discusses these 

negative aspects of a single woman’s character, the stereotype of spinsters as sexual 

monsters is strengthened. The “virtues” of old maids, which Hayley declares are 

“Ingenuity,” “Charity,” and “Patience,” also work to reassert hegemony. As Katharine 

Kittredge points out, Hayley’s discussion of an old maid’s “positive” traits “eulogizes 

those who surrender their power,” and his “virtues” involve an intense “negation of self” 

(Kittredge 47, 49). The unacceptable old maid possesses too much power, while the ideal 

spinster holds none at all.  

Of special interest to this project, Hayley discusses the spinster body in relation to 

the stereotypes of spinster affectations. His chapter on affectations lists four types of 

affectations that spinsters commonly perform: attempting to appear youthful, holding too 

much “censorial importance,” engaging with one’s “extreme sensibility,” and possessing 

too much delicacy (Hayley 55). Hayley explains these four downfalls and their gendered 

connotations through four narrative illustrations of fictive old maids that he claims to 
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know. Each of these comical older single women performs their affectations through 

elements of their bodies, whether that be their actual bodies or the dress they adorn 

themselves with to deny their spinster status. For instance, in his discussion of the youth 

affectation, Hayley advises spinster women “to avoid every kind of personal decoration, 

which custom has in any degree appropriated to youth, and, above all, the use of pink 

ribbands, to which they have a particular propensity” (56).6 He claims that an 

acquaintance of his reads any pink items on a spinster as “signals of distress” (56). A 

single woman’s absurdity can be read in something so simple as the color of her 

accessories.  

Hayley declares that the “most common” and “most ridiculous” spinster 

affectation spinsters are guilty of is that of denying their age, a denial that is deeply 

rooted in the body (55). Hayley illustrates this attempt to appear young through the 

spinster character Cosmelia, a figure who could still easily fit into today’s society where 

                                                
6 While Austen does not focus on fashion much in relation to her spinster figures, 
personal costume remains the most malleable and direct way that a spinster’s identity can 
be shaped through her physical appearance. As Terry Castle discusses in her study of the 
eighteenth-century masquerade, dress was (and still is) an extremely important cultural 
tool for identity formation and disruption: “we naturalize sartorial signs, treat them as a 
perfectly readable script—indeed, as the fulfillment of a comforting tautology. Clothes 
seem to restate the self, to reaffirm, not obfuscate, its lineaments” (Castle 57). Fashion is 
a language, a visual means to understand a concealed interiority. While some modern 
readers may see this as a superficial understanding, eighteenth-century culture deeply 
believed in the idea that the body and its adornments were signs pointing to a core 
signifier of someone’s identity. For a fascinating discussion of the importance of fashion 
in eighteenth-century literature, see Jennie Batchelor’s Dress, Distress, and Desire: 
Clothing and the Female Body in Eighteenth-Century Literature.  
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women are pressured to pine after an eternal fountain of youth.7 The cosmetic-obsessed 

Cosmelia is described as the epitome of a hag: 

She examines advertisements for a new lotion for the face, with as much 

avidity as the curious Old Maid discovers in looking into the list of 

marriages… she is often tempted to try new inventions of her own, and 

she frequently watches the simmer of a little pipkin, with as much 

eagerness and anxiety as the alchymist used to exhibit over the vessel that 

he expected to teem with his imaginary gold. (59) 

Hayley illustrates a variety of spinster stereotypes in this short passage. Cosmelia is too 

examining and too critical of advertisements, yet she is also credulous in that she believes 

in the possible power of her “imaginary gold.” Austen will play with this gullibility and 

hope through the Parker sisters and their self-medication. Cosmelia is also presented as 

having deep sexual jealousy of the successful women who make it onto the “list of 

marriages.” Furthermore, Cosmelia is equated to being an actual witch with her “little 

pipkin” in this passage. With their cat familiars, disgusting bodies, and failure to fit 

proper sexual norms, spinsters were commonly associated with these magical, feared 

women. While Austen does not directly engage with these harsher stereotypes, they still 

share some bodily elements with her spinster depictions. 
                                                
7 In true eighteenth-century fashion, all of Hayley’s spinster characters are aptly named 
to evoke elements associated with spinsters or reassert their affectations. Cosmelia takes 
her name from the flower genus that only encompasses one species, a species commonly 
called spindle heath. Altamira, the tall spinster who examines everything critically will 
translate from Latin as alta ‘tall, or high’ and mira ‘wonderful, or strange.’ The overly-
sensitive Orniphila (orni ‘bird’ and phil ‘love’) cares for her bird more than her nieces 
and nephews. Finally, Miss Delia Dainty fits the last affectation of excessive delicacy.  
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Hayley’s next spinster character is the overly masculine Altamira who is guilty of 

the “censorial importance” affectation. Hayley endows this figure with a long neck with 

which she can literally put her nose where it does not belong:  

Altamira is a tall virgin of forty-two, of a lank and pale visage, and with a 

neck as long and meagre as that of Cicero, whom she also resembles, not 

indeed in the force and elegance, but in the length and volubility of her 

orations; for, unluckily, having a barrister for her cousin, she has learnt to 

harangue on the real and imaginary failings of her acquaintance, with all 

the formality, and with all the assurance, of a lawyer. She is frequently 

observed, in a large circle, stretching forth all her length of neck, to 

question some distant lady concerning the minute circumstances of a 

suspected intrigue. (64) 

This woman’s body readily allows Hayley to align her with masculine qualities rather 

than a feminine delicacy. As the passage above suggests, her body and her speech take up 

too much space. Everything is too extended: she is tall, her face is “lank,” her neck is 

“long,” and the “length …of her orations” is as long as those of Cicero. She takes her 

inquisitiveness from a barrister cousin, further proving her alignment with masculine 

realms rather than being a proper lady. She is “stretching forth all her length of neck” not 

to examine embroidery but to offer her thoughts where they are not desired.    

After unkindly comparing Altamira to a goose, Hayley further reads her height as 

masculine when he discusses how she addresses people. The stereotype that a spinster 

cannot control her awkward body leads her to many a faux pas. Altamira’s arrogance is 
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reified in her “uncommonly tall” body, where she wrongly sees her excessive stature as 

“the finest female production of nature” (Hayley 65). Her condescension towards men 

and women shorter than she is produces literal bodily movements with which she “looks 

down upon the comparative pigmies” and performs a “condescension to stoop…to the 

most diminutive of men.” Hayley directly states that her size correlates to her improper 

gender performance: “The peculiar elevation of her own figure misleads her into a 

mistaken estimate of her own sex; but the superior elevation of her mind renders her 

perfectly just towards ours” (65-66). Altamira and many of her spinster sisters have 

remained unsuccessful on the marriage market because their abnormally large figures 

have placed them outside of the “diminutive” space a woman should occupy. These 

outsiders take on masculine properties, putting them outside of what is proper. 

If Altamira is improper because she is too masculine, Hayley’s next affectation 

characters Orniphila and Miss Delia Dainty are improper because they are too feminine. 

Orniphila started out her life with the enticing attributes of beauty and fortune on her 

side, yet her overindulgence in her sensibility places her outside of the marriage market. 

Hayley blames her reading practices for her excessive femininity and presents her 

irrationality through the bodily fluids of tears: 

I know a tender virgin of about forty-six, who, having read in divers 

poems and romances, that woman is irresistible in tears, has somehow 

contrived to form an inexhaustible reservoir of water in the neighbourhood 

of her eyes, and, to captivate every new acquaintance, she plays off those 

two radiant fountains as readily as the master of a French garden entertains 
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every foreign visitant by an occasional shower from his favourite jet 

d’eau. (Hayley 68) 

Orniphila’s strong focus on a bodily function marks her as not only somewhat grotesque, 

but she becomes like a machine, a jet d’eau. While her goal in performing this sign of 

sensibility is to showcase her feelings, the opposite effect is produced. Her body is not a 

vessel for subjectivity; she is nothing more than a water fountain. This incorrect use of 

her body is what leads to her failure at securing a husband. 

Hayley’s last character is Miss Delia Dainty, a childlike woman whose fear of the 

body pushes her suitors away. In her youth, Delia becomes offended by the sight of a dog 

statue and makes paper breeches to cover its hindquarters. This action leads a doctor to 

rescind his marriage offer, for “he could never venture on so delicate a wife, since he 

apprehended, that a lady, who required such decorum from a hound in marble, would 

hardly allow her husband to wear his nose uncovered” (81). Miss Dainty further lives up 

to her name as she reprimands a curate for using the word “carnal” in his sermon and 

refuses to contribute to a “charity for the propagation of the gospel” because it has the 

audacity to use the term “propagation” (82). While Hayley’s three other figures are 

presented as ridiculous for the inappropriate attention they give to the body, this last 

figure shows that a proper woman cannot also completely refuse the presence of the 

body. Furthermore, a woman cannot fear the male body. The perfect woman must retain 

her youthful features in an effortless way, avoid masculinity, possess a bit of reason, and 

not fear sex. According to Hayley, spinsters fail to live up to these standards, and their 

bodies are key spaces on which to read these failures.  
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Hayley’s spinster bodies only represent a gentle mockery of unmarried women 

compared to other stereotypes being created during the century. Especially because of the 

popularity of caricature in the long eighteenth century, spinsters were commonly depicted 

as sexual viragos with disfigured bodies and poor manners. For instance, Thomas 

Rowlandson’s 1794 caricature “An Old Maid in Search of a Flea” depicts a wizened old 

spinster covered in fleas from her beloved cat. Her sagging bare breasts echo her hag-like 

protruding chin and nose. In the mid-century essay periodical The Old Maid (1764), a 

spinster army lies ready to defend England from the French, yet their uncovered breasts 

render the women “objects of mirth [rather] than terror” (Brooke 270-71). The handful of 

positive writings and media on spinsters during this period only assign these unmarried 

women modest traits such as piety and domestic usefulness; if their bodies are discussed 

at all, they are in poor health or have some other unpleasantness to them.  

When we consider literature as a social tool and a means of propaganda, the long 

eighteenth century used literature to disparage the aberrant identity of spinsterhood and 

hopefully curb its existence. If singlehood was glamorous, other women might be 

inclined to remove themselves from the increasingly important marriage market.8 Susan 

Lanser speculates that the spinster’s negative image in the long eighteenth century was a 

                                                
8 In an era where motherhood was idolized, the spinster’s wasted body was further 
stigmatized. Single women only seem to have reproductive value by serving their 
families as maiden aunts.  All of Austen’s spinsters share this common usefulness as 
surrogate mothers. Miss Bates and Mrs. Percival act as guardians for their orphaned 
nieces, and the Parker sisters oversee every minute detail of their younger brother’s life. 
Austen herself asserted her value by advising and caring for her numerous nieces and 
nephews. For a useful discussion of the importance of motherhood and aunts during the 
eighteenth century, see Ruth Perry 336-71.  
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means to create a “pronatalist domesticism” that promoted Britain’s political and 

commercial growth through population growth (309). A return to Miss Delia Dainty’s 

disgust at the word “propagation” further illustrates this idea that spinsters were 

aberrations in the face of the rising British empire. The charity Miss Dainty’s refuses to 

support is most likely a reference to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in 

Foreign Parts, which was a Church of England missionary group founded at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century. Not only has this spinster refused to populate the 

newfound empire by having children, but she is decidedly unchristian and unpatriotic in 

her refusal to help convert indigenous peoples and further solidify British power 

overseas. Her disgust at the body easily harms the body politic.   

Modern readers may posit that another explanation for the vitriol aimed at 

spinsters was the threat of same-sex love over heterosexual desire, yet twenty-first 

century politics cannot be easily mapped onto the eighteenth century in this way. Queer 

spinsters certainly existed in Britain during the long eighteenth century, but as scholar 

Margaret Hunt points out “women who engaged in lesbian acts were in fact a relatively 

unproblematic, unobtrusive feature of mainstream society, not an alienated minority” 

(271). The famous “Ladies of Llangollen,” Lady Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, 

were one such couple of probable lesbian women living in Wales during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Rather than living a life of shame and 

seclusion, these two ummarried women who lived together under the public bond of 

female friendship were great favorites of many Romantic literary figures including 
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Wordsworth, Sir Walter Scott, and fellow probable queer poet Anna Seward.9 As Lisa 

Moore points out in her investigation of the sapphic undertones present in Emma, female 

friendship (and the homosocial and homosexual bonds that such a relationship may 

entail) can be a threat to heterosexual desire, but it can also be a place for a woman to 

learn the skills that will make her an attractive wife (Dangerous Intimacies 121, 132). An 

eighteenth-century spinster would have been shamed more for an absence of heterosexual 

action through wifehood and motherhood than for the presence of same-sex desire.   

Austen’s first spinster character, Mrs. Percival, has a body that easily acts as 

vehicle for parody, yet her characterization’s engagement with stereotypes also allows for 

a critique of the impossible standards women faced. Mrs. Percival, the maiden aunt in 

Austen’s adolescent story Catharine, or the Bower, is like a walking conduct book, 

constantly anxious about her niece’s behavior and latent sexuality. This anxiety becomes 

manifest through her bodily motions. After the rakish Edward Stanley replies to an 

innocent question with a cheeky answer, Mrs. Percival “coloured very highly at this 

speech” (MW 196; my italics). When she catches Catharine talking with Edward Stanley 

in the bower, Mrs. Percival “walks toward [Catharine] with more than her usual 

quickness” (197; my italics). Like Mrs. Percival’s long “harangue[s],” the corporeal 

significations of her emotions are always in excess (197). This nagging old maid 

characterization aligns her almost perfectly with Hayley’s affectation of censorial 

                                                
9 For a further discussion of the Ladies of Llangollen and the inspiration they provided 
for Seward, see Moore, Sister Arts 110-18. 
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importance, and Mrs. Percival’s body can easily be aligned with the masculine, long-

necked Altamira.  

Austen’s juvenile attempt at writing a spinster character relies heavily on 

stereotypes, yet she plays with these stereotypes in a nuanced way. While Austen never 

gives a direct description of Mrs. Percival’s physical appearance, there are small 

moments when Mrs. Percival makes her body fill space in order to increase her authority. 

For instance, when Mrs. Percival wants to correct the young Miss Stanley on her 

impertinence, she “draw[s] herself up” while talking (MW 193). This masculine 

dominance of space may be playing into a comical stereotype, but we cannot ignore the 

fact that it still does give her more power. This refusal of feminine passivity highlights 

the fact that while superficially Mrs. Percival attempts to be the paragon of an angelic, 

asexual spinster, I believe Austen purposely makes her character fall short of this ideal 

not just to create comic relief but to expose the unattainable nature of the conservative 

values found in Mrs. Percival’s beloved “Blair's Sermons, and [Hannah More’s] Coelebs' 

in Search of a Wife” (198). As John Leffel eloquently notes, this character is Austen’s 

depiction of “the kind of debilitating psychosis that can result from repressive discourses 

that seek to hinder women’s sexual development and expression and cast them into 

automaton-like embodiments of patriarchal notions of virtuous conduct” (145). If Mrs. 

Percival is attempting to be “automaton-like,” she is an automaton that easily short-

circuits. This failure to meet the ideals of feminine timidity becomes apparent not only 

through her “harangue” speech but also through her body (MW 197). Mrs. Percival loves 

her didactic literature, but her body betrays just how impossible these ideals can be if one 
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also wants to have any authority. Austen slyly uses the affectation of censorial 

importance here not only to exercise her wit but to underline the absurdity of feminine 

submissiveness.    

Mrs. Percival’s narrative value stems from her status as a mouthpiece through 

which Austen can lightly critique a conservative belief system, a system that abhors 

spinsterhood and unfairly restrains women. While all parody inherently reinforces 

whatever it may be critiquing, it also works to invalidate hegemonic beliefs. I agree with 

Claudia Johnson’s interpretation of the juvenilia here and see Austen’s usage of bodily 

stereotypes as somewhat subversive:  

In Austen’s hands, various aspects of literary discourse…[such as] stock 

figures [like spinsters]…are shown at their least innocent. By such 

techniques as reversal, literalization, protraction, condensation, and 

exaggeration, Austen disrupts the sway of conventions and wrests them 

from their natural-seeming status, precisely so that we can see them anew 

as uninevitable and artificial. …Her irony …twists not once, but twice. … 

Austen’s parodic manipulation of conventional material alienates us from 

such material precisely so as to oblige us to perceive and to challenge 

interests that would otherwise have gone unnoticed. (“Politics and the 

Juvenilia” 46, 52) 
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By aligning Mrs. Percival with conservative ideals such as the repression of female 

sexuality and the notion of the body politic,10 Austen sets up this spinster as a target for 

attack. Although it could be argued that Austen is severely criticizing spinsters through 

this character, I believe that Mrs. Percival is just a necessary casualty in the larger 

critique of conservative beliefs. Austen chooses to use one of the most ridiculous stock 

characters of conservative fiction in order to challenge conventions and hopefully deflate 

the popularity of such figures. Austen does perpetuate spinster stereotypes, but she does 

so as a means to showcase the absurdity behind these generalizations.  

The other major spinster stereotype that Austen evokes in Mrs. Percival’s 

characterization and in her Sanditon spinster duo is that of the hypochondriac invalid. 

Jane Austen’s fictional universe is filled with hypochondriacs: the “valetudinarian” Mr. 

Woodhouse, Mrs. Bennet with her “poor nerves,” Mary Musgrove, Mrs. Churchill, Mrs. 

Percival, and Arthur Parker, Susan and Diana’s young brother who lives with them (E 56, 

P&P 45).11 As many scholars have noted, Jane Austen herself was no stranger to 

                                                
10 Mrs. Percival’s ends her climactic harangue about Catharine’s behavior in the bower 
with the connection that Catharine’s sexual flippancy proves that “every thing is going to 
sixes and sevens and all order will soon be at an end throughout the Kingdom” (MW 
198). Of the small body of scholarship that exists regarding Catharine, the issue of the 
body politic in this narrative has captured the attention of quite a few scholars. See, for 
example, Leffel and Johnson (JA: Politics and “Politics and the Juvenilia”). Mrs. 
Percival’s belief that Catharine’s bodily behavior reflects the nation as a whole mirrors 
Lanser’s speculation that the reasoning behind the negative images of old maids in the 
long eighteenth century had to do with a growing British nation trying to establish a solid 
and stable identity. Conservative values oppressed both married and unmarried women. 
11 I am talking here of hypochondriac invalidism as an attitude towards illness rather that 
just the simple presence of illness. It is worth mentioning that the only truly chronically 
sick person in Austen’s works is the impecunious widow Mrs. Smith in Persuasion 



 21 

hypochondria; her mother was a long-time sufferer.12 Because of the egotistical nature of 

making such complaints, Austen scholars generally read Austen’s depiction of 

hypochondriac characters negatively. For instance, D.A. Miller reads Austen’s invalids as 

unbalanced with many character faults: “Arthur is more indolent than ill, so Mrs. 

Churchill and Mary Musgrove are not sickly so much as selfish, and Diana Parker, 

thought she may often seek to appear moribund, is only meddlesome” (“The Late Jane 

Austen” 67). To further understand the Parkers’ unfavorable traits, Sanditon’s narrator 

blatantly states that “there was Vanity in all [the Parker sisters] did, as well as in all they 

endured” (MW 371).  Even though the Parker sisters counteract their egocentric ailments 

with “exertion[s] of Benevolence,” their penchant for the “invention of odd complaints” 

marks them as distasteful (MW 370). Just as Sidney Parker is constantly laughing at his 

invalid siblings, hypochondriacs in Austen’s universe warrant some ridicule. 

 The Parker sisters were written into being at a time when the social status of the 

invalid was in flux. As both Juliet McMaster and Maria Frawley point out in their studies 

of the body in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain, the Georgians viewed illness 

and invalidism in different ways. Frawley offsets her discussion of Victorian realist 

depictions of the invalid with Georgian artists who “found in their satiric representations 

                                                                                                                                            
(1818). This character does not allow her spirit to dissipate due to poor health, and her 
strength is shown through her tolerance. 
12 Jane Austen’s milieu is full of sickness and a focus on the physical body. Joanna 
Turner has found that “sixty-nine of [Jane Austen’s] letters mention illness and thirty 
mention disability” (28). For a fascinating study of the role that apothecaries and 
disability play in Jane Austen’s works, see Turner’s dissertation “Cordial Treatments: 
The Medical Plot in Novels by Jane Austen and the Brontës.” 
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of gouty, drug-addicted, and self-indulgent invalids a way to critique the foibles of the 

wealthy, the greediness of the physicians and apothecaries they indulged, and the 

gullibility of the ill” (Frawley 35).13 As John Wiltshire points out, during Austen’s 

lifetime “the institution of invalidism is seen as the culmination of the culture of 

sensibility” (Jane Austen and the Body 23). One camp during the Georgian era viewed 

the invalid as an overindulgent and out-of-touch comedic figure. Because invalid 

complaints usually were the result of “too much leisure and too little activity, too much to 

eat and too little exercise,” invalids were easily seen as vehicles ripe for critique 

(Wiltshire, “Sickness” 94).  

Yet, a straightforward analogy of ill health equals ill morals was not the only 

model available during the time period.14 Those who did ascribe to the cult 

of sensibility saw no problem with the way in which invalids maintained a connection to 

their bodies. In the late eighteenth century, the frequency of the invalid figure in literature 

rises to a point that had never been witnessed in English history.15 Scholars such as 

                                                
13 For a captivating study of the body in the mid- to late eighteenth-century British novel 
from Clarissa to Camilla, see Juliet McMaster’s Reading the Body in the Eighteenth-
Century Novel. 
14 McMaster even suggests that this “repeated insistence on a character’s admirable 
legibility [i.e. the character’s body encodes information about the mind] has disappeared” 
by the time that Austen pens her novels (168). For a brief look at how Austen’s 
characters fail to read each other’s bodies, see McMaster 166-74. 
15 For a substantial discussion of the possible reasons behind this rise in depictions of 
illness and invalidism, see Frawley 11-63. She identifies a variety of factors as 
contributing to the popularity of the invalid by the end of the nineteenth century: 
“Evangelicalism, the emergence of an industrial national identity and a concomitant 
middle-class, capitalist work ethic, self-help ideology, and the ‘rise’ of professionalized 
medicine all worked in various ways to produce a climate in which the figure of the 
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Wiltshire, Gorman, and Frawley all read this increase as connected to the popularity of 

the cult of sensibility and the growing importance of the unique individual. For instance, 

Frawley argues that the fact that “so many British invalid authors used their narratives to 

proclaim the intellectual and creative power conferred by sickness or debility complicates 

the association of the term with lack and powerlessness” (23). Invalidism was also a way 

to claim an identity in the middle or upper classes and a way to gain control over people. 

Only those with the economic means to buy the latest cures, hire fashionable 

apothecaries, and travel to heath resorts could indulge their ailments. Identifying as an 

invalid also entailed the ability to dominate someone who would act as a caregiver. In 

addition to straightforward comedic invalids, Austen’s works also include invalids and 

hypochondriacs who fit this power-grabbing identity. Think of how Mrs. Churchill’s 

invalidism controls Frank’s movement throughout Emma. Mary Musgrove’s headaches 

on the couch in Persuasion limit her sister Anne’s ability to control her own schedule. 

Wiltshire argues that the Parker sisters’ invalidism is a kind of “social currency” in 

Sanditon (“Sickness” 99). This power that Austen gives these characters despite their 

alignment with comedic spinster stereotypes is what marks them as subversive.  

Austen’s invalid duo of spinsters fits into some stereotypes but defies others. The 

Parker sisters, the “sad Invalids” of Sanditon, are epitomes of the meddling, loquacious, 

domineering spinster stereotype (MW 329). While Diana occupies center stage more so 

than her sister Susan, who lacks any unique dialogue, Susan still “talks as incessantly as 

                                                                                                                                            
invalid could assume prominence and narratives about invalidism could prosper” 
(Frawley 32).  
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Diana” (MW 371).16 Because Susan only exists in the shadows of her somewhat 

domineering sister, I will not discuss Susan here. In fact, Susan’s lack of airtime 

reinforces Diana’s overbearing presence. The heroine Charlotte judges Diana as the 

embodiment of “Activity run mad!” (368). As “evidently the chief of the family; [the] 

principal Mover and Actor,” Diana uses her body in powerful ways (372).17 All of their 

imagined ailments reveal an unfavorable neurosis in the Parkers, yet at the same time this 

trait exposes how much power these women have, for hypochondria is a form of control. 

Miller aptly reminds us that “hypochondria …establish[es] a tyranny of its own” (“The 

Late Jane Austen” 66). Soothing someone with an overly imaginative sense of worry is 

exhausting work. A hypochondriac is ultimately a tyrant who exerts control over his/her 

own body and the people who must care for him/her. The Parker sisters even go so far as 

to impose their hypochondria on their younger brother Arthur who appears to be “as great 

an Invalid as themselves” (MW 343). While this neurotic behavior can be taxing and 

debilitating, the spinster sisters simply use it as a form of dominance.  

The other main form of control exercised by the Parker sisters stems from the 

meddling they do in order to populate Sanditon, an action Miller refers to as “the quasi-

                                                
16 The one time Susan does have dialogue written in the novel, she says the same exact 
thing as Diana, and the sisters say it “at the same moment” (MW 375). 
17 It is important to note here too that Diana’s first physical description is unexpected, 
based on the invalid spinster stereotype that precedes her. The first mention of her 
appearance has surprise embedded into a syntax that accounts for her constant association 
with illness: “Miss Diana Parker was about four and thirty, of middling height and 
slender;  —delicate looking rather than sickly; with an agreeable face, and a very 
animated eye” (MW 365). While I mainly wish to focus on how Austen uses Diana to 
push against the invalid stereotype, it is interesting that she also positions Diana outside 
of the stereotype of the grotesque.  
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reproductive task of multiplying the species” (“The Late Jane Austen” 69). In addition to 

acting as a certain surrogate mother to their brother, these spinsters act as mother-like 

advisors to their friends by suggesting relocations to Sanditon. As Ruth Perry points out, 

in this period, motherhood is the most appropriate and “naturally feminine” form of 

power for a woman (340). Although Diana and Susan cannot be true biological mothers, 

they still find a way to take advantage of the only suitable power available to other 

women. If they cannot exert their influence via true reproduction, they just do so through 

a “quasi-reproductive task.” Unbounded by the constraints other literary spinsters felt, 

such as a deficiency of wealth or a lack of respect from their fellow characters, these 

determined spinsters almost seem untouchable. Surprisingly, hypochondria and a 

meddling nature are forms of power accepted by their social circle. The Parker sisters use 

the very stuff that aligns them with spinster stereotypes to their advantage.  

The last character that makes up Austen’s spinster canon is perhaps her most 

famous one: Miss Bates from Emma. Austen directly engages with bodily stereotypes in 

her characterizations of her manuscript spinsters, yet Miss Bates’s body is almost 

nonexistent throughout the novel. The “great talker” could almost be a disembodied voice 

(E 67). When Miss Bates’s body is described, it is presented in terms of absence and 

negation.18 The young maidens of the novel are first and foremost introduced as 

                                                
18 While Miss Bates’s voice gains much more narrative attention than her body, her 
speech is not presented in a positive way. As the narrator points out, Miss Bates’s voice is 
never of much importance; she is a “great talker upon little matters” (E 67). When Frank 
Churchill suggests consulting Miss Bates on her opinion, Emma rejoins that Miss Bates 
“will be all delight and gratitude, but she will tell you nothing” (238; my italics). Miss 
Bates also has a long history of being underestimated by literary scholars and critics. 
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“handsome” (Emma) and “very pretty” (Harriet), yet Miss Bates’s physical introduction 

is unforgiving (55, 69). Unlike “handsome, clever, and rich” Emma, Miss Bates is 

“neither young, handsome, rich, nor married” (55, 67; my italics). The narrator notes that 

she had “never boasted either beauty or cleverness” (67; my italics). As Stephanie 

Oppenheim points out, when compared with the first description the narrator gives of 

Emma, Miss Bates is “merely a string of negatives. Miss Bates is described here as not 

being precisely what Emma is; not having precisely what Emma has” (Oppenheim 110). 

Whereas the Parker sisters are hyperaware of their bodies, locating Miss Bates’s 

corporeal presence is not an easily accomplished task.  

Perhaps the only memorable instance where Miss Bates’s body is readily apparent 

is her blush arising from Emma’s faux pas at Box Hill.19 After Emma insults Miss Bates, 

the spinster reacts with a “slight blush [that] showed that [the insult] could pain her” (E 

322). Blushing is a common occurrence throughout Emma, and the three maidens of the 

                                                                                                                                            
Mary Hong highlights these readings of Miss Bates as inconsequential in her article “‘A 
Great Talker upon Little Matters’: Trivializing the Everyday in Emma.” For example, 
D.A. Miller believes Miss Bates “tells nothing much worth hearing; though she threatens 
an abundant text, it is a boring one” (Narrative 40). Nancy Armstrong cites Miss Bates’s 
“all on the surface” quality as reason enough to view “the places seamlessly filled with 
her speech as pages one can afford to skim over quickly” (155).   
19 The only other strong mention of Miss Bates body in the novel besides her initial 
description as neither “young” nor “handsome” and the blush at Box Hill occurs when 
her voice takes the narrative reign as she ushers Emma and Harriet from Mrs. Ford’s shop 
to the Bates’s drawing room (see E 224-7). Even in a scene where Miss Bates’s body is in 
motion, the focus is still on her voice. The scene opens with “voices approached the 
shop” and ends with the visitors being “pursued only by the sounds of [Miss Bates’s] 
desultory good-will” (E 224; 227).  
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marriage plot, Emma, Harriet, and Jane Fairfax, are the most frequent blushers.20 While 

this facial cue puts Miss Bates’s body in the spotlight, it does not necessarily say much. 

As Wiltshire points out, the act of blushing is “not a straightforward phenomenon of the 

body,” and its “problematic nature” makes it easy to “misread” (Jane Austen and the 

Body 18-19). The narrator does gloss this blush as a sign of “pain,” but this one instance 

of bodily reaction does not garner much attention (E 222). Just as Mr. Knightley seems to 

be the only one to acknowledge Miss Bates’s blush at the picnic, scholars also seem to 

ignore the spinster’s body. Miss Bates fails to make it into Mary Ann O’Farrell’s Telling 

Complexions: The Nineteenth-Century English Novel and the Blush, a book-length study 

that includes two chapters on Jane Austen. Anita Gorman attempts to catalog all the 

blushes that occur within Jane Austen’s oeuvre in her chapter entitled “Blushing and 

Blanching: The Body as the Index of Emotion,” yet she does not include Miss Bates’s 

blush at Box Hill in her annotated laundry list. In her discussion of Emma, Gorman reads 

Emma, Jane Fairfax, and Harriet’s blushes as signifiers of emotional maturity or 

morality, yet Gorman never even mentions Miss Bates body. The spinster’s one bodily 

performance is easily overshadowed by the young maidens’ corporeal identities.  

Austen’s refusal to align Miss Bates with Hayley’s affectations or the invalid 

stereotype marks this character as perhaps Austen’s most subversive spinster. While a 

true subversion of the spinster stereotype would be to give Miss Bates a unique body that 

has power, this refusal to align her with the physically grotesque or ridiculous is still a 
                                                
20 The word “blush” and its variants appear in the novel 34 times, and blushing 
characters include Emma, Mrs. Martin, Harriet, Jane Fairfax, and possibly Mr. and/or 
Mrs. Elton (see E 185). 



 28 

commentary on the era’s stereotypes. That Miss Bates is almost only a voice (albeit an 

overly active voice) marks her as a subjective being not to be pigeonholed into a neat 

spinster stereotype.21 In a society where the individual mind was becoming more 

important than ever, Miss Bates’s lack of a body is not necessarily a negative trait. 

Taking the focus off the spinster body moves away from the idea that the spinster is a 

useless body and a wasted womb. Her value lies in her thoughts and her words, not her 

comical body.  

 It is an interesting coincidence that Austen scholarship has not extensively 

investigated both images of the body and spinster characters over the past 200 years. As 

this project has attempted to demonstrate, Austen’s treatment of her spinster characters is 

valuable to the debate surrounding Austen’s political agenda. While early Austen 

scholars set her in the conservative sphere, the relatively recent surge of feminist 

scholarship surrounding Austen has complicated how we view her stance. She did not 

belong to any radical circle, yet her criticism of conservative beliefs is apparent in quite a 

few of her works, such as Catharine. Austen not only seems to take a midpoint stance on 

the political spectrum, but she is also slightly subversive. Austen’s works never 

drastically violate the ideology of her conservative society, yet they cheekily snicker at 

the absurdity of some aspects of the system.  

                                                
21 I argue elsewhere that even though Miss Bates’s overindulgence in speech aligns her 
with the stereotype of the locquacious old maid, her vocal power belies a narrative and 
social power that most scholars have failed to acknowledge. For a further discussion of 
this point, see Jacobs “The ‘Great Talker’: Spinster Stereotypes in Emma.” 
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Like her spinsters who both fit and break stereotypes, Austen writes within the 

conservative sphere, but she also criticizes it. While her remarks are almost thirty years 

old now, I agree with Claudia Johnson’s interpretation of Austen’s political leanings: 

Austen may slacken the desperate tempos employed by her more 

strenuously politicized counterparts, but she shares their artistic strategies 

and their commitment to uncovering the ideological underpinnings of 

cultural myths. … Austen’s enterprise is to expose the perspectivity of 

various discourses and demonstrate how stock figures, expressions, and 

paradigms are not faithful or innocuous representations of reality, but 

rather themselves are constructions, which promote certain agendas and 

exclude others. (JA: Politics 27, 32) 

Using the parody style so apparent in the rest of her juvenilia, Austen’s first spinster 

mocks conservative fiction conventions and exposes the unrealistic nature of such 

outrageous stereotypes. Austen’s other three spinsters, Miss Bates and Diana and Susan 

Parker, fulfill some of the lighter conservative stereotypes surrounding spinsters, yet they 

also escape the conservative paradigm. Miss Bates may even escape altogether. Austen’s 

spinster characters demonstrate that marital status does not define a female character’s 

usefulness—this very notion challenges the dire importance of marriage maintained in 

conservative ideology. Austen was not a radical proto-feminist, but she was also not 

interested in reinforcing the subordination of women. Her treatment of the spinster body 

is proof enough of Austen’s vindication of singlehood.  
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Appendix 

List of Spinsters, Would-be Spinsters, and Possible Spinsters 

While twenty-two widows fill Austen’s works, true spinsters appear less 

frequently. I have included my character list of widows, spinsters (female characters aged 

late twenties or older who carry the stigma of spinsterhood), would-be spinsters (female 

characters who (1) start out as spinsters and are married by the end of their narratives, (2) 

behave in line with certain spinster stereotypes and may become spinsters if they do not 

marry soon, or (3) any other characters who should be categorized as spinsters because of 

their age or “husband-hunting” attitudes but escape the classification in one way or 

another), and possible spinsters (women who I speculate are spinsters based on age and 

social position, yet there is not enough evidence available to confidently classify them as 

bona fide spinsters). I have excluded very minor characters such as women who are only 

mentioned once or have no dialogue.  

Widows: 

• Lady Williams from “Jack and Alice” 
• The Duchess of F from “Henry and Eliza” 
• Eliza from “Henry and Eliza” 
• Laura from “Love and Freindship” 
• Lady Susan from Lady Susan 
• Mrs. Dashwood from Sense and Sensibility 
• Mrs. Jennings from Sense and Sensibility 
• Mrs. Ferrars from Sense and Sensibility 
• Mrs. Smith from Sense and Sensibility 
• Lady Catherine de Bourgh from Pride and Prejudice 
• Mrs. Norris from Mansfield Park 
• Mrs. Grant from Mansfield Park 
• Mrs. Bates from Emma 
• Lady Russell from Persuasion 



 31 

• Mrs. Clay from Persuasion 
• Lady Dalrymple from Persuasion 
• Mrs. Harriet Smith from Persuasion 
• Mrs. Clay from Persuasion 
• Lady Denham from Sanditon 
• Lady Osborne from The Watsons 
• Aunt Turner from The Watsons 
• Mrs. Blake from The Watsons 

Spinsters:  

• Mrs. Percival from Catharine, or the Bower 
• Miss Bates from Emma 
• Susan and Diana Parker from Sanditon 

Would-be Spinsters:  

• Miss Dickins (governess) from “Jack and Alice”                          Gets married 

• Rebecca from “Frederic and Elfrida” Gets married 

• Miss Anne Steele from Sense and Sensibility May become spinster 

• Mary Bennet from Pride and Prejudice May become spinster 

• Miss Anne de Bourgh from Pride and Prejudice May become spinster 
• Charlotte Lucas from Pride and Prejudice Gets married 

• Caroline Bingley from Pride and Prejudice May become spinster 
• Emma from Emma Gets married 

• Harriet Smith from Emma Gets married 

• Miss Taylor/Mrs. Weston from Emma Gets married 

• Jane Fairfax from Emma Gets married 

• Anne Elliot from Persuasion Gets married 

• Elizabeth Elliot from Persuasion May become spinster 
• Clara Brereton from Sanditon May become spinster 
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• Elizabeth, Penelope, and Margaret Watson from The 

Watsons 

May become 

spinsters 

Possible Spinsters: 

• Mrs. Jenkinson from Pride and Prejudice 
• Mrs. Goddard from Emma 
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