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The medieval concept of manners, called “courtesy” because it was

practised by noblemen at court, begins to be called “civility,” a term for a

wholly new system of bodily propriety, which is henceforth applicable to

all citizens, not merely the elite.—MARGARET VISSER?

“Civility” evolved from “courtesy” as a code of manners for citizens,
not courtiers. When courts gave way to cities and when commercial
and industrial power became more compelling than feudal interests,
civility inevitably superseded courtesy as “behaviour befitting a
citizen” (OED 7). The task of civility was to create a code of conduct
for civilization, which implied the harmonizing of peoples from all
walks of life. The code of civility, therefore, had to address both
sameness and difference in human nature. Sameness inheres in our
instinctual life; difference in our birth, class, rank, and wealth as well
as in those individual oddities that we used to call humors. Elegance
is the refinement of civility in our appearance, thinking, feeling, and
acting. Amiability is our civility acting on a sensitivity to the needs of
others that are no less exigent than our own. Intelligence and knowl-
edge promote elegance and amiability because stupidity and igno-
rance hinder the discrimination of sameness and difference, whose
confusion causes shame and mortification. Jane Austen’s rendering
of civility involves the interconnection of all these elements of life.
Thus, as they grapple with a variety of problems, we see her charac-
ters trying to solve puzzles and argue cases. These demand a precise
mind and a good judgment, respectively. Civility, therefore, is con-
stantly probed in Emma. It is a noteworthy goal that is sometimes
achieved. This in a nutshell is the argument of this paper. The meat
within the nutshell will take a bit more chewing.

The problems of civility in Emma begin with the variety of
characters and their problems. John Knightley from London, for
instance, finds it difficult to accommodate himself to Donwell parish,
even though it’s his birthplace. And Highbury must learn to accom-
modate Miss Hawkins of Bristol once she becomes Mrs. Elton. And
even though her family’s fortune was made commercially in a city
that was prominent in the slave trade, Augusta Elton finds it impos-
sible to put up with the Tupmans of West Hill, whose Birmingham
origins make them “upstarts” to her in-laws, the Sucklings of Maple
Grove. The queenly Mrs. Churchill, “barely the daughter of a gentle-
man” with “no fair pretense of family or blood” (Il.xviii.310),>
cannot bear her brother-in-law, Mr. Weston, who is “rising into
gentility” (Lii.15); she even pries his son away from him. Will the
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