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Teachers’ Notes 

 

Author / Work: Jane Austen, Persuasion 

Theme: Status, Rank and Class 

Rationale 
Through these activities, students will have the opportunity to deepen their understanding of 

what gave Austen’s contemporaries status in their society; how important a person’s rank and 

position in society was and how knowing the signals of wealth and position was seen to be of 

paramount importance. Students can also develop a broader understanding of Austen’s views 

of her society and the contrasting values she expresses through the characters of Anne Elliot 

and others. 

The dominant codes of conduct for men and women were broadly agreed and accepted, as can 

be explored through The Elegant Girl and Fordyce’s Addresses to Young Men, compared with 

the less well-defined behaviours of the 21st century. 

Students can also benefit from examining The Navy List; not only to gain insights into the life 

of Austen’s brothers, but to appreciate her access and use of this information as authentic 

background knowledge for her writing about Captains Wentworth, Hayward, Benwick and 

Admiral Croft. Further opportunities for studying the writer’s craft are presented through 

scrutinising draft copies of Austen’s manuscript. 

 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 The Elegant Girl (1817) 

 Addresses to Young Men by James Fordyce (1777) 

 Steel’s Navy List (1799) 

 A Treatise on Carriages by William Felton (1794) 

 Extracts from the Gallery of Fashion magazine (1796) 

 Manuscript of chapters 10 and 11 from Jane Austen's Persuasion 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Status, Rank and Class in Jane Austen’s Novels by Professor John Mullan 

Documentary films: 

A selection of short documentary-style films (approx. 10 minutes each): 

www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos 

 

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
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http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-elegant-girl
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http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/steels-navy-list
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External links: 
http://historicalromanceuk.blogspot.co.uk/2012/02/whats-in-name-top-fifty-male-names-

in.html  

http://www.britishbabynames.com/blog/2012/08/top-200-most-popular-names-in-england-

and-wales-1900.html  

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/105  

 

Key questions 

 What messages were young girls given about expected or suitable behaviours, skills and 

knowledge in the late 18th century? 

 How might accepting the advice for identifying The Elegant Girl prepare you for a place 

in a particular class of society?  

 How different are the expectations for young men and their identities (in comparison to 

young women’s) as expressed through Fordyce’s Addresses to Young Men? 

 

Activities 
1) Show students James Fordyce’s Addresses to Young Men (p.13). Compare the 

occupations for young men listed with the images from The Elegant Girl and the 

Gallery of Fashion magazine. Ask students to pinpoint key indicators of wealth, rank or 

status and list them by gender. 

2) Go on to discuss the current ways in which people judge others. What do students 

think gives someone rank or status and compare with what they value most in people 

they know. 

3) Before examining The Navy List in some detail, attribute names to students for example 

Charles, William, Edmund etc. Ask them to notice how often their name crops up in the 

lists. This would work well as a paired learning activity. 

4) Which person with their name is earning the most/least? With reference to the Treatise 

on Carriages, who is earning enough to buy one? What type of carriage could they 

afford? How many horses would they need? 

5) There are many references to carriages in Austen’s novel Persuasion which generally 

signal to the reader whether the characters are impressed or not about the status of the 

vehicle and its horses. Divide Chapters 10 – 16 between students to investigate 

Austen’s use of this information and promote a discussion on rank and status as 

indicated by the details of the vehicle. Some students could use the digitised 

manuscripts of Chapters 10 and 11, if appropriate, in order to scrutinise Austen’s 

choices and revisions. 

6) Using the information from activities 4 and 5, ask students to prepare a short audio or 

video clip to advertise themselves as an eligible bachelor. Those involved could vote, 

accept or reject their proposals. 
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Extension activities  

 Ask students to express, from a feminist perspective, how they would describe the 

differences in status that the various male and female occupations communicate in 

Fordyce’s Addresses to Young Men, The Elegant Girl and the Gallery of Fashion. 

 Which names from The Navy List are still in use today? Research today’s most popular 

names and compare which ones that have fallen into disuse, stayed popular or had a 

resurgence. This could lead to a discussion on the impact of names on context and vice 

versa. 

 How do modern writers use vehicles to signal status to their readers? Admiral Croft and 

Mrs Croft drive fast and sometimes crash. How does Lady Dalrymple’s carriage 

compare? Find evidence from the text and suggest parallels from today’s methods of 

transport. 

 All types of carriage have French names, except for the very basic gig. What 

conclusions could be drawn from this in terms of rank and education? 
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