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Abstract: This paper explores the complex interplay between the inner and outer mind in 

Jane Austen's novels, focusing on how Austen portrays her characters' private thoughts and 

public behaviors. The study delves into the psychological depth of her protagonists, 
examining how internal emotions, desires, and moral dilemmas are contrasted with social 

expectations and outward expressions. By analyzing key novels such as Pride and Prejudice, 

Sense and Sensibility, and Emma, the paper illustrates how Austen uses narrative techniques 

like free indirect discourse to reveal the inner workings of her characters' minds while also 
highlighting the tension between individual consciousness and societal norms. The duality 

of the inner and outer mind in Austen's work underscores the intricacies of identity and the 

often conflicting nature of personal desires versus social conformity. 
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Introduction: 

The Duality of Mind: Exploring the Inner and Outer Consciousness in Jane Austen's 

Novels: Jane Austen's novels have long been celebrated for their sharp social commentary 

and nuanced characterizations. Her ability to delve into the complexities of the human mind, 

while simultaneously critiquing societal norms, sets her apart as one of the foremost novelists 

of the English literary tradition. This paper explores the duality of mind in Austen's works, 

focusing on how she represents the tension between the inner consciousness of her 

characters—their private thoughts, emotions, and moral dilemmas—and their outward 

behaviors shaped by societal expectations. Through a close reading of Pride and Prejudice, 

Sense and Sensibility, and Emma, this study examines how Austen's narrative techniques, 

particularly her use of free indirect discourse, allow for a sophisticated exploration of this 

duality. 
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Literature Review: The concept of the "inner" and "outer" mind in literature has been a 

topic of significant scholarly interest, particularly in the context of the 18th and 19th 

centuries, when novelists began to explore the psychological depth of their characters. 

Austen's use of free indirect discourse—a narrative mode that allows a third-person narrator 

to convey a character’s thoughts and feelings without explicit indication—has been widely 

recognized as a critical tool in this exploration. Scholars such as Julia Prewitt Brown and 

Claudia L. Johnson have analyzed how Austen's narrative technique bridges the gap between 

the narrator's voice and the character's inner thoughts, creating a seamless blend of inner and 

outer consciousness. 

 

Brown's Jane Austen’s Novels: Social Change and Literary Form highlights how 

Austen uses social interactions to reveal the inner workings of her characters' minds, while 

Johnson's Jane Austen: Women, Politics, and the Novel discusses the political implications 

of Austen's focus on the tension between personal autonomy and social obligations. Building 

on these insights, this paper argues that Austen's depiction of the duality of mind is not 

merely a stylistic choice but a fundamental aspect of her exploration of identity and social 

dynamics. 

 

Analysis: Austen's exploration of the duality of mind is evident in her portrayal of her 

characters' internal conflicts and their outward behaviors. This section will analyze how this 

duality is manifested in Pride and Prejudice, Sense and Sensibility, and Emma. 

 

Pride and Prejudice: In Pride and Prejudice, the tension between the inner and outer mind 

is central to the character development of Elizabeth Bennet. Elizabeth's sharp wit and 

independent spirit often lead her to form quick judgments, which she keeps mostly private. 

Her inner thoughts are colored by her initial prejudices, particularly against Mr. Darcy, 

whom she perceives as proud and arrogant. Austen uses free indirect discourse to provide 

readers with access to Elizabeth's inner thoughts, revealing her biases and the gradual 

evolution of her feelings. 

 

The contrast between Elizabeth's inner judgments and her outward behavior is 

particularly evident in her interactions with Mr. Darcy. While she outwardly maintains a 

composed and polite demeanor, her inner thoughts are often scathing and critical. As the 

novel progresses, Elizabeth's internal conflict becomes more pronounced, especially after 

she learns the truth about Darcy's character and his role in her sister Lydia's marriage. This 

shift in perception highlights the complexity of Elizabeth's character, as she struggles to 

reconcile her inner prejudices with the reality of Darcy's actions. 

 

Austen's depiction of this inner-outer tension underscores the broader theme of 

personal growth and self-awareness. Elizabeth's journey towards understanding her own 
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flaws and those of others is a key aspect of her character development, illustrating how the 

inner and outer mind must eventually align for true self-knowledge and happiness. 

 

Sense and Sensibility: In Sense and Sensibility, Austen explores the duality of mind through 

the contrasting characters of Elinor and Marianne Dashwood. Elinor represents "sense" with 

her rational and composed demeanor, while Marianne embodies "sensibility" with her 

passionate and emotional nature. The sisters' different approaches to life and love exemplify 

the tension between reason and emotion, a central theme in the novel. 

 

Elinor's inner mind is characterized by her ability to suppress her emotions and 

maintain outward composure, even in the face of personal turmoil. Her love for Edward 

Ferrars, and the pain of discovering his secret engagement, is kept hidden from her family, 

as she prioritizes their well-being over her own feelings. Austen uses free indirect discourse 

to convey Elinor's internal struggles, allowing readers to understand the depth of her 

emotions despite her outward restraint. 

 

In contrast, Marianne's inner thoughts and outer actions are closely aligned. She is 

open with her feelings and does not shy away from expressing her emotions, often to the 

detriment of her social standing. Marianne's willingness to follow her heart without 

considering the consequences reflects the tension between individual desires and societal 

expectations. Her eventual realization of the dangers of unchecked sensibility marks a 

turning point in her character arc, as she learns to balance her inner passions with the need 

for outward decorum. 

 

Austen's portrayal of Elinor and Marianne demonstrates the complexity of the inner-

outer mind dynamic. While Elinor's restraint is often seen as a virtue, it also leads to personal 

suffering, while Marianne's emotional openness brings both joy and pain. The resolution of 

their respective conflicts suggests that a balance between inner feelings and outer behavior 

is necessary for achieving personal fulfillment. 

 

Emma: In Emma, the titular character's journey towards self-awareness is deeply intertwined 

with the duality of mind. Emma Woodhouse is a character who initially exhibits little 

separation between her inner thoughts and outer actions. Her confidence in her own judgment 

leads her to meddle in the lives of others, often with unintended consequences. Austen uses 

free indirect discourse to provide insight into Emma's thought processes, revealing her blind 

spots and the gradual evolution of her self-perception. 

 

One of the key moments in the novel is Emma's realization of her true feelings for 

Mr. Knightley. Throughout the novel, her outward behavior is marked by a sense of 

superiority and control, as she believes she knows what is best for those around her. 
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However, as her schemes begin to unravel, Emma is forced to confront the gap between her 

self-image and reality. Her internal conflict reaches its peak when she realizes that she has 

misunderstood not only the intentions of others but also her own heart. 

 

Austen's exploration of Emma's inner-outer mind dynamic is particularly effective 

in illustrating the theme of self-deception. Emma's journey towards self-knowledge is a 

gradual process, marked by moments of introspection and the eventual alignment of her inner 

feelings with her outward actions. This alignment is crucial for Emma's growth as a character 

and her eventual happiness. 

 

Conclusion: Jane Austen's exploration of the inner and outer mind in her novels is a 

testament to her skill as a writer and her deep understanding of human nature. Through her 

use of free indirect discourse and her nuanced portrayal of characters, Austen delves into the 

complexities of identity, personal desires, and societal expectations. The tension between the 

inner and outer mind in her novels reflects the broader themes of self-awareness, personal 

growth, and the negotiation between individual autonomy and social conformity. Austen's 

work continues to resonate with readers today, offering timeless insights into the human 

condition and the delicate balance between the private and public self. 

 

Works Cited: 

Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. London: T. Egerton, 1813. 

Austen, Jane. Sense and Sensibility. London: T. Egerton, 1811. 

Austen, Jane. Emma. London: John Murray, 1815. 

Brown, Julia Prewitt. Jane Austen’s Novels: Social Change and Literary Form. Harvard 

University Press, 1979. 

Johnson, Claudia L. Jane Austen: Women, Politics, and the Novel. University of Chicago 

Press, 1988. 

McMaster, Juliet. Reading the Body in Jane Austen. Macmillan Press, 2004. 

Moler, Kenneth L. Jane Austen’s Art of Allusion. University of Nebraska Press, 1968. 

 

 
 


