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Abstract	  

This essay aims to explore Evelina’s abilities to self-author her life as a tool of agency, self-

authoring means to be able to write your own life. Evelina was written by Frances Burney in 

1778 and tells the story of a young orphan lady who visits London. She is inexperienced and 

makes mistakes that can be seen as fatal in the social sphere. Despite that she reflects on her 

mistakes and reactions and gains agency in the end. One of her bigger problems is her beauty. 

It puts her in situations she almost cannot control.  She becomes a sexual prey quite easily. 

Jane Eyre written by Charlotte Bronte in 1847 is relevant for this essay because a lot of 

criticism has been made about the threats and abilities that Jane’s agency has. The theoretical 

framework for this essay is based on the works by eight different critics: Diana Meyers, Judith 

Butler, Jane Spencer, Ellen Moers, Virginia Woolf, Gayatri Spivak, Sandra Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar. The framework explains what agency and gendered act is, it also explains the 

historical context behind Burney and Bronte. Lastly it discusses how the other half of the two 

heroines has to disappear in order for them to achieve agency. The conclusion for this essay is 

that Evelina attains agency though her reactions and behavior, even if she looks at herself 

trough the eyes of another, or in other words attains a God-like perspective, she manages to 

self-author her life and herself in to being. 

  

Keywords: Agency, self-authoring, gendered act, sexuality, two Evelinas, importance of a 

name, Evelina.	  
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1. Introduction	  

A common subject in books from the late 1700s to the middle of the 1800s is the life of 

female characters. This essay will compare two books from this period of time. It will 

primarily try to explain the importance of self-authoring as an exercise of female agency. The 

book that will be most important for this essay is Evelina – or a young woman’s entrance in 

to the world by Frances Burney, published in 1778. The novel tells us the story of a young 

woman visiting London for the first time with her family friends, the Mirvans.  The young 

woman is Evelina, an orphan, who has lived with her guardian the Rev Villars. The company 

Evelina travels with, Mrs. Mirvan, Miss Mirvan and Captain Mirvan, go to dances, the opera 

and the theatre. These are places where Evelina experiences the cruel, sexualized and 

patriarchal world that she has been protected from by the Rev. Villars.  

 Evelina writes about her experiences and her concerns in letters to her guardian, 

The Rev. Villars. Despite the fact that she has a father that is alive, she is considered an 

orphan because her father does not know that she lives in England. He thinks that his real 

daughter is with him in France. Her life story is well hidden from the public and she does not 

like attracting too much attention. Because of her being an orphan she does not have the 

natural financial protection that belonging legitimately to a middle class or aristocratic family 

affords. Furthermore, she does not have the power to choose who she wants to marry.  

Despite that she falls in love and can later marry Lord Orville, choosing to marry him. She 

meets Lord Orville at a ball after declining an invitation for a dance by another man. This is 

important for her story because in this scene she stand up for herself and chooses whom she 

will dance with. Rather than who will choose her to dance with him.	  

 Evelina encounters many people during her stay in London. One of them, her 

grandmother, Mrs. Duval, stirs up a great deal of drama in Evelina’s otherwise calm life. 

Evelina is introduced to her cousins who are simple middle class folks and they try to act as if 

they are of a higher class. She also spends a great deal of time with Lord Orville’s friend, the 

predatory Sir Clements, who is fairly interested in Evelina and tries on several occasions to 

make her his. Towards the end of Evelina’s story a girl named Miss Belmont appears. 

However, Evelina is also Miss Belmont, which means that this is her sister, and that her father 

must be nearby. But Evelina is wrong, Miss Belmont is not her sister but a girl that was 

placed in her father’s care by Evelina’s wet-nurse when they both were infants. Evelina’s 

father does not wish to see her because she is a replica of her mother. He will however give 

Evelina money and his name, which means that she and Lord Orville can marry. 	  
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 This essay explores Evelina’s abilities and limits to self-author. But her story 

would not be so interesting to investigate if only looked at her abilities. Therefore this 

investigation will use Jane Eyre as a comparison to Evelina and to detect the limits to her 

self-authoring in the latter book.  

 Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre is well known and has similarities with Evelina. 

The reason these two books were chosen for this essay is because they have some topics in 

common when looking at the female protagonists’ abilities and limits to author their own 

lives. Jane Eyre begins with Jane, who is an orphan, living with her cruel aunt Mrs. Reed. 

After Jane has thrown a book at her cousin James Reed she is sent to a school for girls as a 

punishment. The living conditions there are hard. The girls starve and almost freeze to death 

while the patriarch Mr. Brocklehurst, who runs the school, lives on the money that belongs to 

the school. In this dark place Jane befriends Helen Burns, who has a great impact on her life 

because of her perspective of life. However, she dies in a typhus epidemic and leaves Jane 

behind. After this epidemic the school changes for the better and Jane grows up and studies 

there. She decides to leave and becomes a governess at Thornfield Hall, where Jane meets Mr. 

Rochester, who later will want her as his wife. But because he is already married, Jane’s only 

option is to become his mistress. Jane does not accept this and decides to leave him.  

 Jane lives on the streets and tries to find a job. The Rivers family finds her and 

she is offered a teaching job at a charity school. She spends time with the Rivers, and learns 

after a while that she has inherited money from her uncle. With this news she also finds out 

that the Rivers are her cousins.  St John, one of her newfound cousins, is about to go to India 

to be a missionary and wants Jane to come with him as his wife. Jane is almost persuaded to 

go with him, but she cannot marry without love. 	  

 Jane returns to Thornfield only to find it burned to the ground. She starts to ask 

about Mr. Rochester and learns that he is still alive, though he has lost his eyesight and 

injured his hand badly. Because Jane has inherited money she is now on the same level as Mr. 

Rochester. This means that they can marry without Jane being ripped of her independence or 

being Mr. Rochester’s doll to show off to his friends. Both Evelina and Jane are orphans, 

which means that they do not have the protection that comes with a middle class or 

aristocratic family. Even if Jane has a last name she does not have a man that looks after her 

like the Rev. Villars looks after Evelina.  	  

 The patriarchal society of the time makes it impossible for them to have a life 

without a sanctioned name, thus living an unprotected life. If they do not have a family that 

provides for them they might need to work. Both need to marry and they cannot marry anyone 
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they want; it seems they need to marry a man for financial security instead of love. Despite 

that both Evelina and Jane get married to their person of interest out of love, though after a 

sudden appearance of a patriarchal figure that provides them with money.  

 One of the most important things for Jane Eyre is religion and spirituality, which 

are not prominent in Evelina. Jane’s own religion helps her write her own life thus writing her 

self in to being and taking control of her own life. In Evelina the sexual references and dark 

world that Evelina experiences are important for her to be able to self-author. They provide 

her with situations where she is able to exercise her agency. There are differences in Evelina 

and Jane’s self-authoring. This essay will compare their ability and limits to self-author their 

lives. It will primarily look in to how Evelina can develop a sense of agency trough a series of 

events, thus self-authoring her life. 	  

	  

2. Previous Criticism	  

Often the criticism on Evelina and other books by Frances Burney centers on Burney and how 

she writes and why she writes like she does. The criticism about Evelina though, mostly 

focuses on economic power and the importance of having a name. Most important to many 

critics is Burney’s place in literary history in relation to other women writers in history during 

the late 1700s to the middle of the 1800s.  

 However, some critics are of special pertinence to this investigation. Joanne 

Cutting-Gray, for instance, explains in her article, “Writing Innocence: Fanny Burney’s 

Evelina,” how we as readers read about two different Evelinas. The first one is the Evelina 

that is behind the letters to the Rev. Villars, her guardian. The other Evelina is the one that 

acts in public and that she writes about in her letters to the Rev. Villars. Cutting-Gray 

continues by explaining that Evelina’s lack of name often makes her “overwhelmed by the 

harshness of a world . . . that categorizes her by gender . . . names her as nameless, and 

condemns her to a passive silence by speaking for her ” (Cutting-Gray 48). 	  

 While Cutting-Gray focuses on Evelina’s ability to write for herself and about 

herself and what this does to her character, Emily Allen talks about how Evelina “invokes 

issues of gender [and] class”(Allen 435).  Allen says that these issues of gender and class are 

“tightly intertwined . . . in the novel’s representation of theatre and theatricality” (435). This 

might mean that Evelina’s acting in public is different to how she acts when she writes to Mr. 

Villars. Allen points out that the “generic self-consciousness” of Evelina allows the novel to 

respond to the issues that plague the “identity and origin” of Evelina (435). She continues to 

discuss Evelina’s fear of being seen in public because of her background, which is easy to 
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understand. Evelina is described as a natural beauty, which puts her at the center of attention 

often. This makes it hard for her to hide in the public eye. Both Allen and Cutting-Gray talk 

about how Evelina’s lack of a name is a major problem both for her self-authoring and for her 

prospects of finding a husband. Judith Newton, on the other hand, makes a point about 

Evelina’s beauty being a limit for her self-authoring and a threat when being out in public.  It 

is not her beauty per se that sets the limit. Her orphanhood is the real limit, but she does not 

want the extra attention her beauty inflicts on her. However, even if Evelina does not want 

attention, she likes it when it comes from the right person. 	  

 Newton focuses mostly on how the author of Evelina, Frances Burney, grasps 

the situation of women during the 1700s and further explains that Evelina “may also be 

regarded as overstocked merchandise or, worse, as prey” (Newton 49). During this period 

“women outnumbered men,” and in addition to that, “men married late, and when they did 

marry, men were likely to require a dowry” (Newton 48). This basically means that if you 

came from a middle class or aristocratic family you would have a hard time finding a 

husband, which explains Evelina’s cousins’ obsession with finding a man. 	  

 Susan Staves, on the other hand, emphasizes psychological violence in Evelina. 

She describes Evelina as anxious and that she is often “provoked by psychic treats [rather] 

than by the possibilities of physical assault” (Staves 371). She also points out the importance 

of “delicacy” in Evelina. Delicacy is connected to appearance and elegance, which are not 

only important in the book but are also of great importance to Evelina and her agency. Staves 

make the point that Evelina is afraid that her “delicacy will be wounded or that it will appear 

compromised” (Staves 371). Evelina’s reputation is her most prized possession and it is 

connected to her constant fear of how she will be seen in public. This recurs in the criticism of 

this novel.	  

 The second novel chosen for this essay is, as mentioned, Jane Eyre. While many 

critics have focused on the importance of religion and spirituality in Jane Eyre, J. Jeffrey 

Franklin discusses how Jane has always had spirits around her, for instance when she saw the 

“half fairy, half imp” in the Red-room as a child, and when her friend Helen Burns is lying on 

her deathbed. Jane wonders if she will go to the place where spirits are. Franklin continues 

discussing this matter by comparing Jane with the other characters in the book. These 

characters can be seen as religious and spiritual. For instance, Helen Burns “represents an 

ideal that the novel suggests is too good to live” (Franklin 465). She is seen as a martyr and 

she accepts that she will die. In contrast, Mr. Brocklehurst, who runs the school, represents 
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the dark spirits and he might also represent one of the seven sins, with Helen Burns being the 

“ antidote, to Brocklehurst” (Franklin 464).	  

Jane Eyre can thus be read with a focus on her spirituality. In addition, this spirituality can be 

read from the perspectives of ideology and agency. Chris R. Vanden Bossche, among others, 

believes that a book like Jane Eyre “supports and subverts ideology . . . from a conception of 

ideology as a self-contained, synchronic discourse field” (Bossche 48).  Bossche also says 

Jane Eyre is a self-made woman because she has shaped her own destiny, thus self-authoring 

her life. However, Bossche also points out that Jane’s relationship with Rochester “both offers 

her freedom and threatens to enslave her” (Bossche 60). Mr. Rochester tries to make Jane his 

wife, thereby turning her into his mistress. Both Joyce Zonana and Bossche talk about Mr. 

Rochester’s need to change Jane into a doll that he can show off to others by dressing her in 

beautiful silk and jewelry. However, Zonana points out that Jane’s reaction to this “signals 

that not only despotism but bigamy and the oriental trade in women are on Jane’s mind” 

(Zonana 593). Because Jane compares Mr. Rochester with a sultan and herself as a slave, 

Zonana points out that Bronte “displaces the source of patriarchal oppression onto a 

‘Oriental,’ ‘Mahometan’ society”(Zonana 593). Thus she criticizes the British patriarchal 

society by comparing Mr. Rochester to a sultan.  At the same time Jane criticizes her herself 

almost for accepting becoming Mr. Rochester’s mistress. From Bronte’s side this might be 

considered a critique towards the subordinate woman.  

 

3. Theoretical Framework	  

Feminist theories of agency are of particular relevance to my investigation. The 

Oxford Dictionary tells us that agency is, the “[A]bility or capacity to act or exert power, 

active working or operation; action, activity.” This essay will try to explore Evelina’s self-

authoring capabilities and limits, but to be able to do that one must understand what female 

agency actually consists of. It is also important to understand the importance of writing. 	  

As mentioned before, agency is the power to act; thus female agency means a 

woman’s capability and ability to act on her own. Diana T. Meyers discusses different 

approaches to feminist critique. She explains that the criteria of agency have been a “heated 

controversy” (Meyers NP) because the theorists do not know “which theory best meets those 

criteria” (Meyers NP).  She explains the concept in the following way: “a feminist theory of 

agency must explain how it is possible for women in male-dominated societies to live in ways 

that reflect their genuine needs and concerns, and it must explain how it is possible for 

women to develop critiques of sexist and political institutions and to mount active resistance” 
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(Meyers NP). If a woman does not have agency she cannot self-author her life because she 

will most probably not make any resistance. To have agency one needs to be able to have self-

reflection and not to look at one’s actions from a God-like perspective, that is, not stepping 

out of one’s body in order to reflect upon one’s actions through the eyes of someone else’s.	  

Meyers explains the concept of agency and what a woman needs to do in order to be able to 

change a gendered act,1 that she, for so long has been passing down to other women. 

  Hélène Cixous writes in her text The Laugh of the Medusa that “woman must 

write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from which they have 

been driven away as violently as from their bodes – for the same reasons, by the same law, 

with the same fatal goal“ (Cixous 875). Cixous does not discuss any of the books in this 

essay. Despite this she is of particular relevance for this text because she explains the 

importance of writing and why women must write, “[she] must put herself into the text – as 

into the world and into history – by her won movement”(Cixous 875). Both Evelina and Jane 

write down their own history, but one of them is aware of the reader and the other one is not. 

Jane says in the end of her story “reader I married him” showing that she wrote for everyone 

to see. Evelina only writes to her guardian, she has no intention of anybody else to ever read 

her history. This might be one of Cixous points, that the “[the New Woman,] she must write 

her self, because this is the invention of a new insurgent writing which, when the moment of 

her liberation has come, will allow her to carry out the indispensable ruptures and 

transformation in her history”(Cixous 880).  

 While Cixous discuss the importance of women writing, Judith Butler discusses 

what gender act is and explains that a specific gender is not something that we are born with: 

“gender is an act which has been rehearsed, much as a script survives the particular actors 

who make use of it, but which requires individual actors in order to be actualized and 

reproduced as reality once again” (Butler 526). Gender is a performative act that is handed 

down historically to us, even thought it might change a little bit in the process. Butler explains 

further by saying that the “gendered body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal space 

and enacts interpretations within the confines of already existing directives” (Butler 526). 

This means that children who are born and raised with a certain view of gender will proceed 

to rehearse it until the existing directives changes. The heroines in my chosen books might 

achieve such change, because they have not been passed down with this gendered act that 

Butler talks about, which opens up for some resistance. Cixous explains that gendered act has 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Act does not mean to act a rehearsed role in a play.	  
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to be marked  “by woman’s seizing the occasion to speak”(Cixous 880) which both Evelina 

and Jane do by writing themselves into being.  

 Jane Spencer gives us a historical context for the development of such gender 

acts that Butler discusses. Spencer looks at women in the eighteenth century in her book The 

Rise of the Woman Novelist.  She discusses what women could write about, and whether they 

had the space and money to do so. Spencer describes how the female author came to rise in 

the literary world, which is important when comparing the two novels focused on in this 

essay. Spencer’s explanation of how women writers were viewed might explain why Evelina 

acts a certain way in social circumstances and how she acts when she writes to her guardian. 

Spencer writes about Burney’s authorship and how she wrote about her young heroine like 

she did; she dealt with rather special times in the women’s lives. She points out that a 

woman’s writing during the 1700s and the 1800s were view as autobiographical. Their novels 

were often about “women’s experience in a domestic setting, the home being the world to 

which middle-class women were increasingly confined” (Spencer 21). She further shows that 

their world was now “considered important enough to write about” (Spencer 21). Spencer 

continues by talking about how the industrial revolution replaced a woman’s job in the 

household and that meant a redefinition of womanhood. This changed woman’s authority and 

a middle-class woman could only have a “legitimate authority within the private sphere” 

(Spencer 21) and when the private sphere became central for women it also took place in their 

writing. Despite women having more authority while writing their novels, their work was still 

viewed as autobiographical. Furthermore, it was not seen as respectable for women to write 

about a woman’s life. Men and women of the 1700s and 1800s believed that it was outside of 

a woman’s range and therefore men who knew better should write about women’s lives. This 

made it more important for women writers to write about domestic life. Spencer says that the 

“women novelists writing about the life of young ladies in their own society were . . . dealing 

with reality and ordinary experience” (Spencer 183). Spencer continues by explaining why a 

woman’s novel was not seen as realistic: “The reason their work was not interpreted as 

realistic has to do with society’s attitude to the young lady’s life . . .The young lady’s concern 

with dress, amusements, accomplishments and attracting a husband was seen as frivolous and 

somehow not truly real” (Spencer 183). However, these experiences and concerns took place 

in lives that were “ cut off, to a large extent, from what is too often termed [as]‘the real world’ 

– that is, the world outside the home” (Spencer 183). 	  

 Spencer positions the act of gender in a historical context through writing about 

women writers and their works and explains how their abilities have changed during the 
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1700s and 1800s.  Another critic, Ellen Moers, positions writers in a historical context from 

the 1700s to the 2000s. She focuses on how what it meant for women to be a writer and how 

the act of gender during their time might have influenced their works. She suggests that 

Austen’s “realism in the matter of money was . . . the result of her deep concern with the 

quality of a woman’s life in marriage” (Moers 71).  Moers’ point is important because both 

Jane and Evelina decline marriage to men who do not want to marry them out of love. Even if 

finding a husband is important, it must be the right type of man. Moers claims that Austen’s“ 

heroes were potential husbands” (Moers 71), which is also true in Evelina and Jane’s cases. 

Moers also discusses love and gender in her book. She explains that during the 1700s and 

1800s women were seen as the passionate sex, which they were always told. Love thus 

becomes a natural subject for women, which makes them “ inferior to men, next to whom 

women are always told they are cold, narrow and childish” (Moers 143). And if they “dwell 

on love” they are doing what is expected of “the worst of women” (Moers143). This makes 

them “stupid, sentimental, hysterical creatures incapable of thinking about anything else” 

(Moers 143). 	  

 Moers points out where women stand in relation to men, namely under them, 

which can be connected to Spencer pointing to why women’s writing was not seen as 

respectable. But if it was not respectable, why did so many women write novels? Virginia 

Woolf may provide an answer when she discusses how Austen and Bronte’s space to write 

was limited. In her book A Room of One’s Own, she compares the circumstances of Bronte 

and Austen while they were writing their books. What is evident is that Bronte’s anger shows 

through her text when letting Jane have thoughts about getting more out of her life, more 

experiences; she wants to have control over her own life. This, when the book was published, 

could be seen as quite rebellious for a woman to write about. Woolf also points out that the 

middle-class family only had one sitting room, which meant that when a woman wrote she 

had to do so in the common sitting room. Even if there was no shame in writing Pride and 

Prejudice, Austen was “glad that a hinge creaked, so that might hide her manuscript before 

anyone came in” (Woolf 79). This can also be applied to Frances Burney. Because Burney 

was worried how she would be seen in society’s eye due to writing her book, she gave 

instructions to how one should read Evelina in order to save her name from humiliation in 

public. Even if Burney spoke openly in her book about sex and sexuality, she needed to 

protect her name. The protection of one’s name and reputation is of great importance in 

Evelina and that might be a reflection of Burney.  As mentioned earlier, Woolf talks about 

Bronte’s anger being present in Jane Eyre. She says that Bronte wrote her book in “rage 
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where [Bronte] should write calmly” (Woolf 81). She continues by stating that instead of 

writing about her characters, Bronte writes about herself. Perhaps it is Bronte who is thinking 

and acting when Jane is angry. It is not only Woolf that brings up the discussion of anger in 

Jane Eyre. Susan Gilbert and Sandra Gubar discuss how Bertha Rochester is Jane’s other 

darker half, acting out Jane’s anger towards society. 	  

 Many things can be found in Gilbert and Gubar’s text that explain what Jane’s 

self-authoring abilities and limits are. They mainly talk about Jane’s progress throughout the 

book. In order to explain her progress, they compare the different female characters in the 

book to Jane herself. The women that are the most important to Jane are Miss Temple and 

“the pathetic” (Gilbert and Gubar 344) Helen Burns. Miss Temple represents “ladylike 

virtues: magnanimity, cultivation, courtesy – and repression” (Gilbert and Gubar 344). Helen 

Burns is “burning with spiritual passion . . . she . . .burns with anger . . . and dreams of 

freedom” (Gilbert and Gubar 346) which are the polar opposites of Miss Temples “ladylike 

virtues.” Their ideas can be applied to Evelina as well, for instance, when they discuss Jane’s 

relation to Bertha Rochester. She is the one that “[acts] out Jane’s secret fantasies” (Gilbert 

and Gubar 360) and teaches Jane a lesson of how she should not act, namely like a 

madwoman, a crazy woman and she should not show her anger.  Gilbert and Gubar’s idea of 

Jane’s second personality being Bertha can be applied on Evelinas two personalities as well. 

Surely the character of the fake Miss Belmont is not as important to Evelina as Bertha is to 

Jane, but Miss Belmont needs to disappear in order for Evelina to completely write herself in 

to being. Also it is of greater importance that the Evelina that came to London needs to 

disappear in order for the Evelina that has grown to exist. 

 When Bertha dies in the fire she started, the angry part of Jane dies. Gayatri 

Spivak explains that “ [Bertha] sets fire to the house and kills herself, so that Jane . . . can 

become . . . the heroine” (Spivak 251). Her point is that the third world woman must 

disappear so that the first world woman can rise. Which is connected to this essay because 

Evelinas old beliefs and persona has to disappear in order for her to write her life. As Cixous 

mentioned the Old Woman needs to make way for the New in order for their act to change. 

This event makes space for Jane’s self-authoring, being the last thing she needs in order to 

marry Mr. Rochester.  However, killing, or getting rid of, the other half can be, as shown 

above, applied to Evelina. As mentioned earlier, the fake Miss Belmont is not as important as 

Bertha, but her disappearing is of great importance. 	  
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4. Analysis - Evelina’s abilities and limits of self-authoring 

As mentioned earlier the foal of this essay is to try to explore the development of Evelina’s 

self-authoring as an act of agency. The first time she exercises her agency is at a ball. She 

makes an observation of how “the gentlemen, as they passed and repassed [, l] ooked as if 

they thought we were quite at their disposal only waiting for the honour of their commands” 

(32). Evelina is quite provoked by how they treat not only herself and Miss Mirvan but also 

ladies at the ball in general. Her observation is not only a reflection of her own situation, it is 

a critique of the patriarchal system that she has ben brought in to. In her observation Evelina 

does partly not attain a god-like perspective at the same time she does, when she is also 

concerned about the other ladies at the ball. Because she thinks that this is wrong and unfair 

“[she] would rather not dance at all, than with any one who should seem to think [her] ready 

to accept the first partner who would condescend to take [her]” (32). She makes a stand for all 

the young ladies. Evelina positions herself with men that are able to make their own choices, 

even if it is only in her head. When a man approaches her and tires to take her hand she draws 

it back as if to show that she is not interested.  This man tries to engage her in a dance and she 

declines his offer and declares that she will probably not dance at all. Evelina keeps the 

promise that she had made to herself, which means that she begins to write herself into being. 	  

 Even if she has made this promise there is one man she cannot refuse. This man 

is Lord Orville; at the time, however, she does not know that he is a lord and does not need to 

change how she acts towards him. She describes him as “extremely handsome, with an air of 

mixed politeness and gallantry” (33). Because he is polite and asks if Evelina would honour 

him with her hand she accepts to dance with him. But before she does this she thinks about 

the fact that she will dance “before so many people” and “with a stranger” (33). How will this 

reflect upon her and her reputation that is so important to her? What she has not thought about 

yet is the fact that she dances with another man after declining an invitation to dance from 

another. This shows her inexperience with the social ‘theater’ that she now is a part of. 

However it also shows her abilities to make her own choices as a woman. 	  

 When Evelina learns that what Lord Orville is, her behavior towards him 

changes. She starts to think of him thinking of her “a simple rustic” (34) young lady. She also 

starts to reflect on her “ignorance of the world makes her perpetually in fear of doing 

something wrong” (34). At this point her thoughts about appearance starts to form a second 

Evelina in her story. Again she reflects on herself and where she stands in relation to her 

incipient love of interest. Now that she knows that he is far above her in class, she needs to 

think about how she acts around him. Evelina’s need to act a certain way in public limits her 
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self-authoring, because it does not give her the space to make her own choices without 

making her look like a uneducated lady. Despite this her reflections in her letters makes it 

possible for her abilities of self-authoring to evolve. She knows when she has made a mistake 

therefore she knows how not to make it again. 	  

 Mr. Lovel approaches her again when she is in the company of Lord Orville, 

and it dawns upon her that she has made a grave mistake by “refusing one partner, and 

afterwards accepting another” (37). She feels ashamed, as if her choice of dance partner was s 

wrong. Mr. Lovel makes it seem like Evelina refused his offer because he was not of superior 

rank like Lord Orville. He, Mr. Lovel, accuse Evelina of having bad manners, which Lord 

Orville finds wrong. He protects her and in this way he protects her delicacy.  Despite this Mr. 

Lovel continues and says that Evelina just “distinguish[es] and prefer[s] – the superior 

attractions of [Lord Orville’s] Lordship” (38). When the fact is that her refusing Mr. Lovel 

was an action of critic towards the patriarchal society, which positioned men higher that 

women. Thus making it possible for them to behave, as they wanted to. Even Lord Orville 

finds Mr. Lovel odd and seems at the time not mind Evelina’s choice. 	  

 As mentioned earlier in the essay Evelina also meets a man that is quite scary 

and devious. Sir Clements has an excellent knowledge of acting different parts in parties and 

in society. He, unlike Evelina, that is inexperienced of the social ‘theatre’, acts different parts 

when it suits him. It is with this man that Evelina get to exercise her agency the most. With 

this man she will end up in two situations where she needs to stand up for herself by stepping 

out of her passive, delicate feminine role, the part she plays in public. First, after an evening 

at the opera with her cousins, the Branghtons, Sir Clements offers her to take her home in his 

chariot. She hesitantly accepts the offer because she cannot stand to be in the company of her 

obnoxious cousins. During the ride Evelina “apprehend that he had . . . ordered the man to go 

the wrong way” (115). She is so scared when realizing this notion that she tries to jump out of 

the chariot while it is moving in order to escape from Sir Clements. He takes a hold of her and 

questions her thoughts about his honour and if she “doubt[s his] protection” (115). He 

explains to Evelina that, “[his] life is at [her] devotion” (115). Sir Clements successfully gains 

Evelinas trust just to shortly after loose it by kissing her hand in a passionate way, 

demonstrating his affection towards her. This make her even more terrified and she breaks 

free from him. She takes charge and stops the man who is driving, thus standing up for 

herself. And for the first time she takes a stand towards Sir Clements. 	  

 When they approach the place where Evelina lives at during her stay in London, 

Sir Clements realizes that his reputation is at stake so he pleads with Evelina to keep this 
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incident a secret. Evelina feels “obliged to forgive him, because his humiliation made [her] 

quite ashamed” (117). This positions the man over the woman, because a man during the 

1700s should never be weaker than a woman and a woman should not have power over a 

man, in that way. But in this scene Evelina has the power, despite her knowing that he also 

has power over her.  Her reputation is again at stake because it is not right for a young lady to 

be alone with a man for that long. Evelina understand that it is her own “folly and pride, [that] 

has put [her] in his power” (117). She makes the decision to never be alone with him ever 

again. And when she later that evening looks back at the incident she wonders what Lord 

Orville might think of her coming home later than him and with Sir Clements, for that matter, 

since they all three were at the opera and left about the same time. 	  

 She learns that Lord Orville came their lodgings to wait upon Evelina’s arrival, 

from Miss Mirvan who says that; he seemed “extremely anxious, nay uneasy and impatient 

for [Evelina’s] return” (118). Because Evelina is quite humble she would rather not flatter 

herself but she thinks that Lord Orville “had a suspicion of Sir Clements’s design, and 

therefore was concerned for [her] safety” (118). It is evident that she cares about what Lord 

Orville thinks about her. And to take it further she thinks about what the society think about 

her, she is still reflecting upon herself and her actions. Because her reputation is her most 

prized possession, it is the only thing she can act upon in order to become something in her 

life. But she does not need to conceal her real role in her letters to her guardian. It is there 

where the reader understands that she puts on an act in public. An act that is in accordance 

with what feminine behavior was supposed to be like in the 1700s. This can be reinforced by 

the fact that Evelina describes Mrs. Selwyn (a woman she stays whit out in the country side) 

as masculine. However she continues to describe Mrs. Selwyn and that her manners “deserve 

the same epithet” (Evelina 318) and that “[Mrs. Selwyn] has lost all the softness of her own 

[sex]”(Evelina 318). This might be seen as a critique towards men that look down on women 

who takes the power of their own sex. It might also be a way for Burney to express herself 

and her critique towards society without being too obvious about it.	  

 Even if Evelina has made the decision to never be alone with Sir Clements, she 

once again ends up with him alone. During a walk with her cousins, (it seems like all the 

horrible things happen when Evelina is with her cousins), she gets separated from them.  The 

scene that follows shows how sexuality and sex is a big part of the book. Even if sex is never 

explicitly mentioned, Evelina is carefully put in situations where sex is implied, these 

situations giver her a chance to exercise her agency and self-authoring abilities. These 

scenarios also limit her self- authoring but they also give her the means to develop her 
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agency. One might say that Sir Clements represent sexual oppression throughout the book. He 

is also the only one that acts two parts. He presents himself as Sir Clement, a gentleman that 

wants to protect Evelina, but what he really wants is Evelina for himself. He is two-faced and 

false. While Evelinas acting is more the necessary kind of act for a woman of her time to 

protect herself, but also to develop a sense of self, limits and possibilities. 	  

 In the scene that takes place in the dark alleys of London, Sir Clements appears 

as her savior but also as her persecutor. He says to his party to “ . . .leave this lady to [him]” 

(232) this is met by a laughter from the party which says that “[Sir Clements] has the luck” 

(233) thus implying sex. Despite this Sir Clements keeps up his act of being a gentleman and 

assures them that they “are all mistaken” (233) which calms Evelina for a while and hides his 

real motif. He leads her to a place where “[they] shall be least observed”  (233). She 

understands that she is not safe yet and demands that he explains to her how he dare treat her 

“with such insolence” (233). In this passage it is evident that her agency and her self-

authoring have developed since her last encounter alone with Sir Clements. She does not feel 

the need to act as the polite Evelina and acts as her true self towards him. He, on the other 

hand, tries to save himself from this accusation by questioning why she was in the dark alleys 

alone.  He continues and explains that he only “believed [his] senses” (234) when he tried to 

walk away with her. This explanation of his exposes his real two-faced nature. Evelina is 

offended by his claim because it affects her reputation, and if it comes out that she has been 

wandering in the dark alleys alone it will also become a limit to her agency and her abilities to 

self-author. This type of limit she will never be able to change because it deprives her of her 

innocent act. She is also nameless and therefore has no one to protect her from this sort of 

accusation. Again the importance of a name and the protection that comes with a family is 

brought up. However, it is her beauty in this scene that puts her self-authoring in danger. 

 Her beauty attracts attention to her, which she does not want, if it of course does not come 

from the right person. This might be seen as a critique of beautiful women however it can also 

be a critique of the shallow minded society. Meaning that if a young woman was not pretty it 

was essential for her that she came from a family with money, in order for her to be of some 

interest on the ‘marriage market’ which Evelina talks about in the beginning of the book. 

 So far this essay has discussed Evelina’s ability to make her own decisions and 

how her agency has evolved through three different but very important scenes of the book 

Evelina. What it has not looked at yet is the importance of her guardian, the Rev. Villars, to 

whom she writes all her letters to and to whom she is most sincere and true towards. The Rev. 

Villars is her guiding light through her experiences in her life and in her journey to become a 
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woman. He is the man that has taught her the behavior of feminine act that she has. That 

might be the reason to why she has the ability to act as she does. Her orphanhood is not only a 

limit; it also propels her self-authoring, due to the fact that she does not have a female guide 

to life. She has a male guide. This is one of the biggest differences between Jane and Evelina. 

While Evelina has her guardian, Jane only has herself and her spirituality to look to for 

guidance. But the reader sees how Evelina changes her guide in life from the Rev. Villars to 

Lord Orville, whom she later marries. She does not ask for as much advice from her guardian 

towards the end of her story as she did the beginning.  She also needs less assistance in her 

life from her guardian because she has developed skills in her self-authoring trough her stay 

in London with both the Mirvans and the Branghtons. Evelina grows as a person but as she 

does that, her two acts that she has played in her story also changes. She more and more 

becomes the Evelina that writes her self in to being and grows away from the Evelina she 

once acted as and wrote about. But in that process she become more aware of the dark world 

she lives in and thus become downhearted2, even if she appreciates the time that Lord Orville 

spends with her, Evelina writes to her guardian and says, “these last four happy days would 

repay [her] for months of sorrow and pain” (351).  	  

 Despite Evelina being so scared of the sadness that might come she continues 

accompanying Lord Orville. Her self-authoring takes a different turn when Lord Orville 

dances with Miss Belmont at a ball. The fake Miss Belmont has to disappear in order to save 

Evelina and also her father sir Belmont’s reputation and name. This also means that Evelina 

can finally marry Lord Orville. This scenario is not similar to Jane’s case. 	  For Jane that meant 

that her other, angry, unacceptable self, Bertha Rochester, had to die. But for Evelina that 

only means that the fake Miss Belmont must disappear, Evelina did not have a dark side of 

her that was represented like Jane’s anger was represented by Bertha. With Evelina’s father 

showing up, things start to brighten up for Evelina. The only thing that remains is to convince 

her father that Evelina is his daughter and not Miss Belmont. The problem, which also is the 

biggest limit for Evelina’s self-authoring, is that she does not have any proof that she is his 

daughter. The only evidence Evelina can use prove it, is by providing a letter from her 

mother, and display her resemblance to her. Only when Evelina recognizes her inheritance 

from her mother does she get a name, money and finally a beloved. However, it is interesting 

that it is her mother that bestows her this and not her father and that all of this is proved by a 

woman’s letter. Given to her by her mother, Evelina finally have all the means the self-author 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Depressed or low	  
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her life. Just like Jane Eyre, who magically is blessed with money and a family they both 

finally are able to marry their heroes.  	  

 Both Jane and Evelina have different stories and very different backgrounds. 

But it is possible for both of them to marry out of love after a higher patriarchal figure has 

bestowed them with especially money and with a name. Another thing that they both have in 

common is as if their need to continue to write their lives disappears after they have said ‘I 

do’. Jane Eyre wrote her autobiography some time after she and Mr. Rochester got married, 

but it does not seem like she continued to feel the need to self-author her life. Evelinas story 

actually ends with her getting married to Lord Orville and she writes in her last letter to the 

Rev. Villars, “with fearful joy, and trembling gratitude, she untied herself for ever with the 

object of her dearest, her eternal affection” (480). Evelina as a person disappears, because she 

has done what she was supposed to do from the beginning she was put on this earth: marry a 

man that can provide her with protection and financial security. In the end both Evelina and 

Jane need a man to secure their lives in terms of protection. The reason to why they only need 

protection is because they can provide for themselves. Jane for instance, already have money 

when she marries Mr. Rochester, he needs her more to take care of him than she needs him. 	  

But if they did not marry she would probably have been a governess or a teacher for 

the rest of her life. Therefore she still needs him. But even if Evelina and Jane needs a man to 

provide them with security in a patriarchal society their self-authoring is still important; if 

they were not to fight for themselves and if they had not made their own choices they would 

never had married out of love. They would have married out of money, like many women did 

during their time.  

	  

7. Conclusion	  

Even if Evelina sometimes attain a God-like perspective, she still manages to reflect upon her 

behavior and how she reacts in certain situations. She makes her choices, but also, it is 

interesting that she is so innocent and naïve when she is so full of strong opinions and 

thoughts, perhaps that is Burney’s device to criticize the manners, politeness, of that time.	  

 The reason why Evelina still manages to achieve some agency is because of her 

two acts that she plays. As mentioned earlier there are two Evelinas, the one who writes 

herself into being by reflecting on her actions and what others might think about her. And the 

other whom she writes about, the Evelina that she presents to us readers and the people she 

meets. They position her in the recipient’s seat of sexual oppression and they also make her 

able to critique the sexist and patriarchal society at the same time. The three scenes that have 
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been described in this essay are of importance for this essay and its thesis; the scenes explain 

her development of giving critique to the world she now has entered. But as her agency and 

self-authoring abilities develop Evelina becomes more aware of how cold and dark her world 

actually is. To be able to cope with this the Evelina she writes about must eventually 

disappear in order for her to be able to fully attain her abilities. Cixous says that for the New 

Woman to liberate herself from the Old she has to “know her – by loving her for getting by, 

for getting beyond the Old without delay, by going out ahead of what the New Woman will 

be”(Cixous 878). Spivak also explains in her text that Bertha Rochester needs to die in order 

for Jane’s agency to be born. This can be applied on Evelina’s other act. In order for her to 

finally have agency she needs to get rid of the scared, innocent and naïve Evelina and only be 

the critical, but strong Evelina she has grown to be. Evelina achieves in the end agency 

because she reflects on her concerns, she has developed a critique against the “sexist and 

political institutions” (Meyers NP) that surrounds her. She has also, in the scenes that have 

been used for this essay, “mount[ed] active resistance” (Meyers NP) towards her oppressor 

Sir Clements. Her self-authoring has developed though her story and she has there by 

achieved agency by making choices that aids her. 
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