
 

 

Do humans change what they value over time? Or is it simply the way they regard 
values that differ? Through the composition of texts during different time periods, a 
comparison between how values have changed within the human condition are 
highlighted.  Context shapes how an individual perceives and values themes of 
social class and personal relationships.  The bildungsroman novel Emma by Jane 
Austen, explores, in addition to the protagonist’s personal growth and change, her 
passion from innocence to greater maturity, the themes of love and marriage, 
personal relationships and social class during the early 19th century in Georgian and 
Regency England.  An appropriation of this text is the 1995 American film Clueless 
directed by Amy Heckerling who transforms universal themes examined by Austen in 
Emma, and gives new perspectives due to the director’s late 20th Century American 
context. These two texts give an insight into how themes have changed and 
transformed through time.   
 

Class is extensive through time, although the structure and allowance for movement 
changes.  Austen presents in Emma, a rigid and distinct social class structure, which 
was determined by inherited wealth and marriage.  The perception of an individual’s 
class by many characters are conflicting, which poses whether class is a matter of 
perception? Emma believes that “[she] cannot admit him to be Harriet’s equal” 
indicating that she believes Harriet to be of a much higher class than Mr Martin, but 
alternatively Mr Knightley exclaims “No, he is not Harriet’s equal indeed, for he is as 
much as her superior”.  This is ironic, as at the end of the novel, Harriet and Mr 
Martin get married, confirming that Mr Knightley’s perspective of class is correct 
unlike Emma’s.  Additionally, an individual’s class in the Regency Period was 
determined when they were born; through their family’s establishment in the area 
over generations and inheritance.  The representation of class is evident through the 
allegorical meaning of Mr Knightley’s name and the name of his estate “Donwell 
Abbey” indicating he is of the Gentry.  “Knightley” suggests someone of honour and 
gallantry and “Donwell Abbey” meaning he has ‘done well’.  In comparison, Clueless 
displays a society that is believed to be ‘classless’, but does have an implicit social 
structure.  The determination of one’s class during the 20th century in America, was 
was based upon your profession and acquirement of possessions which is dissimilar 
to Emma.  Dionne is introduced through a long shot of her large estate, which 
highlights how wealthy her family are.  This is unlike Emma’s context where class is 
a matter of birthright and marriage.  Also, unlike the Regency Era, the movement 
between classes is flexible.  This is exhibited in the quick cutting of scenes where Tai 
is transformed into someone of higher class through a change in her hair colour, 
makeup, costuming and use of language.  Tai is able to move classes through her 
makeover and comparatively Miss Taylor alters her class by marrying Mr Weston in 
Emma.  Through time, class is less significant but is ubiquitous. 
 

Personal relationships are significant to individuals regardless of time, but are 
viewed and perceived antithetically, according to their context.  In Austen’s era, the 
idea marrying for love was only just beginning to gain ground.  Marriage in Emma 
was conventionally held to be a social contract, undertaken to solidify the social 
class position of the individuals and to link families of similar eminence.  Men of the 
Regency Era determined their wife based on a lady’s wealth, breeding, class and 
inheritance.  Mr Elton made “violent love to Emma” and “[professed] himself her 
lover” as he wanted to move up social class by marrying Emma.  Mr Elton’s tone in 
which he expresses his love to Emma is almost pleading for her hand in marriage, 



 

 

thus showing how important it is for him to move up social class.  Nonetheless, the 
characterisation of Emma, who is not interested in marriage herself, instead chooses 
to ‘matchmake’ others for her own benefit.  She justifies why she does not need to 
be married by stating that “ a single woman, of good fortune, is always 
respectable”.  Not only does she not expect to find someone sufficiently superior for 
her, but does not wish to find him, so she is pleased with her situation.  In contrast, 
Clueless features romantic relationships which are based solely on 
appearance,intelligence and love which differs to Emma of which these attributes are 
not considered.  Cher admits that she is “majorly, totally butt crazy in love with Josh”, 
which indicates she wishes for a romantic relationship with him.  Additionally, 
relationships formed within Clueless are subtly established within social 
classes.  This is represented in the design and costume of the couplings at the 
wedding which highlights their differences in class.  It reminds the audience that Tai 
and Travis are not the social equals of Josh, Cher, Dionne and Murray.  Travis wears 
a bowtie sitting on his neck with a t-shirt in comparison to Josh who is wearing a 
suit.  Thus showing the implicit connection that relationships formed within the 
context of Clueless are within classes, similarly to Emma.  Romantic relationships 
are formed due to many aspects which depend on the time period, although social 
class is an prevalent facet in a relationship. 
  

Themes of social class and personal relationships are ever-present, but the way they 
are perceived, regarded and valued depends on the context.  Universal themes 
connect texts of various time periods and in their comparison, highlight the changes 
in the human condition through differing context. 
 


