
 

 

Analyse the comparative values that link Emma and Clueless.  What 

impact do the different contexts have on meaning?  Consider implicit 

and explicit connections between the texts.  
The comparison of how societal values have changed with context highlights the 
change in the human condition over time. Comparative values only alter in their 
perception by individuals and their worth in society through time.  The bildungsroman 
novel Emma by Jane Austen, explores themes of love and marriage, personal 
relationships and social class.  An appropriation of this text is the 1995 American film 
Clueless directed by Amy Heckerling who transforms comparative values examined 
by Austen in Emma, and gives new perspectives due to the director’s late 20th 
Century American context.  Through the investigation of societal values in both the 
Regency Era and contemporary context, the impact of context has on meaning is 
shown.   
 

Regardless of time, personal relationships are valued significantly by individuals, but 
differ in their perception and definition with context.  Across time, individuals strive to 
achieve relationships that benefit them and believe they deserve.  During the 
Regency Era, romantic relationships were formed due to an individual’s social 
standing and was an acceptable path to move up and solidify status in society.  This 
is represented through Mr Elton who comments that “Every body has their level: but 
as for myself, I am not, I think, quite so much at a loss.  I need not so totally despair 
of an equal alliance”.  In contrast, Clueless features romantic relationships defined 
as marriage and ‘dating’ where a couple is formed within classes, but also with the 
element of love.  This is clear in the car scene when Elton has a high pitched tone 
when Cher questions why he is trying to kiss her instead of Tai.  “Tai! Why would I 
go with Tai? ... Why not? Do you even know how my father is?” The varied 
perception of social class as the determinate of a relationship is compared between 
characters in this scene.  This is reinforced in Emma through the repetition of 
personal pronoun “I”, it is clear that Mr Elton believes that he is not of similar social 
status as Miss Smith, but will benefit from marrying Emma as she has a “substantial 
fortune”.  Alternatively, the mid shot and costuming of the couples at the wedding 
display the couplings were formed within social classes, regardless of perception.  It 
demonstrates that individuals are more romantically compatible with others within 
their social class.  Travis wears a bowtie that sits on his neck with a t-shirt in 
comparison to Josh who is wearing a suit.  Relationships also impact individuals to 
their personal benefit or their disadvantage.  Emma persuades Harriet to “refuse 
him” as she believes that Mr Martin is of lower class and gives advice to Harriet that 
“if a woman doubts whether she should accept a man or not, she certainly ought to 
refuse him”.  Additionally, the use of repetition of “Dear” by Harriet after she writes to 
Mr Martin rejecting marriage, shows that she understands why Emma did not let her 
marry him and is appreciative of her friendship with Emma.  Romantic relationships 
are formed due to many aspects which depend on the time period, although social 
class is a ubiquitous facet in a relationship regardless. 
 

Class is prevalent across time, yet alters in importance, value and prominence in 
society.   Regardless of context, the perception of an individual’s status and class in 
society relies on the viewer.  Class was established by fortune, land and a family’s 
establishment in area in the Regency Era.  “He must have known that the 



 

 

Woodhouse’s had been settled for several generations at Hartfield … and the Elton’s 
were nobody.”  Emma cannot believe that Mr Elton thinks they are of the same class 
and makes mention of her family’s history of establishment, unlike his own.  In 
comparison, 19th century America, features a society which is believed to be 
“classless”, although the distinction between statuses is highlighted in Clueless.  The 
disparity between classes is apparent in the panning shot when Cher explains the 
‘cliques’ of the school to Tai.  Also, both Tai and Harriet are able to move up classes 
through friendship and association. Mr Knightley calls and compliments Emma on 
having improved Harriet’s manners and on having cured her of her “school-girl’s 
giggle.”  The idea that Harriet moving up classes through her association with Emma 
was rare at the time and therefore Knightley compliments Emma on this.  Similarly, 
Tai’s use of language and costuming in comparison to Cher displays their separate 
social classes.  Tai wears a baggy, crumpled t-shirt and has dyed red hair, which in 
comparison to Cher, who has a matching ironed suit and straightened hair seems 
dirty and of much lower social class.  As a result of this, Cher is determined to 
change Tai’s class by having a makeover through a change in costuming, makeup, 
manners, language, behaviour and thinking.  Both Emma and Cher perceive a class 
system which they believe is rigid and criticise others below them.  The use of the 
hyperbole by Emma “I feel now as if I could think of nothing but these poor 
creatures” demonstrates the perception and values of the higher class on the lower 
class.  Likewise, Cher describes and labels each of the groups each of the groups 
for example the “Persian Mafia” and “loadies”.  Moreover, the juxtaposition of Cher 
and Tai’s accents indicates their difference in class. Class is present in society 
throughout time, but becomes less apparent, significant and more flexible in 
movement between classes.   
 
Context does not change values that humans perceive and establish, they only alter 
in meaning, with time.  Values of personal relationships and class remain in societies 
across time, but vary in significance and perception.  Through the comparison of 
Emma and Clueless, both implicit and explicit links of values remain the same, 
regardless of their context.   
 

 


