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Emma and the Challenges of Living in Community
Michael Kramp (Professor of English at Lehigh University, USA)

Jane Austen's Emma (1816) revolves around the community of Highbury, a "large and populous village,
almost amounting to a town." Austen's language highlights both the confined, limited scope of the novel, and the
growing size of Highbury. Highbury is a community in transition, and as we read Emma, we learn about both the
restrictions, limitations, and traditions of its people and culture as well as imminent changes that threaten to alter
the community. Austen draws particular attention to the challenges (and opportunities) of living in community,
including learning to appreciate new members, changing social identities, and new relations and interventions. This
presentation is part of a larger public-facing project, Jane Austen and the Future of the Humanities, in which I
demonstrate how Austen's fiction can help us to appreciate the importance of the humanities in diverse public

spaces.



