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To Jeff, 
who makes me happy






INTRODUCTION

 WHAT DO WOMEN REALLY WANT FROM JANE AUSTEN?

WHY DO WOMEN LOVE JANE AUSTEN SO MUCH?

There’s no doubt we do. Women made Jane Austen a bestselling novelist in the nineteenth century and a blockbuster screenwriter in the twentieth. And today there’s a whole industry of Jane Austen knockoffs—Bridget Jones’s Diary, The Jane Austen Book Club, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies. They’re great fun. But do they get at what really fascinates us about Jane Austen?

Jane Austen is a great novelist, of course. She’s a genius on the subject of female psychology—and male psychology, for that matter. But those aren’t the only reasons women love her. We go to Jane Austen for a good read, but there’s more to it than that. Jane Austen shows modern women a world that we’re aching to be part of. And it’s not just about the clothes (though they are gorgeous). Let’s be honest: we wish we could be Jane Austen heroines in our own lives, dealing with everything—especially men—with the sophistication and competence we admire in characters like Elizabeth Bennet. Women see something in Jane Austen that’s missing  from modern relationships, and we can’t help wondering if there might be some way to have what we see there—without going back to Empire waistlines, horse-drawn carriages, and the bad old days before the Married Women’s Property Act.

Can we learn from Elizabeth Bennet and Anne Elliot about men, sex, marriage, and living happily ever after? Can Jane Austen teach modern women to make our way through the minefields of love and courtship—to find the “permanent happiness” that Jane Austen heroines aim for? Is it possible to unlock the insights, habits of mind, intelligence about men, and choices that make Jane Austen heroines so different from us? That’s what The Jane Austen Guide to Happily Ever After aims to do.




What Jane Austen Has, That We’re Missing 

The original inspiration for this book was an article that appeared in the Washington Post “Style” section at an earlier high-water mark for Jane Austen’s popularity—after the movies and the “chick lit,” but before the zombies and sea monsters. In “Jane Austen: A Love Story,” Jennifer Frey asked, “Where did all this come from? What suddenly, unexpectedly, made Jane Austen so unbearably hip?”1


Frey quoted Bridget Jones in swoony appreciation of Colin Firth’s torso in the 1995 British TV version of Pride and Prejudice, “emerging from the lake dripping wet, in the see-through white shirt. Mmm. Mmmm.” But she also interviewed an impressive stable of experts. Besides the wet shirt angle, Austen enthusiasts were supposed to be fascinated by “her sharp rendering of class and class distinctions” for the same reasons they read The Devil Wears Prada and The Nanny Diaries, “two novels that expose the excesses and obnoxiousness of America’s reigning class through the gaze of what is, essentially, a servant.” Or, perhaps, Frey considered, twenty-first-century women look back two hundred years to find models for our liberated selves: “Austen, it’s been suggested, is the great-great-grandmother of “chick lit”—that exploding genre about upwardly mobile young women and their wayward travails through the world of modern courtship.” A Yahoo! movie  critic told the Post that Jane Austen “has a stunningly modern sensibility. And it took the world a couple centuries to catch up with her.” A chick lit author chimed in with the cliché that Jane Austen is “such a subversive writer.”


Really? I thought, reviewing all this expert opinion. Aren’t they getting the Jane Austen phenomenon exactly, perfectly, 180 degrees wrong? If women in the twenty-first century want to gawk at men’s chests, get vicarious thrills from the adventures of the upwardly mobile (or, in the alternative, from the indignities suffered by the employees of the rich and famous), or cheer on the oppressed sisterhood, we don’t need to resort to Jane Austen. Opportunities to drool over some hot guy’s torso are not exactly in short supply at this moment in world history. Neither are tell-all memoirs or “Go for it, girl!” pep talks. And anyway, aren’t people’s desires and aspirations generally about what we don’t have, not what we’re suffocating in already? Jane Austen, I found myself thinking, fascinates us not because we recognize our lives in her books. It’s just the opposite. Sure, Elizabeth Bennet and Elinor Dashwood are women whose desires and problems we can identify with. But they’re not exactly like us. What we see in Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility isn’t just our same old lives, only dressed up in scrumptious Regency costumes and witty dialogue.

At least that’s what I thought. So I set out to analyze what’s missing from modern women’s lives, but all over Jane Austen. And I discovered something astonishing. Of course it’s no secret that modern mating rituals have gone badly wrong. But reading Jane Austen makes it crystal clear where we’ve gone off track. The crucial question: What is it that Jane Austen heroines do (that we’re not doing) that makes really satisfying happy endings possible for them, and not so likely for us? The great hope: Could reexamining love from the perspective of Jane Austen’s heroines mean getting results that are more like theirs? Maybe Jane Austen can help us rethink from scratch what we really want out of love and sex—and figure out what we would be doing differently if we were pursuing those things the way Elinor Dashwood and Anne Elliot do.

What is it that’s hard to find in the world we live in, but available in spades in Jane Austen?




“True Elegance” 

First off, right at front and center, is what Jane Austen calls elegance. Women in Jane Austen aren’t “hot” or “sexy.” I mean, maybe they are, actually, hot. But Jane Austen makes sure that’s not what we notice about them. The judges of female attractiveness in Jane Austen novels are interested in “elegance,” not “hotness.”

Jane Austen is famous for saying almost nothing about what her characters look like. She’s the original Regency author.2 But she never introduces a character the way the writer of a modern “Regency” romance might:
Lady Rushworth was a striking beauty, with masses of golden hair piled atop a flawless visage emerging from a neck that would put a swan to shame, and midnight-hued eyes whose depths betrayed a fiery passion kept in check, but never extinguished. Her gown, a blue taffeta that perfectly matched the pools of her eyes, was cinched tight just under the swelling of her bosom; her neckline was cut low to reveal a splendid décol-letage.





Jane Austen’s one-sentence description of Marianne Dashwood is about as much physical detail as we get about any of her heroines:
Her skin was very brown, but, from its transparency, her complexion was uncommonly brilliant; her features were all good; her smile was sweet and attractive; and in her eyes, which were very dark, there was a life, a spirit, an eagerness, which could hardly be seen without delight.





Even in this physical description, Jane Austen is painting a picture of Marianne as a person, not just a man-magnet. She glosses over the physical details—“her features were all good”—to cut to the things that show what Marianne is really like. And in the process she gives us something very different from the raw sexuality we see every day on our television and computer screens or the magazine covers at the checkout counter. Marianne is a flesh-and-blood young woman, but we see more than just her flesh. It’s  almost as if Jane Austen sees women the way a woman naturally sees other women, not in the how-sexy-would-a-man-find-that-body? way we have come to judge ourselves and each other in the age of Maxim and Cosmo.


But it’s all without a hint of prudery. After all, Jane Austen is no repressed Victorian. There’s no “anxious parade” about the modesty of female dress in her novels. Jane Austen heroines aren’t aiming for the shock of raw sexuality, but they’re not swathing the piano legs in drapery lest the gentlemen be reminded of female curves, either. They expect men to notice their bodies—their figures, their eyes, the coloring and quality of their skin. And they take notice of the men’s physicality, too. But somehow in Jane Austen there’s a dignity about the whole subject of physical attraction that we’re missing.




Love without Humiliation 

And the dignity of Jane Austen’s heroines is about more than elegance versus hotness. It’s hard not to think that if we could live like Jane Austen heroines, we’d be spared some of the ugliness and humiliation modern life can deal out to us. Around the time I read Jennifer Frey’s Washington Post article, I also read Bridget Jones’s Diary.3 And it occurred to me, there’s no better way to explain what Jane Austen heroines have, that we’re missing, than to compare Elizabeth Bennet to Bridget Jones, her hapless modern alter ego. Just like Elizabeth Bennet, Bridget Jones meets a Mr. Darcy who’s out of her league, class-, looks-, and money-wise. And like Elizabeth, Bridget is first repelled by her Mr. Darcy and then falls for him, hard. But the perfect parallels between their situations only show up how sadly substandard Bridget’s life is, compared to Elizabeth Bennet’s.

Thank heavens, we’re not quite as pitiful as Bridget Jones. But her Diary is a bit close for comfort. The comedy wouldn’t work if we didn’t recognize ourselves in Bridget’s life. There’s her obsession with her weight, her chocolate intake, and how much she drinks—a world of things that seem to be completely beneath Elizabeth Bennet’s notice. But worse, Bridget Jones regularly gets into humiliating situations that Elizabeth Bennet would never, ever find herself in.

Jane Austen heroines do embarrass themselves, of course. Elizabeth is ashamed when she reads Darcy’s letter and sees how completely unfair she  has been to him, and how she was taken in by Wickham: “And yet I meant to be uncommonly clever.... ”4 But there’s a dignity even to her embarrassment. Bridget Jones’s humiliations are in an entirely different class. Think of her interview with Colin Firth, which ends in a fiasco when she dives for his torso. Or the disastrous tryst with the twenty-something hunk in her building who’s weirded out by her squooshy thirty-something belly.

Helen Fielding pushes it to the point of absurdity. But there’s a ring of truth to it all. The modern dating scene imposes similar indignities on real women every day. Thus Hephzibah Anderson, the real-life author of Chastened: The Unexpected Story of My Year without Sex, explains how the Sex and the City lifestyle she adopted after breaking up with her college boyfriend left her with not much more than an endless supply of absurd stories to tell her girlfriends. And then she started to notice the “pity in their eyes as they listened to me.”5 Finally, desperate to make some change that would break the pattern, she resorted to the no-sex-for-a-year experiment that’s the premise of her book.




Competence about Men 

It’s not just that Elizabeth never looks as foolish as Bridget Jones, or as we sometimes do. If we had the kind of lives we really wanted, we wouldn’t care so much how other people see us. The difference between us and Jane Austen’s heroines isn’t just about elegance and dignity. There’s also a competence gap. This is where Bridget Jones’s life is a really perfect picture of what we’re missing. Bridget is simply incompetent when it comes to men, and love, and even understanding what she really wants. Jane Austen’s heroines seem to know what they’re doing. At the beginning of The Edge of Reason,6 the sequel to Bridget Jones’s Diary, Bridget breaks things off with Mark Darcy in an ill-timed fit of solidarity with the sisterhood. She’s used to getting together with her girlfriends to grouse about the awful men in their lives—to swap those “good stories” the real-life Hephzibah Anderson talks about.7 Emboldened by her girlfriends’ don’t-let-yourself-be-pushed-around-by-those-jerks solidarity, Bridget loses sight of everything else—that she adores Mark Darcy, that he makes her blissfully happy, that her behavior will only hurt and mystify him—and breaks up with him for no real  reason. Then, of course, she immediately regrets it. Elizabeth Bennet may make some mistakes, but Bridget is totally clueless.8


Jane Austen heroines have a “seniority of mind” that’s very attractive. They actually have a clue about male psychology. Anne Elliot can advise a guy about recovering from his broken heart, or explain how men and women differ when it comes to love, in a way that’s completely convincing—without anger, defensiveness, or special pleading. Elizabeth Bennet can make allowances for a lack of emotional flexibility in the man she loves—not out of low expectations, but with genuine respect for him and confidence in her own emotional competence.9 Their competence means Jane Austen heroines can work their way through the minefields of love and courtship without making themselves totally ridiculous. They’re equipped to figure out how to live happily ever.

It’s funny. Bridget has a job and Elizabeth doesn’t, of course. You’d guess a grown woman living with her parents with nothing much to do but think about her love life would be a basket case. But she’s not. It’s the modern free-and-independent Bridget Jones who’s driven to “the edge of reason.” And not just the fictional Bridget Jones—real-life romance seems to be in something of a crisis at the moment. There are the women giving up on sex altogether.10 There are the perennial complaints about “the hookup culture.” 11 Books of advice for the lovelorn sound increasingly less romantic and more like advice for getting through boot camp: The Rules; He’s Just Not That Into You; Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man. Or else they advise giving up on romantic love altogether: Marry Him: The Case for Settling for Mr. Good Enough. And then there’s a truly bizarre phenomenon: centuries after we gave it up for the love match, decades after feminism, arranged marriage is getting a second look.12


These signs of desperation suggest something has gone badly wrong with modern romance. Women find looking for love increasingly difficult, painful, or even pointless. The solid prospect of a happily-ever-after ending recedes to the vanishing point; counsels of despair multiply. In contrast, Jane Austen heroines don’t find men a hopeless puzzle. They seem to know how to make marriage and love go together. And they understand what they themselves want—maybe not instantly, but they figure it out, applying all the intelligence and honesty they can muster to that vital question.




Taking Relationships Seriously 

Maybe Jane Austen’s heroines can make it all work out precisely because they take love more seriously than we do. Here’s yet another thing we find in Jane Austen that’s missing in our world: she takes completely seriously what has always mattered most to women—relationships.

In Jane Austen, even a foolish seventeen-year-old girl’s heartbreak is taken seriously, even by the grownups. A Marianne Dashwood isn’t left to struggle through her affairs of the heart alone, while the adults in her life pretend they aren’t really happening, or they aren’t really important. The Jane Austen heroine hasn’t been taught that love is just a messy distraction from the serious business of her life (to do well in school so she can succeed in a career). She doesn’t get the message that if she cares more about a boy than about anything else in the world at the moment, she’s weak. She doesn’t assume that planning your future around a relationship is a sign of failure. The Jane Austen heroine doesn’t try to run her love life like an occasional extracurricular activity, somewhere down the list between chorus and lacrosse practice.

Okay, but it was a different world back then. In Jane Austen’s day, seventeen-year-old girls got married. And back then marriage was a career—practically the only career—for women.13 To take love seriously enough to get it right, would we have to give up education and having a profession and aim straight for barefoot and pregnant? To become Jane Austen heroines, do we have to fall off the career track and get in line for our MRS degrees?

Here’s what I imagine you may be thinking at the moment:

Well, everything you say we can find in Jane Austen is lovely. It would be dreamy to live like that. But it’s pointless for women today to pine after things we can’t have. Pemberley is not the world we’re living in. We can’t have romances like that now, so there’s no point wishing for them; you can’t turn back the clock. And even if you could, the cost is too high. Back then, women were like children all their lives. We’ve gotten beyond the virginity fetish, “ruined women,” “good girls,” and “bad girls.” We’re not going back.

This is really the question at the heart of Jane Austen’s fascination for modern women: Can we have Jane Austen-style elegance, dignity, and happy love only at the cost of modern freedom and equality? To take the relationships that have always mattered most to women seriously (seriously  enough to get them right), do we have to give up everything else we’ve gained since Jane Austen’s day?

No! There’s no reason living like a Jane Austen heroine has to mean going back to a life of pre-feminist misery and oppression. Let me remind you that our favorite novelist was no repressed Victorian. As a matter of fact, Jane Austen’s last, unfinished novel is a brilliant parody of the incipient Victorian era.14 She understood very well the dangers of an unhealthy kind of femininity. In Jane Austen’s world there are better and worse ways of making relationships central to your life. If you survey the novels looking at the matches Jane Austen makes, you’ll notice that she doesn’t, as a matter of fact, consider marriage at seventeen to be ideal. Her heroines are grownups.

Plenty of Jane Austen characters’ lives revolve around relationships ... marriage and family ... men and love ... but in the wrong way. Jane Austen could give some very good reasons why it can be a very bad idea to plan your life around a particular man, to pursue relationships in a certain way, or to let your interest in men and marriage become a stupid obsession.15


But her reasons are not the same reasons women today hear from our mothers, and our culture. Just because love can end badly—or can be pursued with pathetic desperation—doesn’t mean that the best course is to refocus all our energy and careful attention on other areas of our lives where we think we have control. Trying to make love an afterthought, or confining it to a recreation, is not Jane Austen’s solution. The things most crucial to our happiness are never a hundred percent under our control. They depend on other people. And so it’s reasonable for us to spend significant intellectual and emotional capital on our relationships—but in the right way, not the wrong way.




Neither Romantic Illusions Nor Victorian Repression Nor Modern Cynicism 

One of the most appealing things about Jane Austen is her eighteenth-century mindset.16 The Age of Reason was all about balance and perspective. 17 We’re used to thinking about everything, and especially about  women’s lives, in stark either-or terms. Either women can be equal and independent, or we’ll be the downtrodden dependents of men. Either we make education and careers our top priorities, or we’ll end up barefoot and pregnant. Either we let other people make us unhappy, or we take complete responsibility for our own happiness. Either we celebrate sexual experimentation, or we end up repressed and frustrated. Jane Austen didn’t think that way. Her ideals are all about rational balance, not about running screaming from one extreme only to fall off the edge on the other side. If you’ve escaped from a fire, it’s still not a good idea to jump off a bridge and drown yourself.

Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, we’ve been whipsawing back and forth between two unsatisfactory attitudes toward love. On the one hand, we’ve been swept away on successive waves of Romantic promises—of certain, total bliss if we’ll just throw off all constraints and follow our hearts. On the other, we’ve undergone repeated waves of reaction against the inevitable fallout from that Romantic philosophy of love. The Victorians clean up after the Romantics, and then a revolt against Victorian repression breaks out at the turn of the twentieth century. Skirts get so short in the Roaring Twenties that women rouge their knees.18 Everybody wakes up with a hangover, and hemlines come down again. The relaxed gender roles, chaos, and risk-taking of the World War II years give way to the conformity and plastic domesticity of the 1950s, which in turn yield to the Sexual Revolution, which sets us up for modern cynicism about love. At this point, the whole thing is pretty much played out.

After two centuries trapped in the same vicious circle, aren’t we ready to hear something completely different? That’s just what Jane Austen has to offer. Her eighteenth century was the era of reason and balance—but also of hope and ambition for every kind of human endeavor. Despite the impression you might get from the dreamy dresses, Jane Austen was a complete realist about human nature, never shocked (though often amused) by folly and vice. Because of her realism, she was a clear-eyed critic of Romanticism at its very beginning. Jane Austen saw through the Romantic obsession with liberation, authenticity, and intensity to the neglect of every other value. She was never taken in by Romantic wishful thinking. She was a complete realist about men and women. But she was never cynical about  love. She’s 180 degrees from our jaundiced modern view of relationships. The “delicacy of mind” her heroines cultivate makes a refreshing contrast with modern bitterness about men. The “rational happiness” Elizabeth Bennet aims for is a beautiful prospect to women exhausted from alternating between Romantic intensity and modern despair on the whole subject of men, love, and marriage.

Jane Austen makes you think maybe it’s time for us to quit ricocheting back and forth between extremes and see what a balanced approach to love and sex might look like. The case for Jane Austen’s approach to love is not an argument that we can “have it all”—be neurosurgeons who work eighty-hour weeks and at the same time have the kind of family where we never miss a baby’s first step. (Jane Austen is all about the clear-eyed recognition of limits we can’t get around; she doesn’t do illusion.)19 It’s an argument that we’ve got the balance wrong—partly because we insist on treating love, which is really central to our happiness, as an afterthought, or a recreation, or something we can afford as a luxury once we’ve got the essentials of our life in order. It’s not working. You may have noticed.




Respect for Female Psychology 

Maybe because Jane Austen takes love seriously, she also shows us something else that’s deeply attractive. Her men have a particular kind of respect for women that’s nearly forgotten today. They take into account the things that women typically want, instead of always expecting women to accommodate female desires to male interests and limitations. In Jane Austen novels, men are compelled by their consciences—or, if they should happen not to have any, by society—to consider what effect their romantic attentions are having on women. Not to manipulate the woman more effectively, but out of respect for her vulnerabilities and her ultimate happiness. It’s the same kind of respect you’d be demonstrating for male psychology by deciding not to walk slowly past the windows of a boys’ school in your bikini while the boys were taking their exams.

You know the famous Sex and the City question: Can a woman have sex like a man? Jane Austen was interested in a totally different question: Can a man be in love like a woman? She was fascinated by many of the same  issues that preoccupy us. She gave us at least eight case studies (that’s 1.3 per novel!) of men who are, as we say, “afraid of commitment.” But she was more ambitious than we are. She didn’t just wonder how a commitment-shy man can be cajoled or pressured into accommodating a woman’s desire for commitment. Jane Austen identified circumstances in which a man can come to passionately desire the very kind of commitment that the woman is longing to be asked for. Wouldn’t it be lovely to live in her world?




Jane Austen: A Genius for Happiness 

Jane Austen was undoubtedly a genius about happy love. That doesn’t just mean she was born with an innate talent for understanding relationships. Like Michelangelo at the height of the Renaissance ... like Beethoven at just the right point in the development of classical music ... like Einstein at the dawn of modern physics ... Jane Austen flourished at the precise time in history perfectly suited to her special talents. Her inborn genius met a key cultural moment and produced a masterpiece. In Jane Austen’s case, that masterpiece is a body of work on a subject of even greater importance to human happiness than physics or art: love. Jane Austen lived at the precise point when Western culture was giving up on traditional arranged marriage and people were feeling their way toward a completely new way of managing sex, passion, and family life.20 Jane Austen was in the ideal position, historically, to see all the issues involved, and to show us a way of making matches that respects women’s freedom and the imperatives of romantic love, without totally abandoning the prudent concern for future happiness that had gone into arranged marriage.

In Jane Austen novels, it’s the heroines themselves who make their own matches, not their parents or guardians. She shows us the most pleasant way of arranging marriages ever invented—by falling in love with the right man, at the right time, in the right way. Now that, for too many unhappy women, love and marriage seem to have come unglued again, it’s time to reconsider Jane Austen’s wisdom.

When we do look at Jane Austen’s novels with an eye to what they can teach us about managing our love lives, her insights are surprisingly fresh. Because her view of love is unclouded by Romantic illusions, she’s as  realistic as the “he’s just not that into you,” “sex and the city” crowd—but not as brutal. She’s got “rules” for women to live by, but they’re not manipulative and hypocritical; she respects men as well as women. And her understanding of the psychology of love is receiving remarkable confirmation from recent discoveries in biology and sociology. (“Attachment,” for example, is crucial to Jane Austen’s understanding of love. But it wasn’t until the discovery of oxytocin that we began to understand its physiological basis. Twenty-first-century sociologists puzzle over the fact that cohabitation before marriage raises the divorce rate. Jane Austen could have told you why.) And finally, she’s the perfect model for how women can achieve the kinds of things that only men have had the opportunities for in most of history—get a first-class education, become an artist or have a profession, be anyone’s intellectual equal—without having to pretend that the things that have always mattered most to women are not important.

Women today are settling for less than we really want. We have sex—but too often on men’s terms, not our own. We have love, and we have marriage—but we have trouble fitting them together. We have careers, and we have relationships—but we can’t get them into the right balance. We feel like we have to crimp and pinch ourselves into shapes that aren’t comfortable or dignified for us, to accommodate ourselves to the men we don’t want to live without. Jane Austen’s novels remind us that there are other possibilities.

They’re fiction, of course. They’re only models, not true history. But then so are the other models, the ones we’re living by now—whether it’s the women’s magazines telling us how to get a man’s attention or how to hold it; the movies spinning us a line about what happily ever after looks like (or, in the alternative, how deeply cool it is to be unhappy in love); or the advice columnists reminding us once again to cut our expectations back to the bare minimum that we’ve negotiated for in our relationships.

If we take Jane Austen for our model instead, can she teach us how to find what we really want better than those other voices, the ones already echoing in our heads? I think she can.





CHAPTER ONE

IN LOVE, LOOK LOVE, LOOK FOR HAPPINESS

ALL SUCCESSFUL JANE AUSTEN HEROINES SHARE one goal. In love, they look for happiness. It’s what they aim for where men are concerned, and it’s what they worry about for their friends.

It seems way too simple, doesn’t it? Doesn’t that go without saying? Everybody wants to be happy. Right?

The short answer is No.


Or rather, of course we all want to be happy. If life asked us the question that way—pick up or down, choose happiness or misery—we’d have no trouble getting the answer right. But Jane Austen is at pains to let us know that important questions in real life don’t come to us that way. You don’t get offered happiness on a plate with parsley on the side.




The Pursuit of Happiness 

It’s no good thinking, Of course I want to be happy. The difference between the of course sort of wanting to be happy and the serious pursuit  of happiness is a tricky distinction. But understanding it is absolutely crucial. The vague of course kind of wanting to be happy is something we all share. The pursuit of rational and permanent happiness is what sets Jane Austen heroines apart.

For help seeing the difference, look at this conversation in Pride and Prejudice. “They can only wish his happiness, and if he is attached to me, no other woman can secure it,” says Jane Bennet, about Bingley’s sisters. But Elizabeth points out the flaw in Jane’s argument: “Your first premise is false. They may wish many things besides his happiness; they may wish his increase in wealth and consequence; they may wish him to marry a girl who has all the importance of money, great connections, and pride.” If you asked Bingley’s sisters whether they want their brother to be happy, they’d say yes. Of course they do. They wouldn’t set out to make him unhappy just for the sake of ruining his life. But life doesn’t pose this kind of question in the abstract. You don’t get to choose up or down, for or against everything you of course want.

To get to happy love, you have to make your way through a wilderness of competing desires. In the process, it’s easy for an of course I want that kind of goal to get shunted aside by entirely different aims that you’re actually pouring your time and energy into. It’s only in retrospect that you see you’ve given up something you really wanted.

How many of us want to lose weight? Of course we do. But we don’t get to choose thin versus fat in the abstract. We have to aim for skinny and stick to that aim, in a world full of twenty-ounce sodas and half gallons of ice cream.

In just the same way, if you ask any woman, “Do you want to be happy?” she’ll say yes. But that answer is to the question in isolation, which is never how it comes up in the complexities of real life (or the closest thing to it, a Jane Austen novel). The real question isn’t “Do you want to be happy?” It’s “What do you want?” In other words, which goal—of the many competing aims you’d say yes to if any one of them was offered to you on a platter with water cress around it—are you actually pursuing? (With your limited time and energy and all the smarts you’ve got.) When you envision what you want from love, what’s the picture in front of you? Are you really looking forward to happily ever after?

To inspire us, Jane Austen shows us heroines who win through to happiness. But to warn us, she also gives us women who don’t. They fail not so much because they’re looking for love in all the wrong places as because they’re looking for other things where they ought to be looking for happiness in love.




“Rage for Admiration” 

Take Lydia Bennet, for example, Elizabeth’s flighty sister. Like a lot of us at age sixteen, Lydia is intoxicated with male attention. She has a Scarlett O’Hara fantasy of herself “tenderly flirting with at least six officers at once” on a proposed visit to the military camp at Brighton.1 Elizabeth worries about Lydia’s “rage for admiration” and tries hard to get her father to forbid the visit to Brighton. In vain.

The Brighton visit ends in disaster. It would have been complete disaster for Lydia if she hadn’t been rescued by more level-headed people. Lydia runs away with George Wickham, leaving a note to say she’s off to Gretna Green2 with the “one man in the world I love, and he is an angel.” But what Lydia thinks is a romantic elopement is really something much uglier. Actually, Wickham has left Brighton to escape his gambling debts. He’s taken her along—taken her virginity, changed her life forever, ruined her chances of marrying anyone else—only as an afterthought, just because “he was not the young man to resist an opportunity of having a companion,” no matter the cost to her. Lydia is nothing more than a temporary pleasure to him, a distraction from his money problems. He tells Darcy straight out that he never had any intention of marrying her. Even while living with Lydia, Wickham is still planning to make his fortune by marrying a rich girl as soon as he can.

Meanwhile, Lydia is completely oblivious to the reality of the situation. She’s “sure” that they’ll get married “some time or other, and it did not much signify when.” In other words, while Lydia has been actively pursuing male attention (and excitement, and sexual pleasure), she’s left long-term happiness to take care of itself. Of course she plans to be happy with Wickham in the long run. But she’s taking happiness for granted, not pursuing it.

Lucky for Lydia, her family and friends are able to bribe Wickham to marry her after all. But it’s sad, too.3 Even after the wedding, Jane Austen shows us that Lydia is still tone deaf to the essentials of her relationship with her husband. She doesn’t give a thought to what it might take to turn this “patched-up business” into a happy marriage. Instead, she’s busy showing off her new status as a wife. She makes sure everyone sees her wedding ring. She offers to play the married chaperone to her sisters—to take them to balls and “get husbands for them”—and tells her oldest sister, “Ah! Jane, I take your place now, and you must go lower, because I am a married woman.”


Of course Lydia assumes that whatever she’s pursuing at the moment will make her happy—going to Brighton to enjoy all that male attention; running off with Wickham; showing off how important it makes her to be a married woman. But she never looks beyond the short-term pleasure she’s actually pursuing to ask herself what makes for lasting happiness.




“A Comfortable Home” 

At the opposite end of the spectrum from careless Lydia is Charlotte Lucas, Elizabeth Bennet’s too-practical friend. Charlotte shocks Elizabeth by marrying a man who is unattractive in every possible way—except as a source of financial security.Mr.Collins4 takes pompous nit-wittery to the point that it’s painfully embarrassing to be in the same room with him. Charlotte is repelled by him, as any normal woman would be.5


Once they’re married, Charlotte arranges her life so that she can avoid her husband as much as possible: she picks a small room at the back of the house to spend her days in because if she chose a more “lively” one, Mr. Collins would be with her more often throughout the day. The female reader shudders to imagine Charlotte’s nights.

Charlotte’s prudent planning is as different as possible from Lydia’s thoughtless foolishness. But they’ve both missed happiness,6 and both through aiming at something else instead. In Charlotte’s case, it’s “a comfortable home.”7





“No One Loved Better to Lead Than Maria” 

Maria Bertram in Mansfield Park seems to have everything a girl could ask for. She’s an attractive blonde.8 She’s well-educated and accomplished, too, full of self-confidence, and popular. But under the surface, something is not right. Maria agrees to marry a young man who’s very rich—even richer than her father—tall and handsome, but unimpressive in every other way. Her brother can’t help thinking, “If this man had not twelve thousand a year, he would be a very stupid fellow.”

Maria is not exactly mercenary. She’s not making Charlotte Lucas’s mistake.9 For Maria, the money is more about pride—“vanity” and “self-consequence”—than security: “No one loved better to lead than Maria.” It’s flattering to be courted by a man of such enormous wealth, to imagine herself the mistress of so splendid an estate. Whenever we see Maria with her fiancé, she’s engaged in “shewing her power over him.” Not in a sadistic way, and not to make a scene (Maria doesn’t enjoy drama). It’s just that her sense of her own importance is flattered by her power over a man with so much power himself.

Maria also urgently wants to escape her father’s house, and Mr. Rushworth is a way out. Maria has been spoiled; she’s too used to having her way. Her mother is so lazy she never interferes in her children’s lives at all, and her aunt spoils and flatters all the Bertram children, but especially Maria. Her rather forbidding father’s authority has been the only real check on her freedom. And then, just when Maria reaches that “most interesting age” at which she’s ready to think about men and marriage, her father is called away to the West Indies on business—for two years. By the time Sir Thomas gets back to Mansfield, Maria is too used to her freedom to be able to stand living under his roof.10


And after getting herself engaged to Mr. Rushworth on the strength of nothing better than vanity, Maria has fallen deeply in love with Henry Crawford. When it becomes clear that Henry has only been playing with her emotions for his own entertainment, she decides she’d better go ahead and marry Rushworth: “Henry Crawford had destroyed her happiness, but he should not know that he had done it; he should not destroy her credit,  her appearance, her prosperity too. He should not have to think of her as pining in the retirement of Mansfield for him, rejecting Southerton and London, independence and splendour for his sake.”

Maria Bertram is an intelligent woman, but she ends up doing an incredibly stupid thing out of vanity, injured pride, and frustration with her life at home. She marries a man she doesn’t love to spite the one who doesn’t love her. She sells herself for an “escape from Mansfield” and a “house in town.” But in that grand house she finds that “fortune and consequence, bustle and the world” are poor substitutes for happiness.




Different Century, Same Mistakes 

So what’s the relevance of these nineteenth-century mistakes to our twenty-first-century lives? We don’t have autocratic baronets with grave, forbidding personalities for fathers. We don’t, like Maria, have to marry to shake off parental control and escape to life in the big city—much less to be assured of three square meals a day, like Charlotte. And even if we should choose to run off with a scoundrel who’s skipping town to escape his gambling debts, like Lydia, it’s not quite the life-changing experience it was in the eighteen-teens. Surely women today don’t miss happiness for the quaint reasons in Jane Austen novels?

Oh yes we do.

Let’s start with Lydia Bennet’s “rage for admiration.” You don’t have to look far to see exactly the same impulse today. It’s being catered to at the checkout in every grocery store, where Cosmo advises us on “10 Things Guys Crave in Bed: The Surprising Trait 80% of Men Find Sexy,” “78 Ways to Turn Him On,” “First, Pull Down His Pants,” or “Secrets of Male Arousal: A Surprising Trigger to His Deepest Sex Cravings.”11 Are these articles selling us on the pursuit of what Jane Austen calls “permanent” and “rational” happiness? I don’t think so. They’re pointing straight toward the same blind alley that made poor Lydia Bennet miss her happy ending. Cosmo expects its readers to try some things that even Lydia Bennet might not have been up for. But the basic goal the Cosmo reader is being advised to pursue is exactly the same kind of male attention Lydia was craving.

And what’s wrong with male attention? Nothing.12 But here’s the crucial thing. If you pursue male attention single-mindedly, you’re not keeping your mind on what’s going to make you happy. You’ve taken your eye off the ball, you may miss your chance.

Jane Austen’s “rational happiness” doesn’t in the end exclude any of the things women want—both from men and from life.13 We all want to be passionately admired, courted, and cherished, which is what Lydia Bennet is obsessed with. We want to have a comfortable, well-ordered life, like Charlotte Lucas. And we all want to feel good about ourselves, and to feel free—the same things Maria Bertram wants. But just the same way these Jane Austen characters miss their happy endings, plenty of modern women miss happiness by putting it on the back burner and snatching at those other things first. Every day women go for the shiny thing right here and now, putting their ultimate dreams of real happy love on hold. They end up with sex, or money, or status—but not happiness.

In twenty-first-century America, scatter-brained boy-crazy sixteen-year-olds don’t run off with cads and enter foolish marriages because they want the higher status of a wife, like Lydia. But a lot of them do have disappointing sex with the first guy who shows any interest in them, for pretty much the same reason: they’re intoxicated by male attention, and they want to seem more mature to themselves or their friends ... to shed virgin status for experience ... not to feel left out of things.

And even in these enlightened times, a man’s status or his money can still distract us, like Charlotte Lucas and Maria Bertram, from the pursuit of real happiness. The glamour of dating someone who’s got money, or is older, more established, or more sophisticated than we are turns quite a lot of our heads. How many women sleep with their professors, or their bosses? (And how many of those relationships turn out well?)

Does Jane Austen suggest that our desires—to feel good about ourselves, to be wanted, to have great sex, to live comfortably—are incompatible with happiness in love? Of course not—at least not in the abstract and in the long run. But remember, life doesn’t offer you happiness in the abstract. And to get everything you want in the long run, you have to get your priorities straight in the short run. Like a Jane Austen heroine, you have to  fight your way to happiness through a maze of competing calls on your energy and attention.

If anything, the weeds we have to struggle through to our happy endings have only grown taller and more tangled since Jane Austen’s day. Take a look around you. Everywhere you look—in films, in music, on reality shows, in your friends’ lives, maybe in your own—you see women losing out on happiness in love. And a lot of the time, you can see (at least if you know your Jane Austen) that they lose the race because they’ve lost their focus on happy love ... or they’ve scaled back their ambitions from it ... or they never believed happiness was a realistic goal for them in the first place.

Here’s what failing to aim for happiness in love looks like in modern times: Bridget Jones, madly happy with Mark Darcy, nevertheless sticking it to him on the phone because it makes her look good in front of her friends.

Here’s what else it looks like: the barista played by Marisa Tomei in What Women Want, thinking to herself as Mel Gibson makes love to her that she’d better go through with a pretty obviously pointless one-night stand because she hasn’t had sex in so long. If you’re having sex to prove to yourself (or your friends) that you’re still in the game—then the game you’re playing is for a different prize from the one Jane Austen heroines win.

Or, to turn to real-life examples, not aiming for happiness in love looks like the adventures of Jessica Cutler, the notorious “Washingtonienne” who worked in a Republican senator’s office, all the while supplementing her $25,000-a-year government salary with generous presents of cash from the older men she was having sex with, and blogging about it. Or, lower down on the same food chain, there’s the story of Ashley Alexandra Dupré, the wanna-be singer, real-life prostitute at the center of the Eliot Spitzer scandal.

These women achieved a certain measure of success. Cutler got a book deal. Dupré at least had her fifteen minutes of fame, sold some downloads of her song, and saw her music all over the internet. But from the point of view of finding happiness in love, they were failures. Because, apparently, they weren’t even looking for it. “Love is not enough,” the Washingtonienne’s fictional alter ego tells a girlfriend in Jessica Cutler’s novel. “It just doesn’t cut it anymore.”14


Your wrong turn doesn’t have to be quite as—how shall we put it?—sordid? public? flamboyant? as these examples to be, nevertheless, just as dead an end, compared to what Jane Austen’s heroines end up with. All your mistake has to be is a distraction from the “permanent happiness” Jane Austen heroines aim for.

In chapter 6 we’re going to be taking a closer look at exactly what Jane Austen means by happiness that’s “rational” and “permanent.” But even before we get there, it’s obvious enough that some things you can pursue can’t possibly be rational or permanent happiness by anybody’s definition. Jackie (Jessica Cutler’s alter ego in her novel) is pretty far down her blind alley before she hits the bumps in the road that tell her she’s in a place she may not want to be. It’s not until the guy who’s been handing her envelopes full of cash wants sex after they’ve had a fight, and pays for it, that she feels demeaned: “Fred had given me approximately $20,000 in cash since our arrangement started, but this was the first time I ever really felt like a whore.” And it’s not until she’s sleeping with six different men that the temperature of her sex life reaches the point on her moral thermometer marked “Eeew.” Imagine if she’d been measuring her choices, instead, against Jane Austen’s standard. It might have become obvious—long before the six guys or the money for sex—that she wasn’t on the road marked “This Way to Permanent Happiness.”

Even if our lives are less lurid, there are plenty of mile markers that we’re more likely to notice if we’ve got it in mind that we’re headed either in the direction of a happy ending or else on the way to somewhere altogether different. Being on the road to permanent happiness means making happiness in love a conscious aim of our actual choices here and now, not just an of course sort of assumption about what’s bound to happen to us in the vague, unplanned future.




But We Have Plenty of Time for Happiness Later—Don’t We? 

Lydia Bennet’s mistake, pushing what she wants off onto “some time or other” is a trap that’s so much easier for us to fall into today. Consider how  all the changes in women’s lives between Pride and Prejudice and today make it more tempting to postpone happily ever after. We’ve got so much more time than they did.15 If it was easy for Lydia Bennet, back when marriage at sixteen still seemed reasonably normal, to postpone her plans for happy love, how much easier is it going to be for us to lose focus on our ultimate goal through all the extra years we have? We’re bound to think we’ve got plenty of time to worry about happiness later on.



TIP JUST FOR JANEITES

Don’t wait to pursue
 happiness in love until
 “some time or other”
 in the future.



And isn’t that in fact the right way to look at it, under modern conditions? Don’t we have plenty of time to just have fun, play the field, or even screw up our lives completely—and still recover and find happiness later? Can’t we enjoy male “admiration” to our frivolous hearts’ content ... or experience the perks of dating a high-status man (who doesn’t really take us seriously) ... or hang onto a guy we know isn’t really right for us, just for the time being, because we’re lonely or scared ... and still go on to find “permanent” bliss with the real love of our life later on? And anyway, aren’t a lot of the mistakes that Jane Austen’s unhappy women make actually errors forced by the constraints of their age—disasters that can’t happen to us because we have so much more time and freedom to maneuver in? Can’t we afford to let ourselves be distracted by other things that we want from men, sex, and love in the short term, and still end up living happily ever after?

Well, yes and no. Jane Austen certainly believes in learning from your mistakes. Almost every one of her heroines has a crucial moment when she realizes that she’s been managing her love life the wrong way. They make different mistakes, but they have similar moments when they recognize the errors they’ve fallen into. For Elizabeth Bennet, it’s Darcy’s letter that shows her how she’s let herself grossly underestimate his value (and exaggerate Wickham’s). For Catherine Morland, it’s when she sees she’s in danger of losing Henry Tilney’s respect by her wild imaginings about his father. For Emma, it’s only when she sees that her match-making schemes  have unconsciously encouraged Harriett to try for a match with Mr. Knightley that she realizes she loves Mr. Knightley herself. Fortunately, Jane Austen heroines are mostly able to recover from their mistakes and go on to find happiness in love.16


The very same thing happens today. Women suddenly notice the qualities of a man they’ve overlooked, or they see through the jerk they’ve already given too much of themselves to. They realize they’re chasing the wrong things, they change course, they grow up. At last report, Jessica Cutler of “Washingtonienne” fame was married with a baby daughter. We can hope she’s changed her mind about “Love is not enough.”

But notice that Jane Austen’s heroines don’t find happy love by persisting in their mistakes. They get to their happy endings only by seeing that they’ve gone wrong somewhere, reviewing their “past conduct,” and changing direction. And that kind of change in direction isn’t by any means guaranteed. Not everybody in a Jane Austen novel who goes down the wrong road turns around and heads back in the right direction. Plenty of them just keep on going.

The force of habit is very strong. Strong enough to freeze us in the shapes we’ve twisted ourselves into in the pursuit of things that won’t ever make us really happy. That’s what Elizabeth Bennet is worried about when she tries to convince her father not to let Lydia go to the military camp at

Brighton.17 The longer Lydia goes on chasing after the attention of men who don’t really care about her, the harder it’s going to be for her to do anything else: “Her character will be fixed, and she will, at sixteen, be the most determined flirt that ever made herself and her family ridiculous.”18


Unfortunately, this kind of thing also still happens today—more often than the scenario where the woman realizes her mistake and recalibrates to aim for happiness after all.19 The very elbow room we modern women have—that extra decade between the time we’re first interested in guys and the time it seems reasonable to think about a “permanent” relationship—can be a liability. Those are more years we have to become “fixed” in habits that make it harder for us to look for happiness in love. It’s not so easy, when you’ve spent your twenties pursuing attention, clinging to a guy because he’s your security blanket, or enjoying the status of the high rollers you date, to do a sudden turnaround and make happy love your aim.

For a modern example of the habit-forming pursuit of things other than happiness in love, read Hephzibah Anderson’s Chastened: The Unexpected Story of My Year without Sex.20 Anderson broke up with her college boyfriend because “I’d fallen for another—my heart now belonged to boundless, inconstant possibilities.” She was starting out in an exciting London publishing career and let herself be carried away on a wave of “fun, giddy times.” And she acquired a love life to match. “On some deep-down level, I think I regarded my singleness as part of the deal. I told myself I was looking for something more meaningful, more lasting, yet I consistently chose entanglements with men who weren’t really available.” She spent her twenties collecting a host of self-deprecating stories21 from relationships that either sputtered out after “a torrid few months” or never got going in the first place. By the time Anderson happened to run into that old college boyfriend—fortuitously when he was buying another girl an engagement ring at De Beers in New York—she realized he was the only man who had ever told her, “I love you.”22 And so she set off on a year without sex hoping she could change the dynamic she’d gotten stuck in.



TIP JUST FOR JANEITES

Stop making the same
 old bad choices about men
 before those choices “fix”
 your character, freezing you
 into habits you may not
 be able to break out of.



And then, when her sex fast was over at the end of the year, instead of the fireworks she’d been expecting after “all those months, all those lessons supposedly learned,” she found herself once again having “awful” sex with a man who “felt like a stranger.” She was right back in the same old pattern. In the end she decided she had learned something, after all—“Getting into that situation suggested I’d made absolutely no progress, but my response showed just how much I had learned. I could tell the real thing from the fake, and from that point there was no going back.”23 So Hephzibah Anderson did manage, in the end, something like Jane Austen’s “serious reflection” and “self-knowledge.” But those extra years that started out with “boundless,  inconstant possibilities” didn’t make it any easier. That’s when she dug the rut that it took her a solid year of practicing the opposite to even begin to climb out of.

Jane Austen’s heroines need all their extraordinary wit, energy, and “delicacy of mind” for the pursuit of happiness. We can’t afford to aim any lower.

[image: 002]


ADOPT AN AUSTEN ATTITUDE:



[image: 003] In love, do you want happiness?


[image: 004] Do you only of course want to be happy? Are you just assuming happiness will happen “some time or other”—and meanwhile actively pursuing other aims where men are concerned?


[image: 005] Or are you pursuing “permanent,” “rational” happiness?






WHAT WOULD JANE DO?



[image: 006] She’d review her “past conduct” and consider whether she’d been aiming for happiness in love or not. For Jane Austen’s heroines, that kind of review is the starting point for transforming their lives. We’ve seen that they’re driven to rethink the course they’re on by crises in their relationships. But to Jane Austen’s way of thinking, it is not necessary to wait until you’ve made a complete fool of yourself and—like Emma or Catherine Morland—find you’re in serious danger of losing the man you love, before you turn to “serious reflection” to gain the “self-knowledge” that will help you make the right choices in the future.24 


[image: 007] If you want to live like a Jane Austen heroine, you can decide to make today the crucial turning point in your personal novel, the apex of your story arc, the day you take stock, get to know yourself better, and go forward armed with the  self-knowledge that’s the fruit of that reflection. If you do want to pursue Jane Austen’s kind of happy love, ask yourself whether—up to this point in your life—you’ve been sticking to the path that leads where you want to go. Are your choices about men in line with what you really want? Or have you taken a detour that leads to any of the dead ends Jane Austen shows Lydia Bennet, Charlotte Lucas, or Maria Bertram ending up at?


[image: 008] Take your cue from Emma and Elizabeth, instead. Ask yourself: In my life up to this point, have I been distracted from the permanent happiness I really want by other enticements? Maybe because ...
• I just wanted to have a boyfriend

• I was having fun, and I didn’t want to have to start thinking about what came next

• I dissed him because my friends thought he was stupid; giving him the brush-off made me look cool

• He was obviously bad news ... but really hot

• I felt stupid still being a virgin

• He was more street smart than anyone I’d ever known; a whole bigger world seemed to be opening up in front of me

• I didn’t really like him very much, but all that attention sure was flattering

• I put off breaking up for too long because I was avoiding having to deal with his pain

• Being with him made me feel grown up, like a real woman

• My friends and family were pressuring me to find a relationship

• I hadn’t had sex in so long, and I didn’t want to feel completely out of things

• I didn’t want to be lonely







Okay, I’ll go first. Here’s a choice in my past that I can look back on and say, There’s where I got off the road to happy love—and from that point, things just got worse until I reversed course:

It’s my freshman year in college, and things aren’t going well. I’m having a hard time managing life more than seven hundred miles from everybody I care about—back in the days when you paid for long distance calls by the minute. I’m not making friends. Instead, I take up with C. (not his real initial), a grad student in philosophy. Because he seems to speak my language, while with the people in my dorm I feel like a creature from outer space. Because he calls me “princess,” and treats me like one. Because I feel like I can’t breathe if I don’t have somebody I’m close to. But this relationship is going nowhere; nowhere good, anyway. C. and I disagree on everything really important, and I can’t imagine his fitting into my real life—with my friends from back home, and my family—or into any life I want. And I’m not falling in love with him; I know that.

So I go home for Christmas, and while I’m there I see my friends and the guy I dated in high school. And he asks me whether I’m in love with C. I tell him airily that I don’t think I’m really old enough to be seriously in love with anybody; the important thing is that C.—this brilliant older man—is in love with me. Somehow this rationalization makes me feel instantly more grown up, like I’m a really serious person, and gives the relationship a kind of glamour  that helps me justify spending half a year of my life with a man I know I don’t love, and don’t look forward to a future with. A very Maria Bertram thing to do, I see now.




IF WE REALLY WANT TO BRING BACK JANE AUSTEN ...


[image: 009] We won’t fool ourselves into thinking love is something we can afford to play with or regard as a distracting hobby. We won’t try keeping men safely in one compartment of our lives for entertainment, security, or comfort. We won’t fritter away our chances for happiness by treating men and love casually. We’ll take happiness seriously—seriously enough to make it the standard by which we judge all our choices about men. We won’t aim for anything less than the kind of love Elizabeth found with Darcy.








CHAPTER TWO

DON’T FALL FOR A FALSE IDEA OF LOVE

OKAY, SO YOU’ RE DETERMINED TO PURSUE YOUR Jane Austen happy ending. You’re set to resist every other attractive temptation that could pull you off course—everything from

short-term pleasure, to ...

a quick fix for loneliness, to ...

feeling mature and sophisticated, to ...

financial security, to ...

impressing your friends ...

and set your sights on happiness.

But wait a minute. Where’s love in all this? We’re used to thinking of “love,” not “happiness,” as the opposite of all the foolish and mercenary things women can do in regard to men. You marry for money, or else you marry for love—right? Yes, but ... what exactly is love, according to Jane Austen? Do our ideas of a happy ending match hers? Or are they different—maybe in some subtle way that keeps us from ever reaching what Elizabeth finds with Mr. Darcy?

When we see what Jane Austen means by “permanent happiness,” we can’t help agreeing with her. We see Elizabeth with Darcy, Emma with Mr. Knightley, Anne Elliott with Captain Wentworth, and we want what they have. That’s love, obviously. That’s the happiness we’re looking for.

But would Jane Austen recognize everything that we typically think of as “love” as the real thing?

As a matter of fact, Jane Austen is a fierce critic of a certain set of ideas about what love is. She set out quite deliberately to warn her readers against it. Jane saw one particular concept of love as a dangerous threat to women’s happiness—a distraction even more seductive than money, or status, or sex.




Jane Austen versus the Romantic Sensibility 

Whether we know it or not, we’ve inherited a whole set of notions about love that you can call Romantic with a capital R, as in “the Romantic Era”oror “the Romantic Movement.” And Jane Austen would disapprove. Now, nobody can deny that Jane Austen is a fan of romantic love without that capital R. Or, rather, she’s more than a fan: she’s drawn the most perfect pictures of exactly what it’s like for a woman to be deeply in love with a man; to hope with every fiber of her being that he loves her, but fear he doesn’t; and to come through the ordeal to love’s ineffable delights. Jane Austen somehow manages to describe the indescribable. If you’ve ever been deeply and happily in love, just read Pride and Prejudice. You will instantly recognize the experience that Jane Austen somehow manages to create between Elizabeth and Darcy. It’s as if she could compound endorphins out of ink and paper.

But Jane Austen was no fan of specifically Romantic notions about love, as we’ll see. What are these Romantic notions? Well, they’re hard for us today even to recognize. Not because they’re difficult to find, but because they’re everywhere. Romantic ideas have woven themselves into all our music, movies, and books. They’ve dominated our culture1 for about two hundred years. By this point, it’s hard for any of us to step outside of Romantic assumptions to see Romantic ideas objectively. Romanticism is that voice  in the back of all our heads, pushing us to go for emotional intensity at all costs (intense misery, if we can’t get intense bliss), encouraging us to mistake rebellion against convention for true love, and telling us that happiness is boring.

TIP JUST FOR JANEITES

Be a romantic,
 not a Romantic,
 about love.





But in Jane Austen’s day, Romanticism and the “Cult of Sensibility” were fresh and new ideas.2 In fact, they were so new that society hadn’t yet fallen for them hook, line, and sinker. But those ideas went on to conquer the popular imagination. After they led to painful excesses in the aptly named Romantic Era, the Victorians tried to put a lid on the whole thing,3 but Romantic ideas still weren’t really seen through, or ever effectively answered. They were repressed, and they boiled away like lava under a thin crust, waiting to erupt just as soon as Victorian repression and hypocrisy should be relaxed. And in the twentieth century they broke out with a vengeance: “If it feels good, do it”... “Live fast, die young, and leave a good-looking corpse” ... “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose”4....




The Cult of Sensibility 

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves here. Let’s go back to Jane Austen’s teenage years, when Romantic ideas were a raging fad—not, as they are today, a set of unquestioned axioms in the back of all our minds. She can help us disentangle the real delights of romantic love from the pseudo-thrills of Romantic sensibility—by teaching us to recognize (and laugh at) the capital-R Romanticism that’s now woven into all our assumptions about love. Even before Jane Austen began writing what would become Sense and Sensibility, she was quite a sharp critic of the “cult of sensibility” that swept Europe in the second half of the eighteenth century. In her teens she wrote Love and Friendship, a spoof that makes hilarious fun of the “novel of sensibility,” in which emotional intensity is set up as the be-all and end-all—to the extent that there’s no room for honesty, responsibility, or the most basic common sense. Laura, the heroine of Love and Friendship, admits that her Romantic “sensibility too tremblingly alive to every affliction of my Friends and particularly to every affliction of my own,” is her “only fault, if a fault it could be called.” Really, Laura is proud of herself for allowing her life to be governed by intense emotions at the expense of common sense and even common decency. She falls in love in the approved Romantic manner, at first sight: “No sooner did I first behold him, than I felt that on him the happiness or Misery of my future Life must depend.”

 

TIP JUST FOR JANEITES

Don’t fall in love
 at first sight—or even
 on the first date.



The object of this instant passion is Edward, whose “noble Manliness” is demonstrated by his spurning the girl his father wants him to marry: “No never exclaimed I. Lady Dorothea is lovely and Engaging; I prefer no woman to her; but know, Sir, that I scorn to marry her in compliance with your wishes. No! Never shall it be said that I obliged my Father.” Edward’s father is unimpressed with this reasoning: “Where Edward in the name of wonder (said he) did you pick up this unmeaning Gibberish? You have been studying Novels I expect.”

Laura and Edward’s “sensibility” makes them superior in their own eyes to unRomantic people—“that inferior order of Beings with regard to Delicate feelings, tender Sentiments, and refined Sensibility,” who stupidly concern themselves with such pedestrian questions as how to have enough money to live on.5 Their Romantic sensibilities make them keenly alive to their own refined feelings. To other people’s feelings? Not so much. If other people’s sensibilities don’t entirely coincide with their own, why should they pretend to care? That would be hypocrisy, good manners, an inauthentic expression of something they don’t really feel—everything they despise.

Laura and Edward are forced by financial difficulties to move in with Sophia and Augustus, an equally Romantic couple. The four of them are perfectly happy together, spending their time “in mutual Protestations of Friendship, and in vows of unalterable Love”—until Augustus is hauled off to debtors’ prison. Naturally his wife’s exquisite feelings make it too painful for her to visit him there.

 
Choose Your Entertainment Carefully—and Notice What It’s Doing to You


Jane Austen characters get themselves into terrible messes because of the books they read. Poor Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey is afraid she’s lost Henry Tilney when he finds out she’s been speculating that his father murdered his mother, or locked her up, just like the villains in the Gothic novels that she’s addicted to. In Sanditon, Sir Edward Denham has somehow managed to take the rapist in Richardson’s Clarissa as a role model and is planning his own future career of abduction accordingly.6


And Anne Elliot, the most nearly Romantic of Jane Austen’s happy heroines,7 warns against overindulgence in certain kinds of Romantic reading. She’s been listening to the heartbroken Captain Benwick as he quotes Byron and Scott’s “various lines which imaged a broken heart, or a mind destroyed by wretchedness.” Worried about the young man, Anne ventures “to hope that he did not always read only poetry; and to say, that she thought it was the misfortune of poetry, to be seldom safely enjoyed by those who enjoyed it completely; and that the strong feelings which alone could estimate it truly, were the very feelings which ought to taste it sparingly.”

The idea that some kinds of entertainment can’t be “safely enjoyed” doesn’t jibe very well with our modern attitudes. But notice that Jane Austen is not arguing for book-banning or doing the Victorian matron act here, trying to protect a young girl’s innocent ears from naughty stories. She’s talking about the effect of Romantic poetry on a grown man, whom an even more mature woman—“feeling in herself the right of seniority of mind”—is advising to exercise responsible judgment about his own mental health. If Captain Benwick, already heartbroken and deeply discouraged, spends his days reading poems about love and agony, he’s not taking care of himself, and he’s likely to end up dangerously depressed.

The poetry that’s exacerbating Captain Benwick’s heartbreak isn’t much read now; but we absolutely do hear what Anne Elliot calls “impassioned descriptions of hopeless agony” every day, no matter what radio station we’ve got the car stereo tuned to. Rihanna tells Eminem, “Just gonna stand there and watch me burn, But that’s alright because I like the way it hurts....” Adele lets the pain flow: “Sometimes it lasts in love but sometimes it hurts instead.” Kenny Rogers sings, “This time the hurtin’ won’t heal.” Or k.d. lang lets us know, “But all I’ve ever learned from love, Was how to shoot somebody who outdrew ya.”8


The songs and stories that we immerse ourselves in do create expectations that we carry with us back into our actual lives. Both fiction and poetry or music, in their different ways, draw us in by a certain attractiveness that they cast over their subject matter, even when that subject matter is in itself horribly painful. A fantastic movie or a great novel can make any kind of suffering—unrequited love, grinding poverty, even child abuse, psychosis, and suicidal depression—interesting and even somehow more appealing than they are in real life. Okay, so moviegoers didn’t rush off to become schizophrenic because they loved A Beautiful Mind, or walk out of Good Will Hunting seriously regretting their own comparatively boring, abuse-free childhoods. But how many of us were nudged just a notch or two over from ordinary adolescent angst toward actual depression by The Bell Jar or Girl, Interrupted?



Laura and Sophia are taken in by a cousin whose generosity they repay by persuading his daughter to reject the man her father approves of: “They said he was Sensible, well-informed, and Agreeable; we did not pretend to Judge of such trifles, but as we were convinced he had no soul, that he had never read the Sorrows of Werther, & that his hair bore not the slightest resemblance to Auburn, we were certain Janetta could feel no affection for him, or at least that she ought to feel none.”

Under Laura and Sophia’s influence, Janetta soon learns “a proper confidence in her own opinion, & a suitable contempt of her father’s.” Her new Romantic role models persuade her that she’s really in love with an Army captain who’s never given her a thought, but who’s naturally delighted at the chance to elope with an heiress. Janetta’s boringly unRomantic father points out that he’s “an unprincipled Fortune-hunter.”


Love and Friendship is a scream, with Laura and Sophia fainting “Alternately on a Sofa” and rapturously recognizing long-lost grandfathers and cousins at the drop of a hat. It’s all very funny. But it’s a bit of a shock, too. Here’s Jane Austen, the creator of Elizabeth and Darcy—siding against Romantic love, making it look ridiculous and cheap.




Liberation, Authenticity, Intensity 

We’ve seen the same plot in a hundred movies. Again and again—think Grease, Moonstruck, Dirty Dancing, Say Anything, Titanic, How Stella Got Her Groove Back, or the Molly Ringwald character in The Breakfast Club9— we’ve rooted for the girl who falls in love, if not exactly at first sight, then close to it, with someone totally unsuitable from the point of view of her parents, or the advice of too-conventional friends, or (here’s a modern twist) in comparison to her current safe, boring husband or boyfriend. Our Romantic heroine gains the self-confidence to break away from the well-meaning but not-really-right-for-her plans that other people have for her and follow her own heart. At the end she’s not just happy in love—she’s freer, more authentically herself. She’s found a life that’s more intensely real  than the one she broke away from. Even Disney animation uses the same plot. Sleeping Beauty disobeys her fairy godmothers’ careful advice, goes out into the woods, and falls in love with a stranger. The Little Mermaid defies her father, breaks the rules, and finds true love and the kind of life she wants for herself in an alien world.

But Jane Austen portrays flouting convention “for love” as ugly and really stupid. She’s not on the side of the courageous young people who defy everybody’s advice and expectations to find their own destiny. In Jane Austen’s parody of the Romantic plot, the defiant young lovers are selfish and disastrously foolish. They trample other people’s feelings and indulge their own in the most self-defeating way. Their kind of Romantic love is not really very loving. And it most definitely doesn’t produce anything that we’d call happiness. Laura, Sophia, Augustus, and Edward seem quite satisfied to turn their lives into train wrecks—just so long as they can congratulate themselves that their Romantic feelings make them superior to the rest of us. The young Jane Austen was not impressed.

OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_004_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_005_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_003_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_001_r1.jpg
) e |

3 HAPPILY EVER

ELIZABETH KANTOR

PUBLISHING, INC.
An Bagle Publishing Company « Wasbingion, DC.









OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
o7 4
JANE AUSTEN

Ty

HAPPILY EVER
AFTER

!

ELIZABETH KANTOR






OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_007_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_006_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_008_r1.gif





OEBPS/eliz_9781596983182_oeb_009_r1.gif





