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To the fetch Janeites of the world.





Preface


It’s actually Jane Austen who pushes Louisa Musgrove off the slippery rocks.

—DIANE JOHNSON



Western women are in crisis. Not because of anything we did, but all the things we have to do. Even before COVID-19’s disaster cocktail of working in improvised home offices while homeschooling, we’ve always been hustling. We juggle vast numbers of emotional and financial commitments, each vying for our full attention. Throw in an economic crisis, never-ending student debt, and misogynist politics, and it’s no wonder that we’re exhausted. At times like these, I turn to books. My immediate instinct in times of change is to hole up with cherished authors. They have been my best friends, my counselors when the world seems unglued. Fact or fiction, their teachings make almost anything seem manageable. I’m the target market for books on having a baby, buying a house, changing bad habits, and folding my clothes into tidy little packets that spark joy.

I read to relax and to escape, and if I’m lucky, to experience a happy ending through absolutely no effort of my own. Although I’ve lived in a non-English-speaking country for half of my life, I only read novels in my native language. Cuddling into bed with a great book whose every word I intuitively understand is comfort. No matter how good my German gets, reading it still feels like work. It probably isn’t a surprise that Jane Austen and her safe world of family life and love are balsam to my soul.

After my father’s sudden passing a few years ago, I took refuge the best way I knew how: with Pride and Prejudice. I have no idea how many times I’ve read it. Although I know exactly what each character will say and do, cheering and jeering them soothes almost any heart-ache I have ever had.

Dad’s death happened at a very confusing time in my career. I had taken on a new role in a team of talented, bright women who just didn’t seem to get along. Raised to be a pleaser, I struggled to deal with the disparate factions. On one side were a handful of women who wanted to advance quickly up the hierarchy. On the other were women happy to do the jobs they already had very well. Both groups were led by a perfectly lovely, perfectly mediocre, middle-aged white guy.

My euphoria at landing the role quickly dissolved. After just a few weeks, I began to feel like the nerdy band kid I was back in high school. The “cool girls,” free from school runs, meal prep, and leaning in, were ready for unpaid overtime at the drop of a hat. They weren’t interested in my best-practice bleating. Without knowing it, I had somehow morphed from an attractive, dedicated colleague to a grumpy, old curmudgeon who didn’t put in enough effort.

“Effort,” I abruptly learned, meant around-the-clock availability and an online presence that most working mothers of school-age kids simply can’t afford.

This new landscape was perplexing. As an introvert with no sisters, I didn’t have much experience with healthy female relationships growing up. My mom wasn’t much help. Her answer to any spat I had with another girl at school was jealousy. In her world, women were judges. Whether fighting about looks, figures, clothes, or catching and keeping men, Mom taught me that other women should not be trusted.

Of course, after over two decades in the business world, I know that this simply isn’t true. Most of my female colleagues and managers have been fantastic. Yet, a handful have bristled at collaborating closely with other women. This has always struck me as odd. Aren’t we all in this together? Have I missed something important? Aren’t we all underpaid and underrepresented? Haven’t our foremothers fought to achieve great things for us, from universal suffrage to equal rights legislation? Aren’t we all stretched too thin?

So why the (not-so-subtle) sabotage?

Researching this book, every woman I spoke to has had their own story to share. It starts on the playground, picking sides and whom to invite to birthday parties. Fueled by growing pains and raging hormones, it escalates in the drama that is high school. It follows us into adulthood when we’re all struggling to define ourselves. New mothers aren’t safe; the so-called Mommy Wars pit breastfeeders against bottle-feeders and Ferberizers against co-sleepers. Just yesterday, I learned that elementary school moms face public shaming by Instagram’s female “lunchbox police.”

Why do we make things harder for each other? As I settled in with Austen that terrible funeral weekend, I was ready to question just about everything. Reading about Elizabeth Bennet getting scorned yet again, I began to see parallels between Austen’s fictional world and my own. Surely, I wasn’t the first woman to be reminded of schoolyard cliques by snooty Caroline Bingley. Did other women recognize Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s Karen-esque behavior from their own lives?

I knew that reading Austen couldn’t change my father’s passing. What she did offer was an insight into women misbehaving and a fresh perspective on my professional muddle. This book results from those initial questions and the wisdom of many women I have met along the way.

Jane Austen, it seems, already knew us—her modern readers.

On the surface, this seems implausible; marriage, the mission of all Austen’s heroines, no longer carries the same economic and moral significance that it did in the nineteenth century. Contemporary Western women have career opportunities Georgian women likely never imagined. Women can earn, inherit, and retain their wealth as they see fit. Primogeniture is no longer the norm; in 2023, Princess Charlotte is lawfully ahead of her youngest brother in the line of succession to the British throne. For the most part, women can plan motherhood without a relationship with a man. Nevertheless, despite the appearance of radical change, Austen’s characterizations of female experience capture human behaviors that continue to resonate.

This book is about the women in Austen’s work, exploring how and why we still identify with the issues and behaviors she depicted two centuries ago. Although I use the binary applied during Austen’s lifetime, I don’t want to disrespect Austen’s male, trans, or queer readership. The terminology is intended to keep the focus narrow for clarity and reflect my personal relationship with the content. I will leave the definition of female to the reader who identifies herself as female.

Of course, I know that many feminist men join me in adoring Austen. My teenage son counts on his ability to “speak Darcy” to get a girlfriend in college. Biographer Elizabeth Jenkins has even said that Austen “has probably given pleasure to more men in bed than any woman in history, except perhaps Agatha Christie.” Nevertheless, I will persist with my gynocentric approach.

I doubt Austen would have minded. While she never got married, she did attract men’s attention during her lifetime. The bloated and amoral Prince Regent, George IV, was an early collector of her novels. Prinny’s librarian personally requested that Austen honor the monarch’s admiration by writing a “Historical Romance illustrative of the august house of Cobourg.” Austen bravely declined. In her refusal, she made her case quite clear, emphasizing her position as a female writer, unable (or unwilling) to write from any perspective but her own. She cautiously stated her inability to create “a Man’s Conversation.” Not even to save her own life, she claimed, could she bring such a story to life. Her sole compromise? A carefully worded, deceptively floweryyet-somehow-snarky dedication to the acting monarch in her fourth published novel, Emma.

To this day, reports on Austen-related events inevitably depict male participants as anomalies. Journalist Sarah Lyall describes an Austen tour to the UK as “a group of highly literate ladies (and one gentleman).” Authors Ted Scheinman and William Deresiewicz cash in on this assumption with memoirs outlining their “accidental” Austen educations, their stories pivoting on the unlikeliness of their fandom. The same is true in TV and film. The Sheldon Coopers, Griggs, and Joe Foxes of the world must be led to Austen by sensible women before they can appreciate her art.

The popular media image of the Janeite, or devoted Austen fan, is decidedly female. Extreme cases are pictured as bonnet-wearing fanatics like the heroine of the comic-novel-turned-film Austenland. Media reporting on Bath’s annual Jane Austen Festival and the Jane Austen Society of North America’s Annual General Meeting shows Janeites parading through streets or conference centers in Empire-waist dresses and attending frothy-sounding sessions on dance steps or Regency desserts. Despite their apparent frivolity, none of these events takes away from Austen’s hypercanonical status or her fans’ zeal.

Observing Austen’s modern admirers is almost as fascinating as reading the novels themselves. Worship of “the divine Jane” is an event, a narrative worth reading not only by scholars but by us amateurs, as well. Her popularity has inspired countless studies, biblio-memoirs, and bibliotherapy accounts in recent decades. Some explore the history of Austen’s fame and its cultural influence. Others look at how devotion to Austen has changed over time, continuing to evolve according to current social needs.

Among the books focused on Austen herself, the theme of looking for the “true” or “real” writer features heavily. With such little material to work with, scholars have had to dig deep, examining the few small, personal objects she left behind, as well as private memoirs and diaries of her family and acquaintances.

Social media has made life much easier for casual Janeites, who gather and commune on Facebook and Co. Austen lives on in an ever-expanding list of wonderfully named groups, from Jane Austen Runs My Life, to Jane Austen Is Totally My Religion, to Jane Austen Is My Spirit Animal. Fierce debates break out every day on the value of Austen films versus prose, or the (obvious superiority of the) 1995 Pride and Prejudice BBC miniseries versus the 2005 Hollywood adaptation (Team Firth!). Polls ask readers to name their favorite heroine, hero, protagonist, antagonist, and propose new actors for subsequent film versions. Selfies show modern Janeites on pilgrimage to Austen-related sites, joyfully collecting multiple editions of her novels, or holding puppies named Bingley.

The mainstream media inevitably portrays Janeites as white women. This image is slowly changing with the television production of Austen’s novel fragment Sanditon, featuring a Black character from Austen’s pen. The colorblind casting of Austen-adjacent projects like Bridgerton demonstrates that Regency fiction appeals to women of all colors. Blogs from a “sista’s perspective” like Black Girl Loves Jane and the Reclaiming Jane podcast for “fans on the margins” indicate that the cliché of the lily-white, heteronormative Janeite is on its way out.

Austen isn’t just a Western phenomenon. Janeites in Japan established a society in her honor in 2006, publishing manga versions of Pride and Prejudice, Emma, and Sense and Sensibility. Pride and Prejudice has been adapted in a justice system setting for South Korean television. Jane Austen Societies exist in India and Pakistan, with Austen’s novels inspiring Bollywood and Tamil films and soap operas reflecting local marriage markets. According to The Economist, Austen is beloved in China for reflecting its traditional cultural values.

Adoration of “all things Jane” leads to thousands of Austen-inspired novels. Each month brings up to seventy new examples of Jane Austen Fan Fiction (JAFF) with scintillating titles such as Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, Confessions of a Jane Austen Addict, and Mr. Darcy Broke My Heart. Outside of the JAFF scene, contemporary bestselling authors depict their characters engaging with Austen’s work. J. K. Rowling uses Austen characters as namesakes for her own. Both appropriations function as shorthand understood immediately by those in the know. Could a cat named Mrs. Norris be loveable?

With all this, is there anything left to be said about the author?

Virginia Woolf famously warned those brave enough to write about Austen, cautioning that “of all the great writers, she is the most difficult to catch in the act of greatness.” That hasn’t stopped many from attempting it. As novelist Douglas Glover elegantly observes, “academia has sacrificed entire forests to the altar of Jane Austen.”

It’s time to add my twig.

It may seem delusional, but I’ve attempted it nonetheless. Much has been written about Austen; I propose learning through her. Examining her wonderfully realistic, fault-prone female characters has taught me much about myself and others. Her work resonates with me—and millions like me—because her stories are also our stories.

My bitchy colleagues? Austen knew them.

Power struggles between adult women? Austen knew them.

Bad behavior among girls afraid for their futures? Austen knew it.

Since the dawn of civilization, these relationships have existed and are unlikely to die out anytime soon. Austen helps us look behind the curtain of animosity, hinting at its source. Inevitably, female aggression is born out of a sense of scarcity, whether time, money, resources, or love. The objects and efforts may look very different in the twenty-first century than in Austen’s day, but the resulting behaviors and sting remain the same.

Then, as now, life can be overwhelming. We all have to maneuver between the needs of our families, workplaces, society, and often very last—ourselves. For me, Austen is at her best, her most rewarding, and most comforting, at the intersections between her fiction and my reality.

Literary professor Elaine Auyoung tells me that it doesn’t matter how a fictional character resembles real life; after all, few of us are wandering the streets in bonnets these days. Instead, Auyoung explains, realism comes from “a reader’s ability to construct, retrieve, and run mental models with ease.” Austen’s spare writing and broad descriptions make this easy for me and millions of others.

This book is for the fantastic, fetch Janeites who feel the same way. Whether we meet in person at conferences or on social media, these women tell me that yes, they know a Mrs. Elton, passive-aggressively judging Emma’s wedding gown. Their daughters know high school Queen Bees like Isabella Thorpe, who control a highly codified popularity hierarchy. The Black Lives Matter movement has lifted the veil on the many real-life Lady Catherines, relying on their status as white women to get what they want.

As I will demonstrate, poking fun at mean girls takes away their bite.

I’d bet that despite our various failings, most of us aspire to be like Elizabeth Bennet, shielding Georgiana from the uncomfortable spotlight. We hope to be an Elinor Dashwood, able to keep another woman’s secret, even if it hurts. We forgive featherbrained Louisa Musgrove’s attention-seeking jump, even if we would like to bop her on the nose for being so foolish.

For in our heart of hearts, I’d bet that all of us have behaved like Austen’s delightfully spiteful female characters at some point in our lives. Whether you refer to anthropology, psychology, or sociology, aspects of Austen’s mean girls are present in all of us. Her six completed novels may not answer every question in life, but they shed light on the realities faced by both the good and the bad among us. Austen shows us an uncomfortable truth: the division between the two isn’t always crystal clear.

The very first lesson of this book?

When in Doubt, Keep Calm and Read Jane Austen





Introduction


Other books are read; Austen’s are devoured, digested, and reinterpreted in the everyday lives of her readers.

—SUSANNAH CARSON



No one who had ever seen Jane Austen in her infancy would have supposed her destined to be one of the most important authors in English literature. Born the daughter of a clergyman in 1775, Austen was the second daughter and seventh child of eight. Her childhood home, the tiny village of Steventon, was in the middle of nowhere in the sleepy Hampshire countryside. She didn’t have a special kind of upbringing. She and her sister received little formal education, and what travel she did enjoy was visiting friends and relatives. Nevertheless, the masterpieces produced from her sheltered, mostly rural life have earned unending devotion from fans worldwide. Austen herself would probably be astounded by her modern followers’ fervent adoration and the millions of readers who find comfort in her six novels of family life.

The world will never really know Austen. After her death in 1817, the author’s family made great efforts to portray her as a saintly, modest spinster, writing purely for amusement rather than ambition or money. Her beloved sister, Cassandra, moderated her memory by destroying an unknown number of her private letters. Of the estimated three thousand she wrote, fewer than two hundred remain. Those that survive hint at the tragic loss of countless delightfully snarky witticisms and insights that we will never experience.

The author of Austen’s first biography, her nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh, established her Victorian reputation as sweet-tempered dear Aunt Jane. With terms like “full of moral rectitude,” “correct taste,” and “warm affections,” Austen-Leigh patronizingly claimed Austen was very “careful not to meddle with matters which she did not thoroughly understand.” His cloying descriptions don’t match Austen’s insightful portrayals of human behavior. Instead, they reflect later, Victorian, male expectations of female selflessness and submission.

It’s hard to accept such a frilly, wide-eyed depiction of the woman capable of giving life to harpies like Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Fanny Dashwood. Still, the noble thing to do is forgive Austen-Leigh for his biographical transgressions. After all, he was only nineteen when his aunt died. Writing a biography about a long-dead spinster may not have been the best assignment for him. He certainly couldn’t have predicted his aunt’s current status as a feminist icon, printed on England’s ten-pound note. Imagine his shock if he knew that, according to UK’s The Guardian newspaper, Pride and Prejudice won out over the Judeo-Christian Bible in a World Book Day popularity poll.

Since Austen-Leigh, there have been countless Austen biographies. This book is not another. Instead, it is an investigation of intersections between the lives of Austen’s female characters and her overwhelmingly female audience. I argue that both positive and negative relations between women are the true core of Austen’s work.

My research began as a simple quest to understand why a female boss disliked me so much, and why her behavior reminded me of Jane Austen’s mean girls. I was new on the job. Somewhat naively, I believed that the similarities in our age, education, and international background would be the solid basis for a healthy working relationship. Instead, I met with snippy bitching and posturing reminiscent of high school and its toxic combination of raging hormones and immaturity.

For some reason, I thought that behavior ended at the schoolyard gate.

I was wrong.

Not completely unsophisticated, I learned early in my corporate career not to automatically expect female solidarity. A particularly egregious example came while working on my HR qualification capstone project. Attempting to identify effective incentives to encourage more women managers to return to work after maternity leave, I examined compensation strategies in eighteen European subsidiaries. As a new mother myself, my findings were disheartening; benefits weren’t the issue—attitudes were. One female head of HR shocked me to the core. During our interview, she defiantly told me that mothers have no role in management. Instead of outlining best-practice leave policies, she declared that mothers had no business in business. For her, it was clear. Childbirth meant the end of a woman’s blind dedication to the company, and therefore, her career. Not surprisingly, there were no working mothers in her location. With her as a gatekeeper, no amount of home office policies or corporate daycare stipends would bring mothers back to such a hostile environment.

My literature review was equally disheartening. Titles like Lois Frankl’s Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office and Gail Evans’s She Wins, You Win showed me that female competition gets increasingly ruthless the nearer women get to the C-Suite. Since then, I have spoken to countless women who relate similar disappointing experiences. Several described leaving jobs, exhausted by intense bullying at the hands of female peers. One former colleague told of being edged out of a leadership role by a manager threatened by her expertise. Others were systematically left out of important after-hours meetings and communications, their once-confident selves seeming to shrink over time.

In real life, Austen’s meanies seem to be everywhere. There’s a streak of Lady Catherine de Bourgh in boardroom tokens. I sense the shadow of Mrs. Norris in a team of women who shunted one of their own into working from a converted broom closet, refusing to share space with her. There was a whiff of Emma Woodhouse in a colleague who admitted to rejecting a candidate she considered to be “too pretty.”

Female gatekeepers, it seems, are both fact and fiction.

From the onset, I knew that understanding the mechanisms of female aggression wouldn’t transform my situation. At best, I could learn how to manage my reaction to it. I wanted to be like Elizabeth Bennet, nonplussed by domineering Lady Catherine. I hoped to achieve the Zen-like calm of Elinor Dashwood in the face of a disappointing turn of events.

Austen offers both answers and comfort in her spare descriptions of female behavior. Unlike her sensationalist contemporaries, she didn’t rely on carriage chases, sexual abuse, or elaborate wedding scenes to make her mark on the world. Instead, the horrors Austen shares are remarkably like our own: a snub, some gossip, an ignored letter. She continues to give readers the gift of vicarious satisfaction in the behavior of mean girls like Caroline Bingley, Augusta Elton, and Mrs. Norris.

Not everyone agrees with me on this.

Austen has often been taken to task for her female characters’ snarky behavior. Literature professor Julia Prewitt Brown explains, “Female authority figures in Austen have offended feminist critics … much in the way feminists today express embarrassment that women in positions of power behave just as badly as men.”

A common complaint in historicist readings of Austen is that her stories only marginally—if at all—reflect the fact that she was writing during a period of almost constant war. However, Austen does specifically mention war twice, both concerning female aggression. First, the gullible Catherine Morland declares war on Isabella Thorpe; later, Emma Woodhouse considers herself in a “state of warfare” with Augusta Elton. For a female author whose lifetime was dominated by the repercussions of war (two brothers in the military and one relative guillotined in France), is it a coincidence that she used the term “war” to describe relations between women?

Austen’s work is rife with cunning depictions of sneakily corrupt women, a trope employed since the beginning of recorded narrative. Greek mythology is full of spiteful women, often triggered by some idiot thing that Zeus did. The Bible is also full of female struggles, like Sarah using, then casting away Hagar. Shakespeare tells of sisters Regan and Goneril fighting for Edmund. History tells us that Queen Elizabeth I and Mary Stuart hated each other, leading to Mary’s decapitation at her cousin’s order. More recently, the British press propagated the rumor that the late Queen Elizabeth snubbed and bullied her daughter-in-law, Princess Diana. Of course, Catherine Middleton and Meghan Markle “cannot get along.”

It starts early. Children’s literature is overflowing with catfights. As recently as 2008, a study by psychologists S. M. Coyne and E. Whitehead found that indirect aggression among female characters was present in 100 percent of animated Disney movies and 90 percent of children’s media overall. It’s not new. The original Cinderella’s stepsisters would rather chop off their toes than see her wed a prince. Snow White’s jealous stepmother tried to have her murdered. A witch put Princess Aurora into a coma, angry for not being invited to a party. Even after the passage of decades, I still remember my visceral responses to canonical descriptions of adolescent female aggression. I was shocked when Amy March burned Jo’s draft novel, disgusted at Josie Pye’s cruel attacks on Anne Shirley, and horrified by Nelly Olsen’s pettiness toward Laura Ingalls.

Unfortunately, these representations have a basis in actual social interaction. In the 1980s, anthropologists aggregated over a century’s worth of findings on 137 societies from across the globe, identifying female aggression in every single one. Not only do women aggress, they found, but they also seem more likely to direct their anger at other women than men.

Despite a societal reluctance to scrutinize the phenomenon, female aggression is something that most women encounter in their lives. As a Hollywood trope, it sells. How else to explain the mass appeal of the 2004 film Mean Girls, revived in 2018 as a musical, and the 1988 black comedy Heathers, transformed into a television series in 2017?

Surprisingly, this stealthy type of aggression has only recently received attention in the social sciences and even less consideration in Austen scholarship. The phenomenon of female misogyny is everywhere and yet remains bewildering, going against cultural norms, which still expect women to be “sugar and spice and everything nice.”

If female aggression is such a disappointing topic, then why do we seek it out as consumers? Since Aristotle’s Poetics, scholars have tried to explain the attraction of certain narratives. Many, under the name Reader Response Theory, suggest that we feel like we “know” some fictional characters because of what we bring to the act of reading. Readers aren’t blank slates. According to their thinking, I was predis-posed to identify with Austen’s scenes of female power relations at that time in my life. After all, my livelihood was threatened by the actions of a female boss.

Professor of English Susan Ostrov Weisser argues that fictional mean girls are instrumental, rendering “a quick dose of terrible discomfort within a safe frame that provides an expectation of ultimate comfort and mastery of anxiety.” For Weisser, depictions of female aggression vex narratives, rendering “the world of love … all the more gratifying when restored.” It’s like adding a bit of salt to a sweet recipe; the contrast enhances the flavor. It’s hard to imagine what Pride and Prejudice would be without a Caroline Bingley to get in the way. Without Lucy Steele, Sense and Sensibility would be a short story, and the lack of Mrs. Norris would render Mansfield Park and Fanny Price even more saccharine than they already are.

Was it just me? I asked the Janeite community how they saw things. It wasn’t hard finding fans to share their experiences. We are a communicative bunch. I surveyed members of various analog and digital Austen fan groups, asking what they thought of Austen’s good and bad girls.

Austen adoration seems to know no age barriers; respondents ranged from teenagers to septuagenarians. While most came from Western countries, I also had respondents from Asia, Africa, and South America. Of the 397 people who took part, 98 percent identified as female. Half claimed to have read all of Austen’s novels at least once, with over a quarter having read them all at least twice. Unsurprisingly, most reported finding Austen’s female characters realistic and relatable.

Beyond the numbers, their comments spoke directly to my Janeite heart. “Her characters seem like real people to me,” wrote one. Another confessed that “the vast majority of her characters are so well drawn that it is possible to find points of similarity between myself and most of them, even if I don’t want to!” One revealed that “after countless readings, I still cry with Elinor, Elizabeth, and Anne.” Another related getting “angry on Fanny’s behalf,” while one claimed, “I knew a Mrs. Elton, once.” Two admitted that, at one point in their lives, “I was Lizzie.”

Even more intriguing were the statements about Austen’s mean girls, which included heated denunciations from “Lucy Steele makes my skin crawl,” “Mrs. Norris is the worst of the worst,” and “Mrs. Norris can go straight to hell.” Many considered Austen’s antagonists more realistic than her good girls. One claimed, “I’ve seen the behaviors of her female villains in everyday life. I’ve seen less of the strengths of her good characters.” Another confessed, “I’m quite a pessimist and find negative characters to be more believable,” and “Austen’s unlikeable characters … ? The world is full of them!” Some participants seemed to revel in hating specific personalities, with statements including, “of course, while I find some of these characters extremely dislikable, I love them” and expressions of “enjoying a character for their awfulness.”

One thing that I hadn’t reckoned with was heroine backlash. Many participants chimed in that moral righteousness was far less believable than bitchiness. One woman related, “I think I find the more flawed/ devious characters realistic because the heroines are all so good.” Another remarked, “Elinor is just … a little too good to be true sometimes.” Prissy Fanny Price was considered the least realistic of the bunch. One wrote, “Fanny Price is just too perfect for reality,” another “I really can’t with Fanny Price,” and “I feel like I’ve known all of these people in real life (except maybe for Fanny).” At the same time, many expressed understanding, if not approval, of Austen’s mean girls. For example, while making one reader’s “skin crawl,” Lucy Steele is pardoned by others as merely “insecure and jealous.” Instead of anger, Isabella Thorpe and Caroline Bingley arouse pity. One reader sums it up: “you know these characters because you’ve interacted with them in real life.”

I’ve encountered both recognition and resistance discussing my research with other women. Almost every female researcher of intra-gender aggression repeats this sentiment, often feeling pressure from other women to portray their lives as harmonious. Instead, women across the globe relate experiencing failures in female solidarity daily. In their work on the subject, Feminist Nightmares: Women at Odds: Feminism and the Problems of Sisterhood, professors Susan Ostrov Weisser and Jennifer Fleischner argue that “as daughters, mothers, wives, lovers, friends, and workers,” women expect others of their sex to “lift us above the tensions of living in a world of multifarious, interlocking oppressions.” Weisser and Fleischner warn that the “insistence on sisterhood as a characteristic (rather than ideal) trait of women” only increases the problem.

Instead of evading discussion, they recommend that women face it head-on.

Ironically, my research into aggression among women has brought me closer to many female colleagues and friends. Instead of denying its existence, almost all of them shared their own stories of hurt and frustration. This simple act was a relief. Female aggression, often hidden in glances, exclusion, and gossip, seldom marks its victims. Instead, it leaves them feeling lost and alone. Connecting these behaviors back to the world of Jane Austen reveals that things haven’t changed that much for women in this world.

The lesson for me?

It’s Up to Every One of Us to Do Our Part to Change Things

This book is my attempt.





Part I

YOUTHFUL INDISCRETIONS





CHAPTER 1

Caroline Bingley

Angry People Are Not Always Wise


The world is profoundly scared of single women; they are loose cannons, the uncontrollable variable, hormones and pheromones afloat and adrift; much more frightening than the extra man at a dinner party, they are the piece that can change the status quo, upset the balance, break up families.

—ELIZABETH WURZEL



Few women enjoy a straight trajectory in life and love. It often seems that some one or some thing is getting in the way. Often, that hurdle is our very own personal Caroline Bingley. For many who come to Austen through Pride and Prejudice film adaptations, Caroline’s their gateway bonneted bitch. On paper and film, she’s easy to hate. Lording over Lizzie Bennet from her soapbox built of wealth, education, and social connections, Caroline does her best to undermine Elizabeth’s chances of marrying Mr. Darcy.

Reading and re-reading Pride and Prejudice over the decades, I’ve come to realize that Caroline is everywhere—even in me. She represents the worst of us, having much, yet denying others a part of it. Of course, Caroline doesn’t physically hurt the Bennet girls (unless you are reading Pride and Prejudice and Zombies). Instead, she uses indirect ways of causing harm, delineated with such a light hand that we can recognize them anywhere.

Simply put, Caroline is a well-known nuisance.

Let’s begin with what women were fighting for in Pride and Prejudice: a suitable mate. It’s clear from the very first line, “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.” Within just a few pages, the Bennet girls are established as career manhunters with a weak, disinterested father and hypochondriacal mother.

It’s hard to blame them. Without any brothers, the five Bennet sisters have only a meager inheritance. To make matters worse, they and their mother will lose their home as soon as their father passes. Whatever future security they hope to have, it’s up to them to find it.

Oddly, their parents haven’t prepared them for this role. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet’s mistaken reliance on producing a male heir means that none of their daughters had formal schooling or even a level-headed governess. Only the dowdy middle daughter, pianoforte-playing Mary, can display any of the traditional accomplishments expected of their social set (and poorly at that).

With all of this to contend with, it’s no wonder that the sudden influx of handsome, young militiamen in the neighborhood sparks joy in their hearts. The arrival of Charles Bingley, a hot new bonus bachelor with enough cash to rent swish Netherfield Hall, ups the odds that a Bennet girl will find a match.


FEMALE AGGRESSION IS SUBTLE

History tells us that competition for suitable men was fierce when the novel was written, and the first hint of mean girl behavior revolves around the fight for a mate. The Bennet girls are troubled to learn that Mr. Bingley won’t come alone to Meryton. Instead, he is rumored to be bringing “such a number of ladies.” With so few men to choose from, the addition of even one marriageable woman into their tiny community spelled trouble. Charles and the militia are met with open arms; ladies are not.

The first encounter between Bingley’s sisters and the Bennet girls doesn’t bode well. Elizabeth quickly finds fault. After the briefest of contacts, she determines them to be “proud and conceited” and “was very little disposed to approve of them.” As the sister of a wealthy man, Caroline Bingley enjoys a vastly different social status than Elizabeth, and it shows in her clothing and mannerisms. Theoretically, she should be less desperate to marry than the Bennets, who were victims of an entail on their family home. However, all women in the early 1800s were nonpersons in the eyes of the law. Unable to own property, they were subject to the decisions of their husbands or male relatives, whose status had increased in the previous century.

In Regency Britain, almost constant wars on the continent and in the colonies significantly reduced England’s male population. Historian Lawrence Stone finds that the proportion of spinsters among upper-class daughters rose from just 5 percent to 25 percent during the century before. Periodicals of the day are filled with essays asking, “What shall we do with the old maids?” as increasing numbers of highly born ladies remained unmarried.

In the nineteenth century, growing industrialization and men rising in military ranks rendered the marriage market even more dire. Wealth was no longer linked entirely to property ownership, making things difficult for the landed gentry’s daughters. Newly wealthy fathers of industry like Caroline’s could afford monetary dowries for their girls, making them more attractive as mates. Ancient landowners like Mr. Bennet couldn’t keep up, meaning their daughters became less enticing prospects. Instead of traditional alliances with girls from the neighboring gentry, male heirs could shop for wives among the nouveau riche. Eligible bachelors became more and more valuable, while unmarried women became expendable.

It’s also important to understand that the notion of marrying for love was only just beginning to take hold in society when Austen wrote Pride and Prejudice. Historically, Stone explains, weddings were business transactions between fathers, not the happy endings we now expect. Regency readers would have been acutely aware of this, and much less likely to judge Charlotte Lucas’s prudent union with Mr. Collins than today’s idealistic singles.

Realistically, it’s impossible to know just how many marriages at the time were based on similar grounds. For many men, wives were regarded as breeders, whether of heirs or simply additional labor. It’s heartbreaking to realize how few of our Regency counterparts may have had real love in their lives. Whether straight, lesbian, queer, trans—we can only hope that some of our foremothers could claim their true sexuality and consent.

Unfortunately, choosing a career instead of marriage wasn’t a viable option, especially for the Bingleys’ social set. Like Caroline (and Austen herself), the lesser gentry’s spinsters had no choice but to trail their male relatives, often earning their keep through household management or childcare. Their mere presence in a home suggested that the family wasn’t affluent enough to marry them off. According to Stone, the only women who could afford to remain single were wealthy heiresses. His work shows that only a very few ladies from extremely well-to-do families could establish comfortable lives independently. Of course, this didn’t mean that they pursued a vocation. Instead, it meant that they could afford a life filled with correspondence, paid companions, and visits to family and friends.

As the daughter of a clergyman, Austen knew firsthand that a father’s death meant his income’s disappearance. After he passed, Austen and her mother and sister moved to ever-shrinking rented accommodations before finally taking up residence at a cottage owned by a brother. Many women weren’t as lucky, having no sons or brothers to save them. Regency newspapers like The Bath Chronicle were full of heartbreaking calls for charity as widows and orphans found themselves in financial difficulties.

Less fortunate old maids and widows relied on the generosity of friends and neighbors. In this, Caroline was at an advantage. Although her parents were dead, her inheritance made her slightly more independent. Nevertheless, like Lizzy, Caroline couldn’t strike out on her own. Instead, she was forced to follow her married sister or brother wherever they chose to take her.

The burden of spinsterhood wasn’t only financial but social as well. Unmarried women carried a stigma, and there seemed to be no reluctance to name and shame them. British historian and satirist Richard Carlisle wrote in 1858 that it could “hardly have escaped the notice of anyone that women who have never had sexual commerce begin to droop when about twenty-five years of age.” To add insult to injury, Carlisle declared that “their forms degenerate” and “their features sink.” With such opinions circulating in society, it is hardly surprising that women did what they could to avoid them.

The young women of Pride and Prejudice know very well what is required. While the eyes of Meryton’s mothers were on her sunny-tempered brother, Caroline angles for his close friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy. Well-heeled and educated, Mr. Darcy owns a significant estate in the north of England. Few modern readers can immediately translate the value of his ten thousand pounds a year, yet they understand Mrs. Bennet’s instant evaluation of him as a highly desirable son-in-law. On top of that, Caroline’s actions single him out as a catch. We see her marking him as her territory through comments, compliments, and turns about the room.




THE PRESSURE TO PAIR HASN’T STOPPED

Today, of course, marriage isn’t the only career choice for women, yet the parallels remain. Finding “the one” feels like an important milestone in personal fulfillment for many people. Wanting to be loved is human, and many women aspire to a monogamous relationship as well as motherhood.

According to American educator Rosalind Wiseman, this sentiment starts early. Based on years of working with girls in US schools, Wiseman finds that being part of a couple is so socially expected that, “at some point, most girls will lie, connive, or backstab to get the boy they want.” Wiseman finds that being a part of a couple represents a crucial validation for young women. Having a romantic partner offers them a sense of belonging and increases a girl’s social standing amongst her peers. Objectively speaking, it’s a reality not much different from the one Austen describes.

Even after high school, Western society’s obsession with women pairing off isn’t a private affair. Preoccupation with relationship status seems ubiquitous, from pointed questions at family dinners to fashion magazines focused on pleasing a man. Fascination with coupling is everywhere. Why else would millions of global viewers tune in for the wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle? How else to explain the bizarre acceptance of shows like The Bachelor? Since its introduction in 2002, audiences have endorsed its format of a single man concurrently dating twenty-five different women, eventually selecting one to marry. The trend hasn’t weakened; Netflix has introduced three separate English-language dating programs in the past few years: Dating Around, Love Is Blind, and Too Hot to Handle.

For years, heterosexual Western women have been fed the narrative that finding a husband is like winning the lottery. Gen-X-ers may remember the infamous Newsweek article on modern marriage, which ran in the late eighties. Its authors claimed that women over age forty are more likely to get killed by terrorists than find a husband. While the assertion has since been debunked, it began a cultural uproar that has yet to cease. It inspired countless Hollywood rom-coms and self-help books. The trope was an international bestseller in Candace Bushnell’s Sex and the City columns and television programs and Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary series. Finding an eligible partner was portrayed as beating the odds, a theme still trotted out each Christmas in a host of saccharine Hallmark movies.

While the Newsweek premise is patently untrue, its message has lingered. The Atlantic’s Megan Garber assesses that its sense of acute anxiety remains “oddly fresh.” She explains that its motto, “panic, ladies,” lives on “in every current news story about the difficulty educated women face in the ‘marriage market.’” For Garber and many other women, the sentiment intensifies with “every blithe reference to the ‘biological clock,’ and indeed in every piece of media that gazes upon women’s bodies and sees, in their fleshy fallibility, some form of social determinism.” These sentiments don’t seem much different than those of Austen’s world.

To make things even more complicated, many women continue to feel pressure to marry “up,” a practice known as hypergamy. For women, this “right” kind of union represents an increase in social or economic status. Remarkably, this message has carried on despite advances in women’s rights, educational levels, and representation in the workforce.

Whether unconscious or conscious, the yearning for hypergamy persists. According to data scientist Bradford Tuckfield, hypergamy remains both expected and challenging in many parts of the world. As the number of well-educated, financially stable women is growing, the pool of men whose training and earnings are superior to theirs isn’t. Many independent, successful heterosexual Western women with advanced degrees find it challenging to meet a guy with equal social status, much less more.

Further afield, cultural norms and family planning policies have resulted in a shortage of women in some places. Demographic records indicate that in any population, for every 100 female births, there should be up to 105 males born. According to the World Health Organization, the now amended One-Child Policy forced families in China to make choices. As a result, the ratio of boys to girls born there reached 120 to 100 for several decades. Similar statistics are found in India, where sex-selective abortions in some places allow families to ensure they have a baby boy.

There are consequences. China’s male-only children are now coming of age, and the skewed sex ratio is suddenly a problem. In rural areas, it’s become a seller’s market. Bride prices, or the amount expected to be paid by a prospective groom to his future wife’s parents, are rising. Men of lesser means remain single or look to other countries for mates within their financial reach. Disturbingly, these “cheaper alternatives” don’t always have a choice in the matter.




OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
@ Prometheus Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Fonts/Bellastory.ttf


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
SARAH J. MAKOWSKI






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





