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“Grace has quickly become one of my favorite authors of Austen-inspired fiction.  Her love of Austen’s characters and the Regency era shine through in all of her novels.” Diary of an Eccentric

Courtship and Marriage in Jane Austen’s World

Maria Grace's history sheds new light on Austen's writing, exposing secrets usually hidden from the modern reader. ~Abigail Reynolds

Jane Austen’s books are full of hidden mysteries for the modern reader. Why on earth would Elizabeth Bennet be expected to consider a suitor like foolish Mr. Collins in Pride and Prejudice? Would Lydia's 'infamous elopement' truly have ruined her family and her other sisters’ chances to marry?  Why were the Dashwood women thrown out of their home after Mr. Dashwood's death in Sense and Sensibility, and what was the problem with secret engagements anyway? And then there are settlements, pin money, marriage articles and many other puzzles for today’s Austen lovers.

Customs have changed dramatically in the two centuries since Jane Austen wrote her novels. Beyond the differences in etiquette and speech, words that sound familiar to us are often misleading.  References her original readers would have understood leave today’s readers scratching their heads and missing important implications.

Take a step into history with Maria Grace as she explores the customs, etiquette and legalities of courtship and marriage in Jane Austen's world. Packed with information and rich with detail from Austen's novels, Maria Grace casts a light on the sometimes bizarre rules of Regency courtship and unravels the hidden nuances in Jane Austen's works. 
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For my husband and sons.

You have always believed in me.
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JANE AUSTEN’S BOOKS revolve around issues of courtship, love and marriage in the midst of a tumultuous era in history. Her heroines and heroes struggle to find their happily-ever-afters as they wade through a sea of unsuitable suitors, fortune hunters, convenient marriages and social pressures.

But they also present mysteries to the modern reader. Sometimes events in her books don’t make sense, like the Dashwood women’s loss of their home in Sense and Sensibility or Charlotte Lucas’s marriage to Mr. Collins in Pride and Prejudice. At other times, layers of nuance can be lost when characters follow (or break with) customs that were familiar to readers of Austen’s day, leave today's readers scratching their heads and missing important implications.

Join me in examining the customs of courtship and marriage in Jane Austen’s day readers and we’ll unlock the puzzles of Austen’s works and discover her genius anew.
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A New Idea: Marrying for Love
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MARRIAGE, AND MORE significantly, a marriage based in love was the aim of all of Austen’s heroines, but why was it such a big deal? Marriage for love is more or less a foregone conclusion today. In Austen’s day though, it was not. More than that, it was a new and novel idea, slowly gaining popularity among the masses. 

When the Georgian era (1714-1830) opened, marriages were largely business transactions, frequently arranged by parents and guardians. By the end of the era though, most young people chose their own spouses, looking for compatibility, affection and sometimes even love.  But why the change?

Decline of Arranged Marriage

Throughout history, parents used their children, both daughters and sons, in arranged marriages. Progeny were assets in their efforts to gain and maintain wealth, connections, and power. Growing up knowing your destiny is to be a pawn in your parents machinations is such a great foundation for marriage, isn't it?

Luckily for all of us, the Age of Enlightenment (18th century) brought a radical shift in attitudes toward marriage. Ideas of human freedom and equality translated into marriage being a matter of individual choice, not parental mandate.

The idea that a daughter would marry according to her father’s choice fell out of fashion, and a man who would force a young woman into a disagreeable partnership was deemed contemptible. The new way of the world was for young people to make their own marriage choices with parents (hopefully) left with the right to veto socially or economically unsuitable candidates. 

Or at least that was the theory.

Arranged marriage lingered longest among the upper classes  that had the most at stake with respect to money, property and rank in society. Within this group, it was assumed a young woman would learn to love, or at least tolerate, the husband chosen by her father, since after all, he was the best suited to make such a decision for her. This attitude is reflected in Pride and Prejudice’s Lady Catherine (the daughter of an earl she would have you know) as she and her sister decide that their eldest offspring should wed. What matter that they are still babes in arms at the time?

Even so, few high society parents contrived totally mercenary alliances for their children. Conversely though, not all gentry families permitted their offspring to marry as they chose. Eldest sons, who were set to inherit family lands and fortunes (and who would likely be the ones to provide for their parents in their dotage), found themselves subject to more parental sanctions than younger siblings. 

Young women with unmarried sisters (or mothers who anticipated an impoverished widowhood) might also encounter greater amounts of parental intrusion in their marital choices. Hence the pressure upon Pride and Prejudice’s Bennet sisters: one of them had to marry very well indeed. Without social programs like welfare or social security, unmarried females in need of support would turn first to brothers and sons (including in-laws) for support. 

In the midst of all these changes, society-at-large recognized that affectionate marriages based on compatibility were more likely to stand the test of time than marriages arranged purely for material gain. Score one for love, right?

This new attitude complicated matters for parents, though—or perhaps sent them into all-out panic. Now they had to engineer circumstances for their daughters to meet the right sort of eligible men rather than just picking one out for them. The perceived rarity of such men encouraged a husband-hunting hysteria among parents eager to see their daughters well-settled. (Not to mention financially stable, and in an establishment of their own.)

These perceptions were not entirely unfounded. The ravages of war (thanks, Napoleon) and higher male infant mortality rates of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries resulted in an imbalance between the genders. Moreover, the high cost of maintaining a household and the antics of avid man-hunters put young men off the notion of marriage, further reducing the pool of available bachelors. 

The Duty of Virgins

Despite the new attitudes of the Enlightenment, one overarching truth remained unchanged. A woman was nothing without a husband. (In truth she was legally nothing WITH a husband, but that's another chapter.)

It was the duty of a young woman to marry. The Whole Duty of a Woman suggested that there were three acceptable ‘States and Conditions’ of womanhood: the virgin, the married and the widowed. 


Woe to she who remained unmarried: An old Maid is now thought such a Curse as no Poetic Fury can exceed, look'd on as the most calamitous Creature in Nature. (The Whole Duty of a Woman, 1737)


To avoid that dreaded state of spinsterhood, a girl needed to make a sensible match. What constituted a sensible match? In short, one which provided three key qualities: connections, cash and compatibility.

Connections

During the Regency era, everyone knew their rank in society and where they stood in relation to everyone else in their social circles. Unions between equals were expected, and in many families required. 

No wonder Sir Walter Elliot of Persuasion encouraged William Elliot ’s calls and attentions toward his daughter, Elizabeth Elliot. Anne’s. early attachment to an unproven Frederick Wentworth was, in part, discouraged because they were certainly not equals at that point in their lives. Later, after Wentworth made a name and fortune for himself in the navy, they became more equal.

Perish the thought of allowing an individual of inferior social standing into the family circle, and thus the social circle. Such an act was considered no less than a betrayal of those within their strata. In Pride and Prejudice, Charles Bingley’s sisters and his friend, Mr. Darcy, try to use this argument to dissuade him away from Jane Bennet. As a young man, Col. Brandon in Sense and Sensibility was sent away from home to the army to break up his romance with an unsuitable woman.

Consequently, especially among the upper classes people often married partners with whom their family already had alliances, or to whom they were related. Marriages between first cousins, neither forbidden by the church nor law, were common. (Aren't we all glad that's changed?)

Misalliances were considered base. A girl should marry to increase her social consequence and thereby her family's. A young woman should never marry beneath her. Matches between men and women of unequal social standing were threats to the rigid structure of society. This was the mistake of Fanny Price’s mother in Mansfield Park, a woman who married for love alone. 

Cash

Connections were not the only criteria. Many titled and influential families were plagued by declining fortune. The lure of a refined pedigree lost some of its luster when tarnished by debt. Consequently, many young men with connections searched for heiresses to shore up failing family finances. Austen’s Georgiana Darcy,, Caroline Bingley and Emma Woodhouse would be likely targets for such men.

If a young man's family was facing financial hardship, it was his duty to marry money no matter how unattractive the package it came in. Can't you see the lonely-hearts advert now: 

Single gentleman seeking young lady with at least ten thousand pounds. Willing to provide an elegant array of connections. 

How romantic.

This explains some of General Tilney’s rage at discovering Catherine Morland’s lack of fortune in Northanger Abbey. No doubt he was already eyeing the potential contributions she could make to the family coffers when he invited her to visit with them.

In Pride and Prejudice, Charlotte counsels Elizabeth “not to be a simpleton, and allow her fancy for Wickham to make her appear unpleasant in the eyes of a man of ten times his consequence.” Aunt Gardiner warns Elizabeth that her ‘affection’ for Wickham  would be most imprudent because of his want of fortune . Col. Fitzwilliam notes “there are not many in my rank of life who can afford to marry without some attention to money.”

Though young people of both genders were actively warned away from fortune-hunters, the more money and property one had, the greater the burden to make a 'convenient' match. The pressure was greatest on eldest sons to marry a woman with appropriate assets. In Pride and Prejudice, Lady Catherine asserts that her nephew, Mr. Darcy,, should marry her daughter Anne to unite the two grand estates into something even grander.

Daughters though, were not immune to the pressure. A young lady of a great family might sacrifice herself on the altar of family duty to help pay off family debts (gambling or otherwise) or establish favorable connections. Elizabeth Bennet of Pride and Prejudice faces this pressure when Mr. Collins, the heir to her father’s estate, makes her an offer of marriage. (Collins also notes that Elizabeth’s dowry is so small she is unlikely to receive another offer of marriage. How sweet.)

As in most things, there was some flexibility in the rules. A wealthy man might be excused for marrying a poorer woman, particularly if she were pretty and had good manners. Hence, in Sense and Sensibility, Col. Brand’s on seeking Marianne is considered a smart match by the Middletons.

A wealthy woman though, had no such grace in society’s eyes. Marrying a man of lesser means, no matter how attractive or good mannered, would be throwing herself away. Thus, in Pride and Prejudice, Mary King’s family sends her away to keep her from the folly of marrying Wickham , and Darcy, works to prevent his sister Georgianafrom doing the same. 

Woe to the plain girl with little fortune, like Pride and Prejudice’s Charlotte Lucas. She was among the least desirable of creatures. Despite her connections, Anne Elliot of Persuasion was in a similar condition because of her father’s financial situation. 

Compatibility

Why might a woman ‘throw herself away?’ Typically, because she fancied herself in love.

Corbould (1834) wrote:


Most women are inclined to romance. This tendency is not confined to the young or to the beautiful; to the intellectual, or to the refined.— Every woman capable of strong feeling is susceptible of romance; and though its degree may depend on external circumstances, or education, or station, or excitement, it generally exists, and requires only a stimulus for its development.

Romance is, indeed, the charm of female character. ... (but) It is associated in the minds of many with folly alone. 


The idea of marrying for love had gained ground by this era, possibly fueled by the increase in novel reading, horror of horrors. However, a marriage decision based on passion alone was not expected to be correct. Young people were advised to pursue friendship and domestic compatibility instead.

Choosing Wisely


“How wretched must be a woman, united to a man whom she does not prefer to every other in the world. What secret preferences must steal into her heart! What unquiet thoughts take possession of her fancy! And what can men of principle call such an act, but legal prostitution.” (Bennett, 1811)



“Marriage enlarges the scene of our happiness and miseries. A marriage of love is pleasant; a marriage of interest easy; and a marriage where both meet, happy. A happy marriage has in it all the pleasures of friendship, all the enjoyments of sense and reason; and, indeed, all the sweets of life.” (The Young Husband's Book,1839)




Since divorce was virtually unavailable, marrying the wrong person could lead to a life of misery for both partners. Advice for choosing well abounded.

The Young Husband's Book (1839) cautioned young men to avoid women of bad reputation, low status, those who loved money, or were stupid. 

John Bennett (1811) in his Letters to a Young Lady offered more detailed advice:


(T)here are a few general principles of most essential consequence to regulate your choice... Fortune surely should be considered. It were absurd to think of love, where there is not some prospect of a decent provision for your probable descendants. ... be as moderate as possible, in your demands of fortune...

Never suffer yourself to think of a person, who has not religious principle. A good man alone is capable of true attachment, fidelity and affection. ... 

The next thing you should look for is a person of a domestic cast. This will, most frequently, be found in men of the most virtuous hearts and improved under-standings....

The last thing, though I do not mention it, as absolutely necessary, yet highly desirable in a person, with whom you must spend all your days, is sentiment and taste. ...

Love, must be preserved by the qualities of the heart, and esteem secured by the domestic virtues... He wants a person who will kindly divide and alleviate his cares, and prudently arrange his household concerns. He seeks not a coquette, a fashionist, a flirt, but a comfortable assistant, companion and friend.


But how did one meet and win such a partner? Unfortunately, the Enlightenment pro-vided little direction as to managing the practicalities of this new way of marriage. New rules evolved to assist parents and their marriage-ready offspring navigate the difficult process of meeting potential partners.
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How to Meet ‘The Right One’
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A YOUNG WOMAN’S ENTRY into society (and the company of potential suitors) was managed very carefully. Prior to the age of sixteen or so, she was carefully sheltered from the world, acquiring those accomplishments that would prepare her for courtship and marriage.

Becoming Accomplished

Prior to coming out, a young woman was not to call attention to herself. She dressed demurely, often with a deep-brimmed bonnet that hid her face. Young men in particular were not to pay her any notice. She would not speak to adults unless asked a question. Effectively she did not exist in society, keeping her pure and untainted. Exactly the opposite of Lydia Bennet’s behaviors in Pride and Prejudice.

If her family could afford it, a young woman, over the age of ten, might be sent to school for a few years, but often a governess or the girl’s mother handled her education from home. A girl, especially one in the upper classes, required an education to be able to run her husband’s household and to be a social asset to him. 

Anne Elliot of Persuasion spent time away from home at school where she met her friend, the future Mrs. Smith. Jane Austen and her sister Cassandra also spent some time away at school. 

To run a middle or upper class household, a girl needed to be able to read and write; elegant penmanship was of course a plus. After all, she would likely be the family correspondent and her letters could be widely read. 

She would probably have a book, called an 'every day book', written in her own hand. The book would be a collection of recipes and advice copied from her mother, aunts, sisters, and other sources of wisdom. Passages from ladies’ magazines and books might also be copied there. Generations of wisdom (and in some cases misinformation) were passed along in these books.

Sewing was another essential skill, with decorative needlework an added bonus. Women of the era almost always had a needle in their hand if they were not actively doing something else.

As the keeper of the household accounts, a woman needed sufficient understanding of mathematics to manage household ledgers. Gardening, food preservation, an understanding of servants' work and household remedies could also prove quite useful. No time for much sitting around for most women of this era.

To be a social asset, and considered ‘truly accomplished’, a girl needed even more education. Singing and playing an instrument would allow her to entertain her husband’s guests. Pianoforte was the most common instrument played, although harp was considered a higher accomplishment. Her drawings and paintings would decorate her husband’s homes. By speaking French and possibly Italian, she could converse elegantly on the history, geography, literature and poetry with which she had been made familiar. And of course, she had to dance well.

The Bennet sisters of Pride and Prejudice had little formal education essentially pursuing only what was interesting to them. Although Jane’s . and Elizabeth’s manners are excellent, neither of them displays the sort of accomplishments that would ordinarily draw the attention of excellent suitors. 

Additionally, Elizabeth suffered from a unique dilemma. Girls of the day were admonished to


...be ever cautious in displaying your good sense. It will be thought you assume superiority over the rest of the company. But if you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from the men, who generally look with a jealous and malignant eye on a woman of great parts, and a cultivated understanding. (Gregory, 1774)


Effectively the message was to be smart, but don't let anyone in on the secret. Elizabeth Bennet’s wits were considered a disadvantage, especially when coupled with information she might have learned through extensive reading.

The advice rises to even greater levels of irony considering the general belief that girls were not particularly intelligent and could not be trusted with making significant decisions—like choosing a marriage partner.

Coming out in Society

When a girl was deemed ready by her family, she would make her come out. Although some­time between sixteen and eighteen was the common time for a girl to enter into soci­ety, the exact timing might vary depending on the status of other siblings, especially sisters. There was no hard and fast rule that a family have only one daughter ‘out’ at a time, but, for practical considerations, it was a common practice.

Being ‘out’ demanded both financial resources and the assistance of friends and connections to extend invitations and make introductions. A family with several daughters might easily be spread too thin if more than one girl were out at once. 

In Pride and Prejudice, Lady Catherine expresses her shock and consternation that all five Bennet sisters are out at once. Had it been done properly, the drain on the family resources would have been enormous. But with neither parent extending themselves particularly on behalf of their daughters, the Bennet family managed it tolerably well.

Having several daughters out at once also offered the embarrassing possibility that a younger daughter might receive an offer of marriage before the elder. Which was exactly what happened with Mary Elliot, the youngest of the three sisters, in Persuasion.

Consequently, younger sisters often waited until the elder was at least engaged, if not married, before coming out. Thus, family and friends were allowed to recover from the experience and finances had time to rebuild before starting all over again. 

A notable exception to the practice occurred when an elder daughter had several seasons out without an engagement. After such time, the girl would be considered 'on the shelf' and parents would try again with her younger sister. At twenty eight, Pride and Prejudice's Charlotte Lucas would likely have been considered 'on the shelf' and her sisters anxious to have their own come outs.

There was no single established way for a young woman to make her entry into society. Girls in the highest
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