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Introduction

For us to appreciate Austen's work it needs to be altered. We are only comfortable with it if it 

mirrors our expectations of it; the picturesque English countryside, elegant males and 

beautiful women in period clothing, living in impressive stone mansions. We want stories of 

strong, feminist ladies, who throw the men into raptures with their beauty and their ability to 

engage in passionate, snappy verbal exchanges. We want the held-back emotions, the 

intimacy of the near touch, the relief of liberating, emotionally charged confessions of 

admiration and love.

The purpose of this essay is to examine two of Jane Austen's popular novels 

Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility with their respective latest film adaptations. 

When Jane Austen is interpreted in modern film her point-of-view is altered into our own. 

These changes celebrate, not Austen’s social writing, but our modern idea of romance. The 

themes in her novels are themes that are timeless and they are themes which our modern lives 

are filled with as well. However, they are not viewed in the same way now as they were then. 

What is the difference between escaping into an Austen novel and escaping into a film 

adaptation of one of her novels? Bringing one of these novels to the screen demands, first of 

all, a change in media, but also a change in cultures. With the culture the tastes and demands 

of the audience changes. "In less than two hundred years, the cultural environment has altered 

enough to require considerable adaptation to the novels" (Troost & Greenfield 6). Rebecca 

Dickson says in her essay "Misrepresenting Jane Austen's Ladies" that the demand on a film 

from a modern audience is a great one. We expect certain things when we sit down in a 

movie-theater. We expect to be entertained and delighted and whisked away into another 

world. According to Dickson we have become "demanding flicker-brains" (44). Sometimes 

the characters have to be altered quite a bit to better suit our modern, demanding tastes.

The modernizing of Austen is most visible in the areas of the image of the hero, 

the image of the heroine, the idea of romance and sexuality, and the concerns of family. 

Today, we might find ourselves tempted to add issues that we consider important to her works 

or to put a different emphasis on subjects which are already there, such as feminism, racial 

issues, issues of sexuality. We shamelessly alter her novels so that they speak more of what 

we understand than what Austen wanted to convey to the original audience.



 Theory

In this essay I will be examining the texts from a gender theory perspective. I will be using 

Luce Irigaray’s discussion of Freud and psychoanalysis, The Speculum of the Other Woman 

and “This Sex which Is Not One”. My study involves what behaviors are considered typically 

feminine, or coded feminine and what is typically masculine, or coded masculine. What I 

would like to look at here are the differences between these codes in our modern times and 

Austen's time. The major aspects of this, which I have discovered in my research, are 

emotional display and social behavior. I will also consider the aspect of feminism which is 

present in Austen's work and most certainly is of interest to a modern audience: although it 

might not be the same kind of feminism as we experience today. If one considers the changes 

that inevitably have taken place within the themes I will look at, it would only be logical to 

assume that the same has occurred with feminism. The two different types of feminism can, if 

you will, be referred to as 'Proto Feminism' which is the beginning feminism that was present 

in Austen's time, and 'Post-modern Feminism' which are wide-spread notions of feminism that 

we carry with us in our post-modern world. In this essay I will look at the image of the 

woman and of femininity in Austen's works and compare these with the most recent film 

adaptations from the viewpoint of feminist theory.

One of the concepts in psychoanalysis on which I will be focusing is what is 

called “penis-envy”. When a little girl and a little boy discover that they are different from 

one another “down there” the natural response, according to psychoanalysis, is that the boy is 

frightened because of her “lack” of what he has and, without thinking, the girl reacts the same 

way, that she is the one who is different and unnatural (Irigraray “This sex”, 50). Irigaray 

points out that if the man structures the language and the woman simply is in a position of 

exclusion (Irigaray “This sex”, 88) then she has no possibility to take part in the discussion 

the men have about her. She is excluded, castrated. In Irigaray's Speculum she talks about the 

woman’s ”passive aim”(Speculum, 18) because she is passive in the sexual act. The woman 

becomes an enigma because she is what the man discusses but she is never part of the 

discussion because she does not have a language and because she is not part of it, he can 

never come up with an answer to what a woman really is. The woman must repress her 

aggression and so she turns it into ”masochistic tendencies”(Speculum, 19). Which means the 

woman helps the fantasy of the man by ”fetiscizing the penis” because she is envious of what 

he has. ”She desires to be a man or at any rate ”like” a man  since she cannot actually become 

one”(Speculum, 49).



Film adaptations

I will be looking at two films: the 1995 adaptation of Sense and Sensibility, directed by Ang 

Lee, a Taiwanese-American director, and the 2005 adaptation of Pride and Prejudice, 

directed by Joe Wright. Lee has a string of films of many different and diverse genres on his 

list of merits. Prior to Sense Lee has directed Eat Drink Man Woman, The Wedding Banquet 

and Pushing Hands. He has been nominated and has won Oscars and Golden Globes for many 

of his works. Sense and Sensibility was one of his most successful works: it won an Oscar, 

three BAFTAS and two Golden Globes. After Sense he has directed films like The Hulk and 

Brokeback Mountain. The screenplay of this film was written by Emma Thompson. She has 

pursued a career in acting for a long time, appearing in TV-series and TV-movies since 1982. 

She was also writing or co-writing at this time. Up until Sense and Sensibility she had never 

written a screenplay. Pride and Prejudice was, as mentioned above, directed by Joe Wright, 

and written by Deborah Moggach. Wright had his debut as a film director with this film, 

having previously done TV-miniseries and short films. The screenplay writer, Moggach, was 

also new to the process. She had previously worked for TV as well. These are both feature 

film versions of the novels and the latest adaptation of the respective novels. I chose to work 

with these versions to get as contemporary a view as possible. In addition I wanted two 

similar versions in the sense that they have both received quite a large audience and the parts 

are mostly played by well-know actors. It is interesting to consider that both the directors are 

male and it is their debut filming an Austen novel.

It might well be interesting to consider the audience which is the target for the 

films and in contrast, the contemporary readers of Austen's time. The films are very 

specifically aimed at women because the idea of romance and love is coded feminine today. 

Nowadays, Austen’s novels are labeled as 'Chick-lit' and the films are termed 'chick-flicks’, 

two terms that are sure to scare off any modern man. The family bonds and connections are 

also romanticized. In modern society, romance is none of men’s business. On the other hand, 

Austen’s original, contemporary readers were both male and female as she was discussing the 

society they were living in. Sir Walter Scott was a reader of Austen's and praised her talent. 

There was an appreciation of her talent among a male audience which is nearly non-existent 

today. "Because she seems willing to subjugate herself and her gender, Austen seems safe for 

male readers, who see her as a supporter of traditional social norms" (Mazzeno, 114). They 

supported what they saw as her support for upholding the world men had created. 



Modern Men – Heroes

In Austen’s world, a man was desirable when he strove to be 'socially restrained'. There is a 

struggle in the novels, for both the hero and the heroine, to behave according to social rules 

and to express emotions. In the films these struggles are removed. As a modern audience we 

cannot relate to this social restraint. By making the hero emotionally expressive we have 

made him more attractive to a modern audience but we have also removed the obstacle to how 

to win the heroine that was, in fact, an issue in Austen’s time. The modern audience wants the 

hero to save them, in my opinion, and they identify with the heroine. The hero saves the 

heroine with his own motive of wanting to make her weak. So by desiring to be rescued, the 

modern audience still gives the man control. This is an important consequence of our 

alterations to Austen's texts. She had a different objective in mind. Luce Irigaray speaks, in 

her book The Speculum of the other Woman, of the boy's relationship with his mother, that 

changes over time and develops into a rejection of all she represents, otherwise she will take 

control over him and “that has to be prevented, since anything she might thus attract to herself 

will be reduced to a mere reflection, shadow, fantasy, absence, of what it had been in its 

natural wholeness”. This is what psychoanalysis says but the audience wants a freed man. 

Perhaps because then the woman would be able to challenge him for power? However, by 

believing she needs to be rescued by a man, the modern woman loses her opportunity to 

challenge his power and surrenders herself to his will. (Irigaray, Speculum,167). I will look at 

this further in my discussion of the heroines.

In this light we can see that Austen had a reason for writing her heroes the way 

she did.  In her essay “Balancing the Courtship Hero”, Cheryl Nixon talks about the changes 

made to the male characters in the film adaptations. Our view of what is coded masculine is 

different nowadays. “Austen’s men are modernized out of their repressions into displays of 

feeling” (Troost and Greenfield, 7). The question is then should we, with our different history 

and ideologies, meddle with the record of history that Austen’s  novels  are? To answer this 

question I want to have a look at some changes that have been made to the male characters in 

the films to better suit the modern audience.

In the novel Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Darcy does not want anyone to know that 

he was the one who solved the problem with Lydia and Mr. Wickham, even though he knows 

that if he did tell Elizabeth she would know what his feelings for her were. In Sense and 

Sensibility, Edward Ferrars is adamant in his decision to stay with Lucy Steele and honor the 

commitment he made to her. Even though he does not have feelings for her, he will not break 



his promise. Brandon does not tell Marianne about his feelings for her and he does not warn 

her about Willoughby, he hides his own emotions so that Marianne can follow hers. Austen’s 

hero does not win his lady by expressing emotion, but by showing her he is a highly moral 

and composed fellow. This conservative inclination of Austen’s is very clear in Sense and 

Sensibility where Marianne eventually resolves to be more like Elinor. She leaves her 

sensibility, along with Willoughby, behind and marries Colonel Brandon who is a sensible 

character. Sense must triumph over sensibility.

Neither Edward nor Colonel Brandon are particularly present in the novel. 

Brandon is more present than Edward and the love story of Marianne and Brandon is the one 

evolving most in the story. Edward is gone for a long time after only being mentioned briefly 

at the beginning of the novel, when they are still at Norland. The only times we are aware of 

him is when Elinor thinks of him. However, it is not until he shows up at Barton Cottage to 

talk to Elinor that we first see direct interaction between them. Unfortunately, Lucy’s 

presence makes it impossible for them to communicate anything of importance. It is also here 

we get an account from Marianne of Edward’s personality which enables us to get to know 

him better.

In Emma Thompson’s 1995 version of Sense and Sensibility many changes have 

been made, and completely new scenes have been added to give the heroes of the novel new 

faces. In Sense, Edward Ferrars (Hugh Grant) is made more emotionally available in many 

different ways. There is a scene when Elinor (Emma Thompson) and her family are about to 

leave Norland where he is on the verge of telling Elinor that he is engaged, which he does not 

in the novel. Not only is the hero more present onstage but his emotions are, as well. By 

establishing a relationship to Elinor’s youngest sister, Margaret (Emelie Francois) Edward 

evokes positive feeling in Elinor and the audience as well. He becomes a sort of father figure 

to Margaret. Edward shows that he is very ‘perceptive’ when he lures Margaret out from 

under the table in the library by engaging Elinor in a game of Geography. Margaret cannot 

resist coming out and correcting the “mistakes” they make. The hero is changed, modernized. 

Colonel Brandon (Alan Rickman) is given an interesting, quite new role in the 

film. In the novel he is quite restrained and seems old and stuffy so that a modern audience 

might have difficulty picturing him as a match for Marianne (Kate Winslet) who, first of all, 

is very “young, energetic and emotional”(Nixon, 22). By making the character of Brandon 

more “active”, Thompson changes him into someone more “worthy of Marianne’s love” (23). 

I believe that as a modern audience we need something more than Austen gives us in terms of 

love interests. The changes made are not so noticeable, in my opinion,  especially not if one is 



not entirely familiar with the novel. Brandon’s character is also shown interacting with 

Margaret, just like Edward, to give him a softer and more modern sensitive manliness. “What 

was good enough for her female heroines is obviously not good enough for us” (23). So, to 

satisfy our need for a proper hero, he needs to be altered. However, we want our modern hero 

to save us while Austen is trying to make her leading ladies their own heroes; I will discuss 

this further later on in this essay.

Colonel Brandon is a character of sense and quite the opposite to the character 

of sensibility that is Willoughby. To make Brandon more amiable and easier to like, he 

mimics the actions of Willoughby. I do not necessarily agree that he is in dire need of these 

changes as Austen’s intention in the novel is for Marianne to change towards sense. However, 

in the film, Brandon disguises himself as sensibility. Both Brandon and Willoughby bring 

flowers after Marianne has twisted her ankle. Willoughby is the one who rescues her first but 

Colonel Brandon gets a chance to do the same when Marianne goes out into the rain to see 

Willoughby’s house. In the film Brandon reads poetry to Marianne as well, an interest she 

shared with Willoughby. These scenes do not occur in the novel which means that both the 

Colonel and Edward are given new identities. 

The heroes are also more physical. According to Nixon the heroes on screen are 

“given a body”. On the screen we become aware of their physical appearance. We are given 

visual images and the “bodily vocabulary” of the characters and this redefines them, 

especially in new scenes that are added for this particular purpose. “We want masculine 

emotional display that encourages our interpretation” (Nixon, 24). In my opinion, the 

character of Darcy has been altered in Joe Wright’s 2005 version of Pride and Prejudice. 

Initially, of course, he is very serious and rigid, as in the novel, but in the film we are given 

emotional display. The first thing you notice about Mr. Darcy (Matthew Macfadyen) in the 

2005 film adaptation is his vulnerable expression. In his interpretation, focus is much more on 

the tormented side of Mr. Darcy; that he has to battle inappropriate feelings, and less on the 

high and mighty attitude that is more evident in the novel. It seems he denies himself 

emotional expression more because he is so taken with Elizabeth and not because he 

considers it beneath him. As a modern audience we see his restraint and struggle as utterly 

painful because he is not allowed to express his feelings, at least not to an inappropriate object 

of affection. So, we conclude that his torment is unbearable and he must be allowed more 

expression of them than he is allowed in the novel. We put more emphasis, I would argue, on 

his tormented love and attraction for Elizabeth than the novel allows. 



As far as Sense and Sensibility is concerned, Nora Nachumi claims, in her essay 

“As If!: Translating Austen's Ironic Narrator to Film”, that the choice of actor to play the role 

of Edward adds to this distortion of the novel. Edward is not written as a handsome man. He 

is honorable, loyal and kind but not handsome. Willoughby, however, is described as 

handsome. This is a part of Austen’s irony, the one whom seems perfect and looks perfect is 

the one most flawed. Therefore, by letting Edward not be handsome, she makes a point. 

When, then, Thompson casts Hugh Grant in the role of Edward she does away with an 

important point Austen wanted to make. Furthermore, the character of Colonel Brandon, 

played by Alan Rickman, is “hotted up” in the film and made more “macho”. “He is 

frequently filmed with a gun or a horse” (Nahumi, 133). In the novel he is less active, he 

attends many dinner-parties but there is no dramatic ride-off. Both the heroes in the text are 

richly applied with the modern qualities coded as male. Brandon is turned into a more 

romantic figure by copying Willoughby’s behavior when he first spent time with Marianne. 

“Clearly Brandon, as played by Rickman, is far sexier than Austen intended him to be” (133). 

For Austen it is not about sexy, it is about sensible. However, a modern audience likes to get 

swept off their feet. 

According to Nachumi, the 1995 Sense and Sensibility does the opposite of the 

novel and celebrates the “conventions of romance,” which Austen does not (132). In the novel 

Willoughby does not appear to be missing Marianne. Austen writes that he “lived to exert, 

and frequently to enjoy himself” (Austen Sense 379). In the film, he is depicted longing for 

her as he watches Marianne and Colonel Brandon outside the church, an image which 

strengthens the romantic aspect to the story. In the novel Colonel Brandon is different from 

Willoughby, they are each others opposites in most ways. However, in the film, as we have 

seen, Thompson turns Colonel Brandon into a more romantic, tormented hero. Nachumi 

concludes that Austen’s irony is drowned out by this complete change in theme. “Thompson’s 

movie works, but ironically, it works by celebrating the very tropes Austen destabilizes”(133). 

Thompson puts the emphasis on romance by changing Brandon and Willoughby and Edward 

while Austen’s point with her portrayal of these men was to change the idea of romance. She 

wants to empower the woman. In the film, Edward and Colonel Brandon are given new, 

emotionally expressive roles to appeal more to a modern audience. The hero has to be 

physically appealing and emotionally available. 



The Non-Heroes

In the light of this information it is interesting to consider other male characters in the stories 

who are not 'The Hero'. The character of Willoughby is reduced in the film, in complete 

opposite to the characters of Edward and Brandon. In the film, an important scene with 

Willoughby has been removed from the story. In the novel, when Marianne is lying sick and 

Elinor is afraid she might die Willoughby comes to visit. He explains his behavior and how he 

is ashamed about what happened. He is not completely forgiven by Elinor, however, when she 

sees that he is sincere she feels more apt to see that he made a mistake and he regrets his 

behavior towards her sister. In the film Willoughby is allowed no such emotional 

expressiveness. It is all reserved for the heroes. According to Nixon this is arranged to show a 

modern audience who is 'the good guy' and who is 'the bad guy'. "The film will not allow 

Willoughby to do what the heroes cannot do: express his emotions verbally. If Austen's 

dramatic display of Willoughby were added to the film, his emotional power would again 

reveal the emotional weakness of Edward and Brandon" (Nixon, 42). In order to really allow 

the modern audience to sympathize with Edward and Brandon Willoughby has to be "absent". 

All emotional expression in the film has to be “unambiguously positive” (43). One can then 

argue that, by reducing characters we alter Austen’s intention to describe the real world, and 

instead we give the audience a romanticized, misleading version of the truth.

Austen uses irony to reveal that things are not what they seem, the difference 

between “what can be seen and what is invisible” (Nachumi, 131). Willoughby comes in and 

sweeps everyone, except Elinor, of their feet. To Marianne he is the hero she has been 

dreaming of personified, an image which is enhanced in the film. When he then chooses his 

wealth over her we see the difference between what he seems to be and how he “behaves” 

(131).  According to Irigaray the mother is over-powering and “representing negativity 

(death)”(Irigaray, Speculum,141). Willoughby is controlled by the strong woman with power, 

his aunt. He is dependent upon her for financial security and therefore he is under her power. 

He obeys his aunt and we say he is unhappy because he misses out on romance, it is 

interesting that he is not willing control his destiny by freeing himself of the woman, neither 

do Edward’s brother or Mr. Collins. One might wonder why that is. In contrast, Edward and 

Mr. Darcy defy their mother-figures to marry for love.  

Then Brandon, whom Marianne would not consider at all at first, suddenly 

becomes a very agreeable alternative. “The disparity between Willoughby’s appearance and 

character calls into question readers’ assumptions about what heroes ought to look like and 

casts doubt onto the novels that glorify excessive sensibility”(Nachumi 131). Brandon is not 



handsome and dashing in the same way as Willoughby but he is good and Willoughby is not. 

This has been further emphasized in the film with the removal of Willoughby’s confession to 

Elinor. The film makes the characters either black or white, thus further distorting Austen’s 

picture of her contemporary society.

According to Nachumi, Austen wants to “expose” the social structures and 

criticize the ones that “make women dependents and fools and that weaken and corrupt men” 

(131). I would argue, also, that Austen's motive is to deconstruct the codes of feminine and 

masculine and show us that the roles that we have created and tied to each sex are inadequate 

to describe them and that we limit ourselves by dividing feminine and masculine in this way. 

Not only is she then a feminist, she is politically oriented in general. Thompson has done the 

exact opposite. Willoughby, arguably would have chosen Marianne if he was not afraid to 

lose his money and be left with nothing, he then would not have been able to provide for her. 

However, he could have married her anyway if it were possible for him to get a job. There 

would be no suspense in the plot at all if the money was not a strong motive. 

One could argue that Willoughby is not punished in the novel for his 

inappropriate social behavior. He settles into his marriage. “His wife was not always out of 

humour, nor his home always uncomfortable!”(Austen, Sense, 373). Here we have an 

alteration again between the film and the novel. Austen points out, that just like the young 

ladies, Lydia and Marianne, whom I will discuss later, he is not punished; not in her sense of 

the word. The film still wants to emphasize a sense of punishment of the character of 

Willoughby. At the end of the film we watch Willoughby, Greg Wise, on his horse on top of a 

hill looking down at Marianne who has just married another man. His face has an expression 

of longing and sadness and we are to understand that he regrets his actions and will live with 

these regrets forever. This sort of torment is much too romantic for Austen. He does not free 

himself from the strong woman so he is not desirable to the female audience.

Another 'non-hero' in Austen’s novel is Mr. Collins. In the novel he is described 

as a “tall, heavy-looking young man of five and twenty” (Austen, Pride, 57). The 2005 Mr. 

Collins (Tom Hollander) is on the other hand very small and short. The change in stature 

combined with Hollander’s interpretation of the character gives us a different feeling of Mr. 

Collins. He takes himself so seriously that he does not notice how little everyone else around 

him takes him seriously. He is still full of himself and completely oblivious to other people’s 

sensibilities, just like in the novel. However, he seems more nervous and unsure in the film. 

“Mr. Collins is normally so obnoxious and pompous and to play him as someone who’s very 



uneasy in his skin was, I think, a really clever thing to do…He really wants to impress and 

show off but he doesn’t quite know how to do it with ease” (Wright, Pride, 2005).

Mr. Collins is controlled by another strong female acting as a motherly figure, 

Lady Catherine. Irigaray points out the reason why men have, through history felt a need to 

exert power over women, is to escape their initial state of dependence upon the mother “once 

the chain of relationship, the cord, has been severed...then there is nothing left but the subject 

who can go back and sever them all over again whenever he likes. In a speculative act of 

denial and negation that serves to affirm his autonomy”(Irigaray,182, Speculum). There is an 

added scene in the film that seems designed to make Mr. Collins more endearing to a modern 

audience: the camera finds Mr. Collins at the Netherfield ball, standing alone holding a little 

flower. He twirls it between his fingers and seems nervous. The audience understands that he 

is contemplating his proposal to Elizabeth. This little sequence adds a new aspect to Mr. 

Collins emotional dimension, which is vital in our post-modern portrayal of men.  Later, when 

he decides to ask her, he places that same flower in front of her before he asks for her hand. 

I believe the 2005 interpretation of Mr. Collins is the one closest to the character 

in the novel.  Ruth Perry points out, in her essay, “Sleeping with Mr. Collins”, that he is not 

interested in his wife-to-be per se but he simply wants to choose a wife and this is evident 

when he arrives at Longbourne (Perry, 213). In these social conventions we can see, in a 

concrete way, how the man is exerting his power that Irigaray is talking about. First he is 

inclined towards Jane but when Mrs. Bennet hints that she is "very soon to be engaged" Mr. 

Collins is easily steered towards an alternative in Elizabeth. Mr. Collins, who has no opinions 

of his own simply replies, "Indeed, very agreeable alternative" (Wright, Pride, 2005). In this 

marriage proposal it is evident that he does not know Elizabeth and he does not seem to care 

much what she is like, providing that she agrees to play the part he has all ready and 

customized in his head. In this society the female was expected to be passive and Irigaray 

points out that the woman did not have a language and was therefore “not interested in 

society”. The obedience Mr. Collins is expecting is the obedience from the woman, the 

“lack”. If she does not support his law he has to question his supremacy (Irigaray Speculum, 

50) However, I believe that the flower saves him in the eyes of a modern audience. It lets us 

glimpse, if only for a second, an emotionally available Mr. Collins. It lets us hope he is not 

completely beyond salvation.

Mr. Collins of 2005 looks ridiculous, there is no getting around it. However, he 

is not repugnant and disgusting. He is awkward and nervous and seems to be constantly 

walking on eggshells. He is easier to like, to sympathize with and we pity him rather than 



being repelled by him. This sort of sympathetic characterization is quite necessary in post-

modern film making, it seems: at least the director thinks so. The character has to be likable 

for people to tolerate him taking up space in the film. This very simple gesture with the flower 

nicely accomplishes that. However, he is not a man you desire, because he has not freed 

himself from the castration of the powerful woman.  Austen writes men like this, who are 

under the control of a woman, and this becomes a challenge to the ideology of her time. 

Hence, castrated men are undesirable men. This is why, we as a modern audience have such 

trouble with the fact that Charlotte 'has to' marry him. I will return to this subject later.

Irigaray says that the man “must challenge her for power, for productivity ... 

identify with the law giving-father, with his desires for making capital ..., desires that prefer 

the possession of territory, which includes language”. “The ban upon returning, regressing to 

the womb, as well as the language and dreams shared with the mother, this is indeed the 

point... upon which the “subject” will continue to stand...to unfold his discourse”(Irigaray, 

Speculum, 140). As I mentioned earlier, the man needs the woman to have something to 

exercise power over, to confirm his mastery. Which is what Mr. Collins wants to do, what all 

the men want but the heroes and the heroines are called that because they find another way, 

which is what Austen wanted to demonstrate, a different way. 

In Sense we meet two different kinds of men, Willoughby who chooses not to go 

against his aunt and marry Marianne who is not appropriate for him because of her lack of 

fortune, and Colonel Brandon who seems quite willing to see past all of Marianne’s 

inappropriate behavior and marry her anyway. This seems, to me, quite extraordinary. 

Colonel Brandon is not afraid of what people might think, he is also free from the influence of 

a parent directing him. He puts himself outside the social order and puts his emotions towards 

Marianne before his social status. As I mentioned earlier, the man who frees himself from the 

mother is the one who women want. And now let us look at the women, and the changes 

made to them. 

Modern Women – Heroines

Through Elizabeth and Elinor, Austen has given us a new woman, not the Madonna or the 

whore but a real woman, free from the forms of her sex bestowed upon her by a patriarchal 

society. In Austen’s day the traits that were coded feminine were different to our modern 

codes. A young woman ought to be timid, modest, and obedient; in addition, she was 

dependent both financially and socially on men. Anything else was unacceptable since her 

only goal in life should be to make a man want her. Of course this is a structure created in the 



discourse of men. In psychoanalysis it is said that men use the female weakness to ensure that 

he has the power, through the phallus.  Irigaray talks about the identity of the woman. 

According psychoanalysis the woman is formed by her “penis-envy”(Irigaray “This Sex”, 48) 

all her life she is defined by this. Her only option to obtain some sort of purpose is to entertain 

the ideal of the man, “the phallus” by “fetichizing the penis”(Irigaray, Speculum, 124).

In this 2005 version of Pride women are also considered to need more of what’s 

coded feminine in our time, vulnerable emotional expression. In the scene where Mr. Darcy 

first proposes to Elizabeth Austen does write emotion but she is careful to point out that both 

the characters are constantly aware that they need to remain composed. On the other hand, for 

us to see these characters as healthy they need emotional display. The emotion is how we, a 

modern audience, separate the healthy from the unhealthy. I would like to argue that Austen 

uses the different female characters in her novels to show her readers the difference between 

the “hysterical” woman and the woman who is equal to a man, the feminist (Irigaray 

Speculum,125). Arguably Austen's heroines still depend on the man to save them, but not 

Elinor, who does not need to get married. Let me show you what I mean by discussing the 

leading females.  

In her essay “Misrepresenting Austen’s Ladies” Rebecca Dickson discusses the 

changes made to the main protagonist in Emma Thompson’s Sense and Sensibility.”Elinor 

was all wrong. Not in her particulars….but in the film, Elinor is…repressed” (Dickson, 50). 

Dickson points out that when we change the characters it also alters history, or rather 

Austen’s account of history. I think most of us can agree, when reading the novel, that it is 

Austen’s intention to teach Marianne a life lesson and let her evolve and grow up through the 

novel. However, in the film Thompson has reversed the roles and it is no longer Marianne 

who is the focus of learning something, but Elinor.

By changing Elinor into a much more insecure and helpless person, in the film, 

we change Austen’s opinions into our own and thereby make the film more in keeping with 

our taste. ”In Austen’s Sense, Elinor’s self-restraint is an achievement. But in the film, that 

self-restraint needs correction” (Dickson, 51). Dickson points out that in the film Elinor is 

given three different occasions on which she “breaks down” and is overcome by emotion. 

When she has done this she is “complete” (Dickson, 51). In the film, when Edward comes and 

they find out he is not married Elinor breaks down in front of everyone. In the novel she goes 

away to cry. “Elinor is not denying her emotions. But those emotions do not dictate her 

behavior” (Dickson, 55). Dickson claims that Austen lets Elinor be more dignified than 

Thompson does.



According to Dickson, the changes they have made to Sense have “undermined 

the quiet feminist force” of the book. She defends this point by noting that in the film it is the 

strong woman who “breaks down” and needs to change. In our modern society, we consider it 

stronger to express one’s emotions more openly than keeping them hidden, this might be why 

Thompson has chosen to portray Elinor this way. ”A certain amount of self-restraint in a 

person is an overlooked quality these days” (Dickson 55). Dickson also argues that Elinor is 

turned into an “un-feminist” character because in the film, suddenly, she is dependent on men 

for things, something that is still coded feminine, it appears, in our enlightened society. 

Willoughby “indirectly teaches her of the ways of the world” through his behavior towards 

her sister. Colonel Brandon gives her advice about her sister. He speaks against her opinion 

that Marianne should gain “a better acquaintance with the world” (Austen, Sense, 54) and the 

male doctor tells her to prepare for her sister dying (Dickson, 56). None of these situations of 

men giving Elinor advice and guidance is in the novel. In the novel “[n]o man contributes to 

her (Elinor’s) maturation” (Dickson, 55). In the changing of Elinor’s character, she becomes a 

different person and the plot of the novel alters considerably. “The complete Elinor becomes a 

struggling girl-woman who is shaped by a man’s actions” (Dickson, 56). Dickson claims that 

the subtle 'Proto-feminism' intended by Austen is almost destroyed by her turning from a 

strong independent young woman into someone lost in need of direction, who is then given 

that direction by men. 

I agree with Dickson that the character of Elinor has been changed in the film. 

Elinor possesses all the capacities that were coded feminine in Austen’s day. She is poised, 

amiable, and quiet. She is sticking to the language given to her by men that she has no 

influence over but she somehow rises above it and becomes independent of the man. In the 

screenplay for the film, this behavior is used to turn Elinor into someone who is repressing her 

emotions. A modern reader may have already read this into Elinor’s character when reading 

the book, however it is enhanced in the film.  According to Dickson, this is a completely 

inaccurate account of the character of Elinor. Not only is Elinor struggling with emotional 

repression; by removing her independence and making her dependent on the men around her 

the fact that she has, in the novel, completely taken over the man’s position in the family is 

overshadowed. Dickson argues that Elinor does keep her emotions hidden, however, she does 

not ignore them, she simply chooses when and where to give in to them. Furthermore, 

Dickson points out that she cries several times in the novel, in solitude. In the film we do not 

see this, and I believe that from a modern perspective we are more inclined to interpret 

Elinor’s composure as something negative and think of her as a repressed individual. To 



display your emotions is more acknowledged in our day, a modern code for femininity is 

emotional expression, both verbal and otherwise. We understand letting our emotions out 

better than holding back. I agree with Dickson that Elinor is not holding back her emotions 

because she is denying them but because she is putting her family and acquaintances before 

herself.

 When Elinor finds out Edward is engaged, she just barely holds it together, 

when Lucy Steele tells her to keep it a secret, she does; and does not tell anyone even though 

she does not like Lucy. Elinor is a strong, capable young woman and she remains stable 

throughout the novel. ”Elinor is complete; she pays attention to others, advises her mother, 

and helps her younger sisters. She falls in love and discovers that her love is already engaged, 

but there is no lesson in that heartbreak; Elinor is already whole….Austen presents Elinor as a 

complete character who need not change to meet the challenges in the plot” (Dickson 51). So 

by changing Elinor into a much more insecure and helpless person we change Austen’s 

opinions into our own and thereby make the film more in keeping with our taste.

At the other end of the emotional spectra we have Marianne, the younger and 

more emotionally expressive sister. As a complete opposite of Elinor she lets all of her 

feelings out the moment she feels them. In my opinion this way of behaving we can relate to 

in modern times, especially when we consider that Marianne is still a teenager, she is only 

seventeen. Nowadays, we allow and even expect children to be emotionally expressive, they 

are given space to show what they think and feel. So, Marianne is a modern figure. From a 

modern perspective, and in the film, Marianne seems a little silly and childish, but we can 

excuse her behavior by seeing that she is young and an emotional person as well. Emotional 

expression - the very thing Austen opposes, according to Dickson -  is healthy and 

encouraged.

If we consider the social rules that were very strict at the time, especially for a 

young woman of elevated rank, we can immediately see that Austen supports Elinor’s 

behavior and not Marianne’s. “Women were extremely careful about their social personas….a 

young woman of gentry risked much in letting down her decorum” (Dickson, 48). On several 

occasions, Marianne lets her emotions overrule her sense in social situations. She leaves the 

room when people she does not want to see visit, she cries in public and she retorts rudely to 

those who offend her. According to Austen, these are all things a young woman must not do. 

In the film Marianne abruptly stands up at the dinner table at Barton House. “I 

think we got away with this being really quite a rude thing to do, Marianne just standing up is 

just, absolutely not done when you are a visitor somewhere and you are a girl”. The fact that 



they, ‘got away with it’, as Thompson puts it, seems to again point to the difference between a 

modern audience and Austen’s audience (Thompson Sense Commentary track). The social 

code for women has become much more forgiving in our time in this regard. Arguably the 

modern emotional display of women shows a shift in the structure. Women are more free to 

express themselves. Where men before had all the power there is now a struggle for power. 

The woman is freeing herself from the structure of the patriarchal society and creating her 

own language. I believe that might be the intention behind this increase in emotional display 

both for the females and the males. Of course, one might wonder if it is really working the 

way it was intended.

Interestingly enough, Austen does not punish Marianne for her behavior. In my 

opinion, Marianne is given a good life. Nothing is to say that she would have been happier 

with Willoughby than Colonel Brandon. As I discussed earlier the men in Austen’s novels 

who do not comply with the decorum of society are punished with expulsion from decent 

society. However, Marianne is spared this. When a young lady behaved in an unacceptable 

manner and disgraced her family she would be completely excluded from 'good' society and if 

no one wanted to marry her she would end up devastated and poor. However, Marianne is 

rewarded with a 'good match'. This could be interpreted as a form of criticism of the social 

rules. Perhaps Austen means to say that the rules are too strict and that young girls should be 

allowed to feel emotions. Or, perhaps, it is a case of pleasing the audience; letting good things 

come to good people. Colonel Brandon rescues Marianne from being punished, she marries an 

honorable man. This, arguably, keeps her inside the patriarchal structure. I will discuss this 

further later on.

Dickson argues that perhaps Thompson thought that a modern audience would 

not respond to an Elinor who constantly put other before herself and held back her own 

emotions (Dickson, 56). It is, after all, not what we are used to in our world. Dickson says that 

perhaps the fact that we live in a more “self-oriented” society (Dickson, 52) means that we 

cannot relate to Elinor’s behavior. “Thompson shrinks our self-sufficient girl-woman with 

unexpressed emotions who must learn to demonstrate them” (Dickson, 56). I agree that Elinor 

is more dependent in the film because she is not considered strong. And that gives a stronger 

feeling of her needing to be rescued, something Austen wanted to avoid.

Dickson’s final argument is that Thompson’s Sense is not what “Jane Austen 

intended” and that the best adaptations are the ones where the creators have followed the plot 

as faithfully as possible (Dickson 56). She also argues that our modern society should not 

shun these strong and composed women, they should instead be our role models. The 



emotional display is coded feminine in our society but it is creating a path backward from 

where Austen wanted to go, back into the structure of the language and of society that is 

formed by the “subject”, (Irigaray, “This Sex” 102) by the man where women are just 

“object(s)”(Speculum, 104). 

Irigaray asks in Speculum if the woman can really choose an object for herself 

since she is an “object”. Irigaray argues that she only chooses through him, the man she wants 

to be. Charlotte Lucas, in Pride and Prejudice, is painted as a victim of the societal rules of 

her time (Irigaray, 104). Charlotte is actively making herself available for Mr. Collins so that 

he will choose her. She is not really choosing as a “subject”, and so, she's not a heroine (“This 

sex”, 102). However, Elizabeth and Charlotte and Marianne are more active. Elizabeth is 

never compromising herself to be chosen, even when she wants to choose him. Elizabeth is a 

heroine of Austen's because she breaks the conventions when she turns down Mr. Collins 

proposal, even though this would give her financial security, as she is living within the 

patriarchal structure. This shows her independence. She refuses to be an object simply 

existing to help sustain his status as master. She is a feminist, she is fighting for freedom from 

the patriarchal structure. The relationship between Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth can only be 

realized when Darcy rejects the influence of his aunt over him and he sees Elizabeth as his 

equal. This seems a very modern approach for Austen to have. Nevertheless, I believe this is 

what she intended.

I believe that both Elizabeth and Elinor stand outside this structure of laws 

created by men. Elizabeth and Darcy enter their marriage with the sense of being equals and 

we, as readers, do not get the idea that Elinor really needs anything from Edward, she wants 

him but does not need him. The other women in the stories have a dependency on the man. 

Lydia is looking to Wickham to show her a good time and Mrs Bennet and Mrs Dashwood are 

weak women who are too emotional to rise above this social structure. 

Non-Heroines

In Austen’s Pride and Prejudice the characters of the three youngest Bennets, especially 

Lydia, is another example of a young lady behaving badly and disgracing her family. She is 

full of romantic notions of officers and does not seem to speak or think of much else than 

having fun. Like Marianne’s, Lydia’s behavior is held up against the proper behavior of her 

elder sisters, Elizabeth and Jane. Austen is presenting us with two opposite behaviors. I 

believe she is painting these different female portraits to make a point and to show her readers 

what she considers right and what she considers wrong. 



My first thought was that Lydia is punished for being indiscreet by ending up 

married to Wickham. The marriage is clearly not a happy one. Then I realized that, again, the 

modern view of the story is very different from Austen’s view. I also realized that the 2005 

film had very much influenced my opinion. There is an interesting sequence in the film with 

regard to this particular modern approach. It is a small gesture and it happens quite fast and in 

the background. However, I noticed when Mr. Wickham and the new Mrs. Wickham leave in 

a carriage pulling away from Longbourne after a visit, Lydia leans out of the carriage and 

waves and shouts her goodbyes, and after a while Wickham abruptly pulls her down into her 

seat. The idea of the Director here was to refer to domestic violence (Pride 2005 Wright). Not 

only does it show what he believes the marriage to be like, since I completely agreed with that 

reference I am inclined to believe that his opinion represents the modern audience view. What 

I would like to point out with this example, is that this unfortunate situation is seen as a 

punishment for Lydia. She is enforcing the patriarchal structure. Therefore she is not a 

heroine in the story. 

Elizabeth and Jane are quite opposite characters to Lydia. Especially Jane is 

very much playing by the cultural rules and social structures of the time. As their reward they 

are married to respectable men of considerable social and economic power. Austen has clearly 

drawn a line between the kind of behavior she can condone and one she cannot. Lydia is 

punished, perhaps, by being robbed of social and economic standing in society. On the other 

hand, we might consider that, though Lydia is not placed in what we would define as a 'happy' 

marriage, in the novel, she is given a life that, although rough, might not be that terrible to 

her. She is not a person who much cares about respectability and proper behavior. Wickham, 

of course, only wanted her for the money but on the other hand Lydia seems like the sort of 

person who should be quite content flirting with other men and do what she feels like. Saying 

that this is not punishment is quite provocative to us in our modern times, I think.  It is only a 

punishment if the situation makes people regret their decisions. When Lydia visits 

Longbourne after she has married Wickham she seems quite content in her situation.

Another interesting character is Charlotte Lucas. Because Mr. Collins is made 

more accessible to us, in the film, and we might more easily understand why Charlotte 

marries him. Because, and here we are again, a modern audience cannot simply accept the 

reasons Charlotte gives in the novel. She wants a house, she wants the security of a husband. 

She is not sentimental or romantic about the fact. In the film, even Charlotte (Claudie 

Blakely) is, in my opinion, modernized. The novel implies that she is a burden to her family 

but this is explicit in the film. We try to make it seem as though Charlotte is walking into this 



marriage with a great sense of sacrifice and distress. In the novel this is not the impression left 

with the reader. When Charlotte takes it upon herself to do what no one else can bear, 

listening to Mr. Collins endless string of words, which is all part of her “scheme” as Austen 

puts it (Austen, Pride 104), Elizabeth thanks her, expecting her to feel as if she is making a 

great sacrifice. However, Charlotte simply says that she finds “satisfaction in being useful, 

and that it amply repaid her for the little sacrifice of her time” (Austen, Pride 104). We notice 

that Austen applauds Charlotte’s behavior when we consider the change in Elizabeth’s 

attitude to the marriage when she sees that Charlotte is happy in her new home.

Charlotte is quite a non-feminist character in the film. In the novel we are told 

that Charlotte decides to marry Mr. Collins to secure her future and everyone in her family is 

relieved that she will not end up a spinster.”The boys were relieved from their apprehension 

of Charlotte dying an old maid”(Austen, Pride, 105). In the film we might be tempted to view 

this as a huge sacrifice on Charlotte’s behalf and there is one scene where she tells Elizabeth 

about her engagement. The panic expressed in the film is not expressed in the novel.”I am not 

a romantic… I ask only a comfortable home; and considering Mr. Collins character, 

connections, and situations in life, I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him is as 

fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state” (Austen, Pride, 108). However, 

this scene with Charlotte lets the modern viewer see the desperation of young women. “Not 

all of us can afford to be romantic…I’m twenty-seven years old. I have no money and no 

prospects. I’m already a burden to my parents. And I am frightened” (Pride 2005). This, of 

course, the contemporary readers already knew as they were living it. Charlotte is upholding 

the patriarchal structure.  With her we have the same effect as with Elinor, her emotional 

display makes her appear weaker than she is and I would like to argue that, again, the 

intention a modern interpreter has had of displaying the freedom of modern women has had 

the opposite effect. 

Sometimes characters are omitted in films, for example Lucy Steele’s sister in 

Sense, and sometimes characters are expanded and made into rounder characters for example 

the youngest Dashwood sister in Sense, Margaret. This character is suddenly interesting to the 

viewer from a feminist perspective. Amanda Collins points out, in her essay “Jane Austen, 

Film and the Pitfalls of postmodern Nostalgia”, that Margaret (Emilie Francois) is much more 

important to the plot in the 1995 film. In the novel Margaret is written off by Austen as a 

well-mannered girl influenced by Marianne and inclined to a romantic view of things and too 

young to be part of society. Thompson has transformed Margaret into what Collins refers to 

as a “feisty tomboy” (Collins, 84). She has her own tree-house, she is in the garden sword 



fighting with Edward. She seems more wild than tame. “She (Margaret) was extremely useful 

to be the voice of the audience, explaining a lot of the moves of the time” (Lindsay Doran, 

Sense Commentary track). Margaret is set outside the social rules of the time and so she 

questions these rules from the outside perspective that we, as a modern audience, can relate 

to. When John Dashwood and Fanny come to claim their new house at Norland, Elinor is out 

by the tree-house explaining to Margaret that they have to move because only sons can 

inherit, not daughters. So, by questioning the political order of things so directly Margaret 

works as a “sort of mouthpiece” (Collins, 84) for the audience. She is not being “developed” 

with emotional display but with a voice, a language. Through Margaret's character the modern 

position of the woman in society is displayed. 

Furthermore, Margaret is shown in the library with an atlas where she learns of 

other places in the world and she also dreams of being a pirate. Margaret does not seem bound 

by English society in the same way as everyone around her. Collins points out that 

“Thompson infuses the character of Margaret with an utterly twentieth-century persona” 

(Collins, 85). This arguably gives the film some balance. Finding Margaret in the film as a 

modern element might, according to Collins, soothe the audience and be seen as a promise for 

liberation of the next generation. “They find in Margaret the character most like themselves, 

who is free (at least in her mind) to grow up to be whatever she wants to be” (Collins, 85). 

The influence of modern feminism can, perhaps considered to be something positive, if it is 

where Austen wanted to point with her critic of the contemporary society. 

Through Margaret we can look ahead at a better future for women and see what 

we recognize as feminism. This kind of explaining might not be stylistically in accordance 

with Austen but it might be necessary to explain certain things that did not need to be 

explained to the contemporary audience. From a psychoanalytical perspective I believe 

Margarets role challenges the psychoanalytical view on the woman, she shows us a different 

role for the female, someone who behaves like a boy and someone who speaks her mind. She 

is a “subject”. This is a positive development as opposed to the other female portraits in the 

films.

Heroes and Heroines: Romance vs. Courtship

Nixon makes a distinction between the concept of “courtship” from Austen’s time and our 

modern concept of “romance”. “The films endow Austen’s courtship romance protagonists 

with emotional display emphasizing our current notions of ‘romance’ rather than late 

eighteenth century understandings of “courtship’” (Nixon 25).  According to Morini 



Massimiliano, Jane Austen's Narrative Techniques, it is easy to interpret Austen's works in 

very different ways. It can both be argued that she is upholding the "patriarchal values of her 

society" which is the traditional way of reading Austen, and then there is the new and 

"feminist" reading which says that Austen is instead critiquing the values, not condoning them 

(Morini, 15). 

The relationship of Marianne and Colonel Brandon in Sense is a good example 

of the confusion in what Austen tries to convey. Marianne’s attachment to Colonel Brandon is 

not described in raptures in the novel. “With such a confederacy against her-with knowledge 

so intimate of his goodness-with a conviction of his fond attachment to herself, which at last, 

though long after it was observable to everybody else-burst on her-what could she do?” 

(Austen, Sense 378). Marianne choosing Colonel Brandon can be seen as both upholding the 

social order of the time and criticizing it. Brandon is the sensible choice but perhaps Marianne 

would have been perfectly happy with Willoughby and sacrifices what she truly wants to do 

what is sensible? In many ways Austen is considered difficult to figure out because her texts 

generate so many possible approaches. "Any story, besides telling itself, expresses...a 'world-

view'. And in Austen's case, this world-view seems to be, at one and the same time, 

contradictory and elusive" (Morini,16). Morini points out that we cannot even be sure what 

Jane Austen's view on what she wrote was or what her aim was in writing it.

I believe that Austen wanted to critique the patriarchal structure of her time, 

perhaps the confusion that Morini points out is because as a writer one cannot completely free 

oneself from ones surroundings. I mentioned earlier that Austen is critiquing society by 

showing us different kinds of women and through them giving us a clear sense of what is 

wrong and right, who is the winner and who is not. However, if we consider Marianne she 

reaches insight about the way she ought to behave, but one can argue that this behaviour of 

sense is simply falling in line with what is expected of her from society and therefore she is 

not freed from the structure. She is also rescued by Colonel Brandon. By rescuing her he 

displays power, to do something she cannot do: free herself. 

In the 2005 adaptation of Pride and Prejudice there is very much a focus on 

modern romance. When Darcy and Mr. Bingley come to Longbourne so that Bingley can 

propose to Jane, Elizabeth sees Darcy though the window and she leans against the table and 

cannot breathe. “He affects her in the solar plexus. And she now can’t breathe” (Wright, 

Pride, Commentary Track). She has now completely changed her mind about him and he has 

a very dramatic effect on her. The comments from the Director, Joe Wright, on the film make 

it quite clear that his aim was to create a romantic, dramatic story. “I hope we achieved 



expression of how difficult it is to fall in love and how painful and how terrifying and scary (it 

is) to let yourself fall in love” (Wright, Pride, Commentary Track). 

The romance is established clearly through a very classically romantic scene: 

Elizabeth cannot sleep after Lady Catherine’s visit and as the sun rises Mr. Darcy comes 

walking across the meadow and the shot is held for a long time until he reaches her. The 

effect of the breaking dawn, the music, the mist and the flying coattails is a really romantic 

setting. Mr. Darcy is displayed as a mythical hero. There is the aspect of physical attraction 

and emotional display that is not part of Austen's writing. 

Sexuality

Irigaray says that the man only loves himself through the woman, not the actual woman. The 

goal for him is to not have to think of her as a ”subject” with  preferences as concerns 

pleasure that might be different than his own (Irigaray, “This Sex which Is Not One” 102). 

During this time the man married for economic reasons and status. It was not from interest in 

the woman as a subject but for what she could give him, so I agree with Irigaray that the 

marriage is an expression for the mans love of himself. ”Pleasure could never be found in a 

relation. Except in a relation to the same. The narcissistic pleasure”(Irigaray, “This Sex which 

is not one” 103). The physical intimacy becomes just another expression of the woman as an 

object. I believe, the modern audience has trouble accepting these terms for marriage and 

intimacy. 

I agree with Perry that a modern audience does find the thought of Charlotte 

married to Collins horrific to a large extent because we know she has to sleep with him. 

Nowadays we need love, or at least attraction, to sleep with someone. In Austen’s world this 

aversion to sex did not exist in this manner. Sexual matters where very much tied to social 

rules in Austen’s day, you had sex with your husband and only him. Marianne and 

Willoughby are attracted to each other and they fall wildly in love. In the novel they must be 

separated as attraction of that sort is not advisable. We twist Austen’s message around. I 

would like to argue that Austen separated Marianne and Willoughby because with him 

Marianne would be  locked into the patriarchal structure. The man does not want her to be 

subject because that would mean that she was equal and might choose to free herself from 

having to sustain his ”phallus authority”(Irigaray, Speculum, 50). This is why sex was not 

important, the female pleasure was never part of the equation. The man does not have to ”step 

out of this gender” but only be an ”absolute” model of narcissism and this model would be 

supported by the woman  and it would heal ”female narcissism” because she chooses the man 



she ”wished to become” an so her narcissism is his narcissism. He can ”love himself through 

her” (Irigaray, Speculum, 105). In the patriarchal structure the woman has no language and 

therefore her pleasure is not considered. According to Irigaray the man is the only active party 

of intercourse and the woman is merely a passive tool to help the man feel pleasure and 

produce children. 

In Austen’s Pride, she points to the commendable behavior of Charlotte and we 

point to Elizabeth’s “relief at avoiding a disgusting suitor” (Perry, 215). In the novel, there are 

no evident physical traits, except for maybe ridiculously short bangs, that make us feel more 

repelled by him. Something we never see in the 2005 adaptation is Elizabeth’s changed 

attitude towards the marriage, this is because, to us, there can be no understanding it, not from 

our cultural viewpoint. “It was less tied to individual identity, and more understood as an 

uncomplicated, straightforward physical appetite” (Perry, 217). Perry points out that sex was 

not that important in Austen’s day. There was no sex obsession as there is today. Our 

sexuality today is influenced by the work of psychologists such as Freud, which it was not at 

all, of course, in Austen’s day. 

In the 2005 version of Pride there is emotional display but there is also quite an 

evident sexual tension between Elizabeth and Darcy which we cannot sense in the novel. One 

scene in particular in the film comes to mind. It is Darcy’s first marriage proposal: the setting 

is dramatic with rain and thunder and music. Both he and Elizabeth are made more emotional 

when they raise their voices at each other as he confesses his emotions the first time. Here 

they almost kiss as well and there is a sexual tension which is nowhere in the novel. In order 

to make the male leads worthy of the hero title they have to become someone a modern 

viewer would consider sleeping with. In our post-feminism world it is a woman’s choice. We 

now have the freedom to look at men as objects of sexual desire as they have always done 

with women. The women of Austen’s time did not have that option. Neither was sexual desire 

considered important within the realms of marriage.

In Austen’s Sense there are not really any scenes where we are allowed, as 

readers, to see how the love between Elinor and Edward emerges. This arrangement, with 

Elinor and Edward falling in love without being seen interacting at all, would seem strange to 

a modern audience. Thompson solved this problem by creating scenes where they are seen 

interacting. There is one scene where Elinor and Edward are walking outside and her shawl 

drops and he picks it up and places it on her shoulders. She “accidentally” drops it again and 

he repeats the procedure. It is quite a sweet and romantic scene. “When he does pick up the 

shawl and put it around her her…in the language of the time, he might as well have kissed 



her….it’s very intimate isn’t it? Almost touching, he is allowed to quickly graze against her 

clothes with his fingers when adjusting the shawl” (Thompson and Doran, Commentary track 

on Sense) It creates an intimacy and sensuality which are not seen in Austen’s novels. 

According to Perry there is usually a tendency to embellish the character of Mr. Collins and 

make him physically repellant so that when Elizabeth finds out about Charlotte marring this 

man she is not only astonished because she finds him morally repugnant but physically 

repugnant as well. This approach helps the audience along so that Elizabeth’s reaction reflects 

our modern reaction to the thought of being married to Mr. Collins. 

By pointing out that the ultimate goal for the heroine is still to get married one 

can argue that she is still a victim of the patriarchal society; however, the fact that the 

heroines take on the role of both parents on their own and in Elinor's case also manages the 

money one can see that she is completely independent of a man to deal with life's issues. This 

is what leads me to say that Austen has freed the woman. And in the films the men are made 

for the woman's viewing pleasure, which shows us that a female spectator has a new voice in 

modern society.

Families: Children and Parents

In Austen's novels we see the patriarchal structure clearly. Psychoanalysis says that the 

mother can never be truly happy if she does not have a son because that is the only thing that 

can cure her “penis-envy” and she can “live out her ambitions” though him because she 

indirectly possesses the penis through him. If she has a daughter, the “unfortunate relationship 

with her parents-who produced a daughter-will again threaten the union with her husband. 

However “thanks to her son she will be recompensated  for her narcissistic humiliation” 

(Irigaray, Speculum, 17). In Austen's novels we see that the family always has only daughters 

and because of that the father has “no one” to leave his inheritance to, the whole basis of the 

women's crisis is that she is not a man. 

The little girl grows to hate her mother because she blames her for being 

castrated. The mother, herself being castrated, cannot provide the little girl with what she 

wants, the penis. Here the Oedipus complex appears where the little girl looks to the father to 

give her what she is missing which he cannot provide either. In order to break with this 

Austen creates the self-made women. Both Elizabeth and Jane resemble Elinor in the sense 

that there is no one who seems to have brought them up. They are barely in their twenties and, 

on the contrary, it seems to fall on their lot to raise their siblings, as both their mother and 

their father seem unfit for the job. 



Her father, contented with laughing at them, would never exert himself to restrain the wild giddiness 

of his youngest daughters; and her mother, with manners so far from right herself, was entirely 

insensible to the evil. Elizabeth had frequently united with Jane in an endeavor to check the 

imprudence of Catherine and Lydia; but while they were supported by their mother’s indulgence, what 

chance could there be of improvement? (Austen, Pride, 180).

The female protagonists in Wright’s Pride are made more girlish and young than they might 

be perceived in the novel, which is our modern conception about young women, that they 

should not grow up so fast, whereas in Austen’s world they should grow up early in life.

In the film there is a short sequence when Lydia is leaving and Mrs Bennet is 

crying and mentions how alone she feels because one of her children is leaving and Elizabeth, 

who has a somewhat frosty relationship with her mother, gives her a sympathetic hug. This 

scene is added to comply with the directors idea of family and what it should look like, 

specifically the relationship between Elizabeth and her mother is altered. I believe that Austen 

used the different female portraits to make a point about what has made is necessary for these 

heroines to make their own way and fight against the patriarchal order, if the lines a blurred 

and the characters changed, then we have, once again changed Austen's text. 

According to Irigaray the woman has to be ”lack” otherwise she threatens man's 

position of power, ”the phallus authority”. In other words, the woman has to be envious  

otherwise she will not ”reflect his uniqueness”. This theory explains many things about the 

society that we see during Austen's time and which we still see today. If we consider the 

agreement of marriage is between the father and the husband to be. ”She lets herself be 

chosen as an ”object” and any choice she makes ”is often in accordance with the narcissitic 

ideal of the man”(Irigaray, Speculum, 104). In Austen's time the man decided whether to take 

a woman as his wife or not, she had no say in the initiation of a relationship with a man 

although she did have the power of refusal

Elinor does an extraordinary thing for a young woman of her time, as I 

discussed earlier, many of her strengths are obliterated in the film. After her father’s passing, 

the little family is left in a mess due to the man’s lack of sense or, perhaps, interest in their 

situation and Elinor takes it upon herself to run the household. They no longer need the man 

to do what’s needed, they have Elinor. As Dickson points out, she is already grown-up and 

prepared to take on life, and not just the life of a respectable woman, she can handle 

everything a man can. This, to me, reveals the depth of Austen’s feminist ideology, she has 



given us a modern woman, completely ahead of her time, and what do we do? We shove her 

back in a corset and tell her to find a man to lean on. From a feminist perspective Elinor is a 

strong woman but she is not rejected by the man; instead, just like Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy, 

she meets him in the middle and they are equals. She grabs power and he relinquishes power.

Both Lydia and the rest of the younger Bennets and Georgiana, Mr. Darcy’s 

sister, are portrayed as very child-like. They are, of course, children; being around the age of 

fifteen and sixteen. The Director, Joe Wright, comments that Elizabeth is a child, as well, who 

needs to grow up and learn from her mistakes. “We are dealing with child emotions” (Wright, 

Pride, 2005). From a feminist perspective this is interesting. As mentioned before, the Elinor 

that Austen created does not need a man, or anyone, to grow up. The same is evident in Pride. 

Mr. Bennet does not get involved in raising his daughters at all it seems. Irigaray argues that 

“in the whole adventure of female sexuality ...the father makes his appearance only at the end 

and in such a dim, secondary, even “passive” role. With no desires, no instincts, no dealings, 

of any kind, in regard to his daughter. Neutral and benevolent” (Irigaray, Speculum, 62). He 

has no interest in a daughter. However, Jane and Elizabeth have to raise themselves and, 

thanks to that, they become independent from the patriarchal structure.

The young ladies in Austen need to learn about life and themselves, since little 

or no parental guidance is to be expected; they have to learn on their own. Both Elizabeth and 

Marianne are guided by their elder sisters. Although Elizabeth is much closer to Elinor in 

social behavior she is like Marianne in one aspect. She has to evolve throughout the novel, to 

become a more mature person in order to find happiness and stability. Both Elizabeth and 

Marianne are deceived by appearances. Although Willoughby does form an attachment to 

Marianne she is unable to see his fickle and selfish nature. Elizabeth is immediately taken in 

by Mr. Wickham and his account of Mr. Darcy. She too learns, on a rather emotionally 

turbulent journey, that she has trusted the wrong man. Austen seems to seek to do away with 

naiveté in her female heroines so that they can be dependent on their own perceptions and not 

prejudice or naïve behavior, or men. She wants to break the patriarchal structure.

Mr. and Mrs. Bennet are characters which have been limited in the film. The 

director decided to disregard the novel’s account of what their relationship is like. At the end 

when they are lying in bed talking there is a sense of intimacy that is not there in the novel. 

The director mentions that, in this version they “still love each other and still fancy each 

other” (Wright, Pride, 2005). Through this alteration he removes an interesting aspect, in my 

opinion. Mr. Bennet does not want Elizabeth to marry Mr. Collins and one might consider 

that this is because he himself married someone he did not love and he wants better for her. 



Their relationship can also explain the deeply imprinted desire in Elizabeth and Jane to find a 

good man and not just a man with money. “I could not have parted with you my Lizzie, for 

anyone less worthy” (Wright, Pride, 2005) Mr. Bennet condones marrying for love but with 

sense. 

Mrs. Bennet is not as unhappy in her marriage as her husband is. She is an older 

version of Lydia. She does not at all keep to the social structure so she is dismissed from the 

story. She is the “hysterical” woman (Irigaray, Speculum, 125). Austen gives us a glimpse 

into the future of Lydia’s marriage and Lucy Steele’s as well, I believe. The two women are 

the same and they cannot, by behaving the way they do, break free of the patriarchal structure. 

The hysterical woman is not rewarded by Austen. This is in keeping with the patriarchal 

structure. “The hysterical woman who flaunts an appearance  exceeding and defying the 

natural, the legally sanctioned mean, must be...humiliated, brought back to chastity, whether 

she likes it our not”(Irigaray, Speculum, 125). The fact that Marianne 'repents' means that she 

is not punished. Lydia and Mrs Bennett are to silly to realize that they are punished by being 

considered bad company. 

Brownstein claims, that “the danger facing…all of Austen’s heroines, is that 

they may “let the right man and the chance for action pass them by” (Brownstein, 90, quoted 

in Nachumi,132). She also mentions that in order for the heroine the have her happy ending 

they need to learn more about themselves and learn to “interpret the world around them 

correctly” (Brownstein, 91, quoted in Nachumi, 132). What Brownstein mentiones here seems 

to support my idea that Austen is criticizing the woman's role as secondary to the man, as 

what Freud would term, passive. Austen wants to break the structure of the patriarchal power 

by showing the woman that she is not what he says she is, that her lack is simply another 

option. In the novels we see this through the females.

In Sense, Marianne learns to reject the “romantic convention” (Brownstein, 132) 

and, through watching her sister handling the same situation as her with such composure, she 

learns to strive for sense instead of sensibility and then she is ready to marry Colonel 

Brandon. In the novel Marianne is quite changed after her time of illness, she realizes her 

conduct has been faulty and wants to repent. “My feelings shall be governed and my temper 

improved” (Austen, Sense 340). In Pride, Elizabeth is swept away by Mr. Wickham until she 

sees who he really is. Once she has rejected Mr. Wickham she can find happiness with Mr. 

Darcy. My point is that the young women in these stories are self-made; a very appealing 

thought to a post-modern feminist and a provoking yet exciting dream of the 19th century 

women.



Conclusion

The themes I have discussed are certainly themes that our modern society has in common 

with Austen's era. However, the views and insights into these themes have changed quite 

radically in many ways over time. The social behavior and customs of men and women, the 

subject of sexuality and marriage and love have changed. With our ability to completely 

change the characters and their image, we severely alter Austen’s intended purpose with her 

books. If something is not made accessible it will not gain an audience. It is perhaps too much 

to expect to find in the films what we find in the novels. In light of this discussion I believe 

that further study should be carried out especially in the area of psychology. One might 

consider the results of Freudian thinking versus the Pre-Freudian society in areas like child-

raising and sexuality which I have only lightly touched upon in this essay.
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