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Marriage can always perform the formal function of closure in
literature, or it can serve as a ‘‘mirror of morality’’ celebrating and mark-
ing fruitful union.' Marriage can even be seen as the reward of self-
knowledge for characters like Emma or Elizabeth Bennet.? But Jane Austen
never lets us forget that marriage is first of all an economic institution. Here,
I want to explore the complex ways in which these several dimensions of
courtship and marriage interrelate in her novels, moral and emblematic as
well as emotional and financial. From first to last in these novels, marriage
is as much bound up with money and social status as it is with love. As
Austen summarizes the situation of Edward and Elinor in Sense and Sen-
sibility, ‘‘they were neither of them quite enough in love to think that three
hundred and fifty pounds a-year would supply them with the comforts of
life’” (p. 369). In short, the impulses, motives, and needs of marriage are
complex and contradictory even for the best of Austen’s characters.

Austen’s heroines are not beset by heavy fathers or scheming mothers
so much as they are threatened with financial insecurity, for she is more
concerned with financial than familial conflict. Her heroines are born to
“‘comfortable’’ social positions (higher, apparently, than Austen’s own),
but, with the notable exception of Emma, find themselves in straightened
or fallen or threatened circumstances. Only in Emma and Northanger Ab-
bey are the family fortunes secure, and in Northanger Abbey they are
threatened by rumor. We are told a great deal about the finances and por-
tions of the heroines, and only one clearly has sufficient resources to marry
into the class into which she was born.* Without personal fortune in the
form of a marriage portion, these characters are set out in the world to
preserve themselves by their wit and personal beauty, perishable com-
modities both. Austen writes about well-educated young women of small
fortune, whose only ‘‘preservative from want,’”” as Charlotte Lucas puts
it, is marriage (PP 122). This is a period of high inflation during which
time the ratio of marriage portion to dower was steadily going up--in short,
a bad market in which to be a marriageable woman, though it is pointed
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