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Preface and Acknowledgements 
 
It’s hot outside. I’ve moved my chair to the garden. I’m so caught up in The Secret 
Dreamworld of a Shopaholic that I don’t even hear my neighbour approaching. 
‘I thought you were working on your thesis this summer?’ she asks me, looking 
disdainfully at the pink cover of my book. 
‘I am’, I say. 
 
This was not the first time I felt I had to defend my thesis subject. People usually 
presume that my thesis will be an ode to Chick Lit. ‘What’s so good about it then?’, they 
ask, ready for a discussion in which I will defend the genre.  
 
I feel I shouldn’t be defending my thesis subject but in this preface I will do so once 
more: I believe there is nothing wrong with studying a part of popular culture. In fact, I 
think that’s one of the most interesting parts of literary studies. And to be completely 
honest, I wouldn’t have written about it if I didn’t love a good Chick Lit novel every now 
and then. Combined with my all-time favourite author Jane Austen I couldn’t have 
chosen a better thesis subject.  
 
I would like to express my gratitude to the following people: 
 
Thank you Roselinde Supheert for helping me with the first ideas and sparking my 
interest in nineteenth century literature four years ago. 
 
Thank you Alana Gillespie for your clear and straight-forward comments and for helping 
me with the whole “trees through the bush” thing at the end.  
 
Thank you LB-Crew for sharing this miserable yet amazing time with me. 
 
Thank you Hans and Henriëtte Witt for always believing in me.  
 
And thank you Jelmar Hoekstra for endlessly listening to and commenting on my ideas 
and for creating the beautiful artwork for the cover of this thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Elsbeth Witt 
Utrecht, 13 August 2007 
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Introduction 

 It is a truth universally acknowledged that any woman in her thirties is either 

desperately looking for Mr Right or hopelessly trying to balance a career and family life. 

In the mid 1990s, this truism became the main subject of a new genre of novels. The term 

Chick Lit is used to describe these novels that distinguish themselves by using a light and 

comedic style and recognizable heroines. Even though her novels appeared two centuries 

earlier, Jane Austen is often seen as the “mother” of Chick Lit and many critics draw a 

comparison between Austen and Chick Lit. This thesis examines the similarities between 

Chick Lit novels and Austen’s novels and will also seek to determine why they are 

compared so often. 

Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary, published in 1996, is generally seen as 

the first Chick Lit novel, even though novels like Melissa Bank’s The Girls’ Guide to 

Hunting and Fishing preceded Fielding. In the introduction to their book Chick Lit: The 

New Woman’s Fiction, Suzanne Ferriss and Mallory Young identify Helen Fielding’s 

Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996) as the “single urtext” for the genre, arguing that “the entire 

chick-lit phenomenon is invariably traced back to this single novel” (4). Lauren Adams 

also believes Bridget Jones to be “[t]he first single girl to win our hearts by spilling her 

guts – and dry-brushing her cellulite” (671). Literary agent Marcy Posner, too, claims 

that: “Bridget Jones was the first book that had this kind of 20-something or early 30-

something girl whose life was a mess, and with whom most women at that point, or even 

past their 20s, could totally identify” (qtd. in James-Enger par 7).  

Both Bridget Jones’s Diary and Candace Bushnell’s bestseller Sex and the City 

started as newspaper columns that became popular because according to many women 
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these authors were not afraid to tell the truth about women’s daily lives. In the 1990s, 

feminism had had its second wave and women now had equal opportunities as opposed to 

men in almost every field. Equal opportunities in theory, does not always mean equal 

opportunities in real life, though. Women have a more difficult time in proving 

themselves in their careers than men. They have to find a way to combine their careers, 

their social lives and their family lives. Besides, the amount of choices that a woman has 

nowadays can be overwhelming and difficult and an abundance of choices can be a 

burden as well. In the 1990s popular culture showed that women were finally able to 

admit that equal opportunities did not necessarily make life easy, and that sexism was 

something that still existed. Novels were not the only medium that sensed a need for a 

different approach to women’s culture. Television also showed a change in women’s 

culture. TV shows such as Sex and the City – inspired by Bushnell’s novel – and Ally 

McBeal show heroines similar to Chick Lit heroines, and use a light comedic style, 

comparable to Chick Lit novels. Chick Lit’s popularity cannot merely be explained by 

this shift, though. The publishing industry and the influence of other media also play a 

part, as will be explained in Chapter 1 on Reception. 

The term Chick Lit was originally used in Chick-Lit: Postfeminist Fiction, an 

anthology with twenty-two post-feminist stories by female authors, put together by 

editors Cris Mazza and Jeffrey DeShell in 1995. In “Who’s Laughing Now? A Short 

History of Chick Lit and the Perversion of a Genre”, Mazza describes the style of these 

stories: “The fictions we had compiled were simultaneously courageous and playful; 

frank and wry; honest, intelligent, sophisticated, libidinous, unapologetic, and 

overwhelmingly emancipated” (18). After much brainstorming and many suggestions 
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Mazza and DeShell finally decided on the title of the anthology. They were glad that 

critics understood the irony they intended with this title: “This was the ironic intention of 

our title: not to embrace an old frivolous or coquettish image of women but to take 

responsibility for our part in the damaging, lingering stereotype” (18). In 1996 a second 

volume of the anthology was published called Chick-Lit 2: No Chick Vics. But to the 

great annoyance of Mazza, the term Chick Lit was taken up by the British media and 

book industry after the publication of Bridget Jones’s Diary. Mazza thinks that 

“[p]erhaps this development was aided by the rise of the Internet, homogenizer of the 

world” (23). When magazines and websites discuss the origin of the term, they often 

overlook her anthology and name either Bridget Jones’s Diary or Sex and the City as the 

first Chick Lit. According to Mazza, the term “chick” in her title was highly ironic: “Our 

titling gesture was similar to comedian Dick Gregory’s title for his autobiography, 

Nigger. Here’s who we are, plus what you (still) think of us thrown back in your face” 

(28). Mazza finds this irony lacking in what is now known as Chick Lit: “The chicks in 

commercial chick lit, along with Hooters restaurants and celebrity boxing, have stripped 

themselves of irony” (28). Mazza’s negative attitude towards the genre may have 

something to do with the fact that a term she originally invented was hijacked by the 

media and book industry for a different purpose. 

The content and style of most novels that are now known as Chick Lit are quite 

similar to Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary and Bushnell’s Sex and the City. Fielding’s 

novel is a first person narration about Bridget Jones, a thirty-year-old single woman 

living in London. The novel sees Bridget struggling with the pressure of finding the right 

man and having a successful career. On top of that, she has serious problems with her 
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self-image. Her weight, looks and how other people see her are a complete obsession to 

her. Many women recognised themselves in the neurotic, funny and at times sad way in 

which this woman describes her daily life. Sex and the City also uses a first person 

narrator and focuses on similar subjects. The genre has certain common elements. Most 

of the Chick Lit novels are first person narrations. The events are described in an 

informal, funny and often ironic and self-mocking style. The heroines are young single 

women, sometimes in their twenties, mostly in their thirties. They usually live in a large 

city and the main focus of the novels is the women’s daily lives. 

 After a while, certain subgenres started to develop. Novels about young mothers 

for example, known as Mummy Lit, also began to appear. Allison Pearson’s I Don’t 

Know How She Does It is a good example of this. These novels continue where BJD left 

off. The protagonists have found the right man and are now trying to balance a career 

with their family lives and social lives. Although the protagonists of these novels are 

slightly older than Bridget Jones, the style and much of the content remain the same. 

Varieties on the Chick Lit theme seem endless. Rebecca Vnuk names a few such as 

Mummy Lit, Lad Lit, Workplace Tell-All Lit, Bride Lit, Christian Chick Lit, Widow Lit, 

Ethnic Chick Lit, Mystery Chick Lit and Hen Lit (Vnuk 43). 

 Chick Lit has developed into an enormously popular genre. After the success of 

BJD and Sex and the City, the book industry realized that this was not just a one time 

success. The success of both Fielding’s and Bushnell’s novels led to similar novels being 

published. Many novels about young single women living in the city followed. Sophie 

Kinsella’s Shopaholic novels, for example, are just as popular as BJD initially was, and 

Chick Lit has become an enormous commercial success. In 2002, Chick Lit earned 
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publishers more than $71 million (Ferriss 2). Many bookstores nowadays devote parts of 

their store to Chick Lit, and many publishers now have separate imprints that only 

publish Chick Lit. Red Dress Ink, for example, is Harlequin’s imprint for the genre and 

Strapless is an imprint used by Kensington Books. Just as with popular genres such as 

Fantasy and Crime, Chick Lit is widely represented on the Internet. Websites such as 

chicklit.com, chicklit.nl and chicklit.co.uk are devoted to the genre. These sites offer 

information on the novels, their authors and reviews. Often they also have forums on 

which fans of the genre can discuss their favourite novels. Online bookstores such as 

Bol.com and Amazon.com also have separate Chick Lit sections on their websites.  

With popularity, though, also comes criticism. Chick Lit is often not taken 

seriously and is compared to the Romance genre. This genre flourished in the 1970s and 

is still extremely popular. The heroines of the Chick Lit novels, however, are completely 

different from the heroines of romance novels. Instead of perfect women that eventually 

find perfect men, the heroines of Chick Lit are realistic and fallible heroines. They are 

anything but perfect and their Mr Rights often turn out to be Mr Wrong. Literary agent 

Jenny Bent points out the difference between Romance and Chick Lit and claims that 

“[i]n romance, you’re guaranteed a happy ending, and there’s a pretty strict rule that you 

can’t use the first person” (qtd. in James-Enger par 11). Chick Lit novels are also often 

criticised because of their covers. Publishers usually choose a brightly coloured cover 

with drawings of women in high heels holding cocktail glasses. Many critics 

automatically assume that if the cover is pink, the content of the book cannot possibly 

have any depth.  
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Many websites and articles devoted to the genre mention Jane Austen as a Chick 

Lit author and sometimes even call her the mother of Chick Lit. Dutch website 

chicklit.nl, for example, labels Austen a “historical chick” and claims that the television 

series of Pride and Prejudice “starring Colin Firth, inspired Helen Fielding to write 

Bridget Jones’s Diary. This book is a must for lovers of chick lit and definitely deserves 

to be on this site.”TP

 
F

1
FPT The site, for example, says about Elizabeth Bennet, heroine of PP: 

“Elizabeth spends a lot of time thinking about which man to choose and has her own 

opinion. Even the irony that is so characteristic of Chick Lit can be found in this 

book”(“Trots en Vooroordeel”). TPF

2
FPT  

 This comparison is not as extreme as it may at first seem. Just as Chick Lit novels 

focus on the daily lives of ordinary women, so do Austen’s novels. The characters are 

clever women who have a mind of their own and both Austen and authors of Chick Lit 

use such women to comment on women’s social status and the social conventions for 

women in their particular era. It is interesting to see how both Austen’s heroines and 

Chick Lit heroines struggle with the same issues, such as the pressure of finding the right 

partner and meddling mothers who think they know what is best for their daughters. The 

characters often feel trapped in conventions and feel pressure to perform well in life. The 

style of the novels is realistic and at the same time ironic, although Austen’s novels have 

a more literary style than most Chick Lit novels. At the same time, both Austen’s novels 

and Chick Lit novels suffer from criticism. It took a long time before Austen received the 

status she has now and Chick Lit is still not taken seriously by most critics. 

                                                 
TP

1
PT “[. . .] met Colin Firth, is dé inspiratie geweest voor Helen Fielding om Het Dagboek van Bridget Jones 

te schrijven. Dit boek is dus een must voor chicklit liefhebbers. Het boek hoort zeker op de site thuis.” 
TP

2
PT “Elizabeth denkt veel na over haar keuze van een man, heeft een eigen mening en zelfs de in chick lit zo 

herkenbare ironie is in dit boek terug te vinden.” 
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This thesis will compare the novels of Jane Austen with four Chick Lit novels. 

Four of Austen’s books will be discussed, namely Sense and Sensibility, Pride and 

Prejudice, Emma and Persuasion. Space would not permit the use of her entire oeuvre 

and this selection includes her first (SS) as well as her last (P) novel and these four novels 

provide sufficient material to draw examples from. Four Chick Lit novels will also be 

discussed: Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996) by Helen Fielding, The Secret Dreamworld of a 

Shopaholic (2000) by Sophie Kinsella, I Don’t Know How She Does It (2002) by Allison 

Pearson and I Love Capri (2002), by Belinda Jones. BJD has been included because it is 

regarded as the first Chick Lit novel and it is probably one of the best known Chick Lit 

novels. Shopaholic is the first of a series that now includes five novels. All five have been 

bestsellers, and Shopaholic has also been included because it has some critical statements 

on consumer culture. IDKHSDI can be seen as Mummy Lit. It addresses the dilemmas of 

a young working mother and is therefore an interesting addition to this selection. Belinda 

Jones is a relatively new Chick Lit author. Her novels feature British heroines but always 

take place in another country – in this case, Italy. Apart from the setting, her novels do 

not add a new element to the genre and are very much like BJD and other early Chick Lit 

novels.  

 The first chapter of this thesis will discuss the reception of both Austen’s novels 

and Chick Lit novels. The chapter on content will examine the similarities and their 

significance. This will be done by using three themes that frequently occur in the novels: 

Finding Mr Right, Family Life and Trapped. Finally, in the third and final chapter, the 

style of Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels will be examined. The degree of 
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literariness, the type of narration and the employment of humour as a stylistic device are 

the three themes by which style will be examined in this chapter. 
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Reception 

Introduction 

 In the twenty-first century, Chick Lit novels have a completely different status 

than Jane Austen’s novels. Austen is read and studied in schools and universities and she 

is seen as a literary classic. Chick Lit, on the other hand, has not achieved this status. It 

has no qualities that are usually attributed to literariness such as descriptive language and 

multiple layers, and we cannot yet predict if the novels will still be read in two hundred 

years, as Austen’s novels are now. Although Chick Lit novels sell extremely well, they 

are not appreciated by critics and are seen as cheap entertainment rather than literary 

classics. For Austen, though, it took a long time to gain the appreciation she has now. 

This chapter will first deal with the reception and status of Austen’s novels, in 

chronological order. Secondly, the reception and current status of Chick Lit will be 

discussed.  

 

The Reception of Jane Austen – From ‘A Mere Novel’ to Janeite Culture 

1810-1870 

When first published, starting in 1810, the novels of Jane Austen were moderately 

appreciated by critics, though for different reasons than nowadays. An unsigned notice in 

the British Critic says of PP, for example: “[. . .] we have perused these volumes with 

much satisfaction and amusement, and entertain very little doubt that their successful 

circulation will induce the author to similar exertions” (qtd. in Southam 1: 42). Reviewers 

did not recognise the irony that Austen is appreciated for nowadays. In the introduction to 

Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage, B.C. Southam writes: “Notably absent from these 
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‘Opinions’ [reviews and opinions collected by Austen herself], as indeed from all the 

contemporary views of Jane Austen’s work, is any sign that her readers were conscious 

of her satire, an edge turned towards themselves” (1:16). Although appreciated by most 

critics, the novels were certainly no bestsellers. A bestselling novel of the times was Sir 

Walter Scott’s Rob Roy, which sold 10,000 copies within a fortnight. Austen’s novels 

came out in editions of around 1500 copies. They usually sold out and sometimes a 

second edition appeared. In the nineteenth century, libraries played a large part in 

distributing novels. Southam explains that “[. . .] sales figures on their own are not a sure 

guide to the size of Jane Austen’s audience, for many of the copies went to the circulating 

libraries which supplied town and country subscribers” (1:5). As Austen herself says: 

“People are more ready to borrow and praise, than to buy” (qtd. in Southam 1: 5). In the 

nineteenth century, her novels had been translated into French but she went almost 

unnoticed there. The novels were published in the United States but “[t]he earliest 

American response is something we know very little about” (Southam 1: 26).  

Austen died in 1817. During the course of the nineteenth century, her novels were 

valued for their realistic portrayals of a certain period in history. Positive reviews, 

though, still did not mean larger audiences: “The size of Jane Austen’s reading public 

between 1821 and 1870 is difficult to estimate, but we can safely describe it as minute 

beside the known audience for Dickens and his contemporaries” (Southam 1: 20). In the 

1820s, Sir Walter Scott and Archbishop Whately gave extremely positive accounts of 

Austen’s work. In a journal entry dating 1826 Scott writes: “Also read again and for the 

third time at least Miss Austen’s very finely written novel of Pride and Prejudice. That 

young lady had a talent for describing the involvement and feelings and characters of 
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ordinary life which is to me the most wonderful I ever met with” (qtd. in Southam 1: 

106).  

It is this description of ordinary life that Austen was both loved and criticized for. 

“The novels continued to be praised throughout the nineteenth century for the accuracy 

and truth of their picture of life” (1: 9), writes Southam. Novels, however, were expected 

to be moral and to teach their readers something. Many believed this could not be the 

case if they dealt with ordinary people and ordinary issues. Often, Austen was seen as too 

commonplace. Many people claimed that “the ‘instruction’ (what we might term the 

adduceable ‘moral’ of the story) is not inspiring or elevating, that the commonplace is 

perfectly rendered but the commonplace is not what we look for in literature” (Southam 

1: 10).  

Just as Chick Lit is often compared to the Romance genre, Austen’s novels were 

compared to sentimental and romantic fiction. While some found Austen too realistic 

compared to the unreal world of romantic fiction, others praised her for not fitting into 

the sentimental mould. Southam describes sentimental fiction as follows:  

The convention of love in sentimental fiction required aristocratic connections for 

at least one, if not both of the lovers, and this social elevation was to be matched 

with the peculiar moral elevation of romantic attachment. By this code, love was 

always love-at-first-sight, springing from the immediacy of ‘first impressions’. 

The consecration of that love was marriage, but marriage far removed from such 

mundane considerations as solvency or home-hunting or in-laws or compatibility. 

Whatever hazards might afflict the lovers, their love itself was an unassailed ideal. 

(1:9) 
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Austen’s novels are the exact opposite of this definition. While the marriage plot prevails, 

love-at-first-sight without any worries about in-laws rarely occurs in her novels. Some 

readers appreciated Austen for this. Annabella Milbanke, the future Lady Byron had a 

very positive opinion on PP and was glad that “[it did not depend] on any of the common 

resources of novel writers, no drownings, no conflagrations, no runaway horses [. . .], nor 

rencontres and disguises. I really think this is the most probable novel I have ever read” 

(qtd. in Southam 1: 8). Others were relieved that Austen’s novels were nothing like 

gothic fiction. In 1815 William Gifford, editor of the Quarterly Review, praised PP for 

this reason: “I have for the first time looked into ‘P and P’; and it is really a very pretty 

thing. No dark passages; no secret chambers; no wind-howlings in long galleries; no 

drops of blood upon a rusty dagger – things that should now be left to ladies’ maids and 

sentimental washerwomen” (Southam 1: 8).  

 Austen had the disadvantage of writing the novel form that was mainly used for 

cheap sentimental or gothic fiction. In the opinions of her work that Austen herself 

collected, she quotes a family friend, Mrs Lefroy, who “liked [Mansfield Park], but 

thought it a mere Novel” (Southam 1: 51). Southam explains that circulating libraries 

were run by women with a taste for romantic and gothic fiction and that Austen’s era was 

not a favourable time for novel writing: “No one expected to find literature in novels. On 

the other hand, for readers capable of discrimination, Jane Austen’s novels were 

landmarks in the floods of rubbish” (1: 6). The novel was thus not seen as a genre that 

produced high quality literature. 

After Austen’s death, her novels continued to sell moderately well. Her 

popularity, however, was nothing compared to the big Victorian novelists. Authors such 
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as Charles Dickens and George Eliot addressed issues that were much more important to 

the Victorian audience. These novels dealt with important Victorian issues such as 

poverty and class difference. Austen’s novels were also seen as realistic but the criticism 

was that they were merely about personal and domestic issues. The universal value of her 

novels was not recognised until her memoir was published in 1870. 

 

1870 - Present 

Everything changed in 1870 when Austen’s nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh 

published Memoir of Jane Austen. The Memoir created an image of Austen that was 

highly favourable for her reputation and it awakened new interest in her. Not much was 

known about Austen before the Memoir. As Austen’s favourite nephew, Austen-Leigh 

described his aunt in a loving and devoting way. The image of Austen he portrayed was 

“dear Aunt Jane”, an amateur who wrote novels in between her household chores. 

Southam describes the Memoir as “evok[ing] a comfortable, approachable figure who put 

down her needlework to pick up her pen” (2: 3). He also says that Austen-Leigh made her 

a “universal aunt, sweet-natured and loving” (2: 6). The Memoir awakened interest and 

Austen, who sold moderately well but was not that popular, became much written about. 

A particularly famous article by Shakespearian scholar Richard Simpson, written in 1870, 

describes Austen as a forgotten genius and recognises her irony: “Criticism, humour, 

irony, the judgment not of one that gives sentence but of the mimic who quizzes while he 

mocks are her characteristics”(Southam 1: 242). Stovel explains how “a flood of new 

editions of the novels [appeared], many of them illustrated, and a host of new 

biographical and critical studies” (232). Between 1870 and 1939, authors Virginia Woolf 
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and E.M. Forster also wrote essays on Austen. In 1939, Mary Lascelles wrote Jane 

Austen and her Art. This is seen as another landmark in Austen criticism and it sparked a 

new wave of criticism. Since 1939, an overwhelming number of books and essays have 

been published on Austen dealing with all kinds of subjects. As Stovel points out, the 

1960s saw a renewed interest in the marriage plot and in the 1970s Austen was first 

approached from a feminist point of view (234). 

In addition to the literary criticism that the Memoir awakened, the reading 

audience also rediscovered Austen after 1870. “Janeites” is a term that is used to describe 

Jane Austen fans. Janeitism is defined as “the self-consciously idolatrous enthusiasm for 

‘Jane’ and every detail relative to her [. . .]” (Johnson 211). Johnson claims that Janeites 

have always discredited academic criticism and vice versa. It is a fact though, that 

nowadays “Austen’s novels hold a secure place in the canon of high as well as popular 

culture”(224). 

In the 1970s as well as the 1980s and 1990s, this popular culture embraced Austen 

and many of her novels were made into TV-series and films. SS was made into a TV-

series in 1971 and 1981. In 1995 it was adapted for the screen starring Hugh Grant, Kate 

Winslet and Emma Thompson, who won an Oscar for writing the screenplay. In 1983 the 

BBC broadcasted a miniseries of Mansfield Park. The same novel was also adapted for 

film in 1999 and British TV channel ITV will air a new TV-series in 2007, starring 

actress Billie Piper as Fanny Price. PP was made into a BBC miniseries in 1995 and a 

film in 2005. Emma was a TV miniseries in 1972, and in 1996 Gwyneth Paltrow starred 

in a film version and Kate Beckinsale in a television adaptation. The teen comedy 

Clueless (1995) is also loosely based on Emma. Northanger Abbey was a TV film in 1986 
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and will be a new television series in 2007. P was a miniseries in 1971 and was adapted 

for film in 1995 (The Internet Movie Database). 

The fact that Austen is deeply rooted in Western culture, is also clear from the 

many sequels and variations of her novels. The website Republic of Pemberley, dedicated 

to Jane Austen and her work, gives an overview of these books in their section “Jane 

Austen Sequels List”. For PP there are no less than forty-nine books mentioned, for 

example Recollections of Rosings (2003) by Rebecca Ann Collins, Darcy’s Story (1999) 

by Janet Aylmer, Desire and Duty (1997) by Ted and Marylin Baider and Duty and 

Desire (2004) by Pamela Aidan. There is also a series of detective books featuring Jane 

Austen herself as a nineteenth century detective, written by Stepanie Barron. Titles 

include Jane and the Prisoner of Wool House (2002) and Jane and the Stillroom Maid 

(2001) (“Jane Austen Sequels List”). Furthermore, there are books like The Jane Austen 

Book Club (2004) by Karen Joy Fowler about a group of women who come together on a 

weekly basis to discuss Austen’s books. Another example is Pride, Prejudice and Jasmin 

Field (2000) about a woman who joins a stage play performance of Austen’s novel. 

There are also films that use the familiarity of Austen’s titles, like Bride and Prejudice 

(2004), and she is often referred to or mentioned in other books or films. In BJD, for 

example, when Bridget first encounters Mark Darcy at a party standing by himself, she 

thinks: “It struck me as pretty ridiculous to be called Mr Darcy and to stand on your own 

looking snooty at a party. It’s like being called Heathcliff and insisting on spending the 

entire evening in the garden, shouting ‘Cathy’ and banging your head against a tree”(13). 

This shows that Fielding expects her readers to know who Mr Darcy is, either based on 

Austen’s novel or the BBC mini series.  
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In 2004 Jennifer Frey looked for an explanation for the popularity of Austen’s 

novels and published her results in an article in The Washington Post. Referring to the 

popularity of Austen nowadays, she concluded that: “We live in a Jane Austen universe” 

(par 1). Trying to explain this popularity, though, is not as easy as she thought it would 

be. Chick Lit novels that are inspired by or mention Jane Austen made her more popular. 

However, many films and TV-series based on Austen’s novels came out before most 

Chick Lit novels. The BBC television series of PP probably played a large part, as Frey 

explains:  

Then came Firth. His appearance as Mr. Darcy in the 1996 BBC version of 

 “Pride” [. . .] was a phenomenon. Women bought the Video, played it – as do 

 Bridget and her friends in the novel – again  and again. Mr. Darcy became the 

 prototype for The Man. Firth became Mr. Darcy. Austen’s popularity grew. (par 

 19) 

Frey is probably right about the influence of the BBC series but it remains difficult to 

establish if this was the only reason for Austen’s popularity in the 1990s. 

As a conclusion, it can be said that the appreciation for the novels by Jane Austen 

was not something that happened overnight. Different generations loved her for different 

reasons; first for her refreshing description of ordinary life, and the fact that although she 

wrote novels, she did not use the genre to write sentimental or gothic fiction. Later, after 

her nephew published his Memoir of Jane Austen, it was Austen’s reputation and image 

that generated sales and popularity. In the twentieth century, Austen became part of the 

literary canon. She is appreciated by critics for her style and use of irony. In this century, 

media such as film and television also gave Austen a place in popular culture. 
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Adaptations were made throughout the twentieth century but the 1990s saw an explosion 

of films and television series and a revival of Austen-mania. Coincidence or not, this was 

also the decade Chick Lit took off.  

 

The Reception of Chick Lit – A Generational Conflict 

 Sales figures show that Chick Lit is extremely popular and has a large audience. 

From the moment the genre emerged, the books sold extremely well. The genre’s 

popularity is also evident from the many subgenres that arose like Lad Lit and Mummy 

Lit, and the many websites devoted to the genre. Many claim that by now, in 2007, Chick 

Lit is past its peak. Jacqueline Smit is publisher and director of Sirene, a Dutch 

publishing house that focuses on women’s literature. Boekblad, a magazine for the 

publishing world, published an interview with her in which she said: “Chick Lit was at its 

peak in 2002. Nowadays, it is more about depth, content and quality”TPF

3
FPT (Romeney 14). 

Still, the debate is very much alive and Chick Lit books are still being published and sold. 

While Austen criticism has “Janeites” as well as academic attention, Chick Lit criticism 

is also clearly divided into two sections. But unlike Austen, Chick Lit is not equally 

present in high as well as popular culture. Although newspapers and popular magazines 

regularly feature articles on Chick Lit, academic essays on Chick Lit are few.  

 

Academia 

 Chick Lit: The New Woman’s Fiction, edited by Suzanne Ferriss and Mallory 

Young, was published in 2006 and is practically the only book of its kind. It contains 

fourteen essays, almost all of them written by university professors and lecturers. A book 
                                                 
TP

3
PT “In 2002 was chicklit op z’n hoogtepunt. Het gaat nu meer om verdieping, inhoud en kwaliteit”.  
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like Flirting with Pride and Prejudice: Fresh Perspectives on the Original Chick-Lit 

Masterpiece, by Jennifer Crusie, for example, cannot in any way be compared to Ferriss 

and Young’s book. Crusie, who is a writer of romance and Chick Lit novels, put together 

a collection of essays written by romance-writers and TV-critics. These articles are all 

extremely lightweight and they do not address serious topics. An article like “Pride and 

Prejudice. With Cell Phones,” for example, discusses what would have happened if 

Elizabeth Bennett and Mr Darcy had mobile phones. The same goes for Will Write for 

Shoes (2006) by Cathy Yardley. The back flap describes the book as “the first definitive 

guide” to the genre, but this is hardly the case. The first chapter gives a short definition of 

the genre. The following chapters are guides for aspiring authors on how to write Chick 

Lit, including a list of agents and publishers, and answers to frequently asked questions 

like “Can my character swear?” (Yardley’s answer: “Hell yeah!” (148)).  

Ferriss and Young received much criticism on their book. They responded to this 

in their article “A Generational Divide over Chick Lit”. After announcing plans for their 

book, they received many emails and letters by young female scholars and students who 

were glad that someone was finally writing about the genre. However, they write: “We 

have since discovered that many of those women had been — and are being — 

discouraged by their (mostly female) professors in women’s literature and women’s 

studies from considering chick lit a legitimate area of scholarship” (par 3). These 

professors “express concerns about the professional prospects of any young scholar who 

has attached her academic standing to a presumably lightweight — and possibly short-

lived — pop-culture trend” (par 4). Ferriss and Young do not understand this criticism, 
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particularly because some of these professors are respected for their criticism on recent 

popular fiction by women. 

Recent academic developments also show an increase in the research of pop 

culture and mass culture products and trends. This field of study, known as cultural 

studies is an “increasingly popular field of studies” (During 1). Cultural studies is, as 

During says, hard to define, but initially focussed on the marginal, or “the voice of the 

other” (17), on sexuality, gender and ethnicity. Later, this focus shifted to mass culture: 

“The discipline began to celebrate commercial culture, in a move I will call ‘cultural 

populism’” (17), During explains. The reader contains numerous examples of essays by 

scholars who examine popular culture. The topics range from admirers and haters of soap 

opera Dallas to an analysis of the Romance genre. With this development in mind, the 

refusal of professors to examine Chick Lit seems, as Ferriss and Young also claim, rather 

conservative.  

In 2001 the University of Illinois introduced a course on Chick Lit. The course’s 

teacher Iryce Baron, explains in online newspaper The Daily Illini why Chick Lit can be 

studied at universities. Bridget Jones’s Diary, she believes is “a post-modern version of 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and [. . . ] it shows the evolution of women’s issues, 

including social issues, marriage, economics and women’s rights” (Fishman par 7). Baron 

finds that Allison Pearson’s IDKHSDI “really does address the issues women have from 

the house and the bedroom, as they transition to the office and the boardroom” (Fishman 

par 14). Her decision to teach Chick Lit is based on the fact that “women in this culture 

can identify with chick lit characters, and though chick lit is comical, it deals with 

serious, feminist issues” (Fishman par 19). Baron makes it sound perfectly logical that a 
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university could teach a course on Chick Lit. The fact, though, that she had to defend 

herself in her own university’s newspaper shows that it is apparently something out of the 

ordinary. 

 

Media and Publishing 

 The debate on whether Chick Lit was worth reading or not was fought out in the 

media in 2001. This discussion perfectly illustrates the two opposing views of Chick Lit. 

Short-listed for the Booker prize, respected 66-year-old author Dame Beryl Bainbridge 

seized the opportunity to tell the media what she thought of Chick Lit novels. The 

Guardian quotes a Radio 4 interview with Bainbridge in which she calls Chick Lit “a 

froth sort of thing” and asks: “What is the point writing a whole novel about it? It just 

wastes time” (Ezard par 3). She is joined by 81-year-old Doris Lessing who says: “It 

would be better, perhaps, if they wrote books about their lives as they really saw them, 

and not these helpless girls, drunken, worrying about their weight and so on”(par 7). In 

the same article Helen Fielding responds to this by claiming that these critics of the genre 

miss the point. She points out that Bridget Jones is not meant to be taken seriously and 

says: “Sometimes I have had people getting their knickers in a twist about Bridget Jones 

being a disgrace to feminism. But it is good to be able to represent women as they 

actually are in the age in which you are living” (par 12). The next day Jenny Colgan, 

author of Chick Lit novels Amanda’s Wedding and Talking to Addison, responded. In an 

article titled “We Know the Difference between Foie Gras and Hula Hoops Beryl, but 

Sometimes We Just Want Hula Hoops”, Colgan fiercely attacked Bainbridge and Lessing 
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claiming they did not understand her generation. Ferriss and Young also responded to this 

particular debate:  

In short, the concerns of the women in chick lit are not Lessing’s, but they are 

those of a new generation of women. This younger generation has been called 

postfeminist, which suggests that feminism is no longer needed, and women have 

moved beyond it or retreated from it. We prefer to think of this generation as 

representing a third wave of feminism. According to that view, young women are 

extending or redirecting the second-wave feminism of the 1960s and 70s and the 

first-wave feminism of the 19th and early 20th centuries. Whether the new 

generation’s concerns are considered a continuation or a rejection of feminism, 

however, one thing is clear: What the young women of today are embracing is not 

their mothers’ — or their professors’ — feminism. (“A Generational Divide” par 

13) 

In other words, their conclusion is that this is a generational conflict between second- and 

third-wave feminists, and an important one to keep in mind.TPF

4
FPT 

 Dutch newspapers also regularly feature articles on the subject. In two recent 

articles in newspaper nrc.next the debate surrounding Chick Lit is also seen as a 

generational conflict. In the article “Chick Lit Is voor de Lipstickfeministe” (Chick Lit Is 

for Lipstick Feminists), journalist Herien Wensink wonders why intelligent female 

authors choose to write superficial Chick Lit. Wensink thinks these authors do this 

intentionally to irritate the previous generation of feminists. “The focus on appearance 

and male recognition seems to be a statement: it is hip, it shows confidence: we are smart 

                                                 
TP

4
PT Space does not allow for in-depth discussion of third-wave feminism or postfeminism. For more about 

this, see for example The Women’s Movement Today: An Encyclopaedia of Third-Wave Feminism (2005) 
by Leslie L. Heywood.  
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and independent, but we want to be desirable too. It is self chosen superficiality as a 

fiercely propagated lifestyle”TPF

5
FPT (par 11), Wensink says. As a reaction to this article 

Heleen Mees published her article “Hoe Slimmer Zij Is, des te Rozer de Kaft”(“The 

Smarter She Is, the Pinker the Cover”). In somewhat stronger language than Wensink, 

Mees expresses her annoyance with the fact that women do not use their intelligence 

anymore. “The real problem is that relatively few women in The Netherlands make a 

serious attempt to write a good book”TP

 
F

6
FPT (par 12), she writes. Helen Fielding believes 

these types of discussions take it too far, stating: “If we can’t laugh at ourselves without 

having a panic attack over what it says about women, we haven’t got very far with our 

equality” (qtd. in Ferriss 9). 

 Besides criticising each other in academic journals and the media, the genre’s 

supporters and opponents also sought each other by means of publishing books. In 

August 2006 publishing house Random House published a book with short stories 

entitled This Is Not Chick Lit. On Random House’s website the content of the book, that 

features short stories by eighteen female authors, is described as follows:  

Chick lit: A genre of fiction that often recycles the following plot: Girl in big city 

desperately searches for Mr Right in between dieting and shopping for shoes. Girl 

gets dumped (sometimes repeatedly). Girl finds Prince Charming. This Is Not 

Chick Lit is a celebration of America’s most dynamic literary voices, as well as a 

much needed reminder that, for every stock protagonist with a designer handbag 

                                                 
TP

5
PT “De focus op uiterlijk en mannelijke erkenning lijkt een statement: het is hip, het geldt als zelfverzekerd: 

wij zijn slim en onafhankelijk maar we willen zélf ook begeerlijk zijn. Het is zelfverkozen 
oppervlakkigheid als fier uitgedragen lifestyle.” 
TP

6
PT “Het echte probleem is dat relatief weinig vrouwen in Nederland een serieuze poging doen om een goed 

boek te schrijven.” 
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and three boyfriends, there is a woman writer pushing the envelope of literary 

fiction with imagination, humor, and depth. (Random House Publishing Group) 

A month later BenBella Books published a book as a reaction to this apparent attack on 

the genre and named it This Is Chick Lit. Editor and contributor Lauren Baratz-Logsted 

explains that she decided to publish this book as a reaction to This Is Not Chick Lit, 

because: 

It seemed as though the collection was conceived to look down at a whole group 

of women writers and their readers. But soon afterwards, I envisioned a very 

different collection and I was fortunate enough to have some of the leading lights 

of chick-lit climb onboard with me. Our collection would make a positive 

statement about what the genre is; it would debunk the Manolos and Cosmos 

stereotype by showcasing the breathtaking diversity of writers, featuring stories 

that, while chick-friendly in plot, are invested with important themes. (par 2) 

On the whole, the publication of these two books was yet another way in which 

supporters and opponents of the genre criticised each other.   

In general, it can be said that the academic world as well as the media is clearly 

divided into two sections. People either embrace or loathe Chick Lit and it seems that 

there is no middle road. This division is for the most part a generational one. The older 

generation feels that Chick Lit is setting them a step back in terms of what the second 

feminist wave gained them, and young women feel that they are being looked down upon 

and not taken seriously. When Ferriss and Young compiled Chick Lit: The New Woman’s 

Fiction they saw themselves as “simply filling a literary and scholarly niche” (par 1). 

However, they found that many scholars had a different view. Even though the recent 
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developments in academia known as cultural studies show a trend in examining popular 

culture, this is still not accepted everywhere.  

In addition to academia, there is also a heated debate in the media. This is also 

often a generational debate, where the question is not whether Chick Lit is worth being 

discussed, but whether it is worth reading and whether it is a true representation of how 

women are today. But whether it is positive or negative, we can see that the debate is 

very much alive, and that the genre generates heated discussions.  

 

Conclusion 

 A comparison of the reception of Jane Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels 

initially shows differences. Chick Lit novels were an enormous commercial success from 

the start. Naturally this generated positive as well as negative reactions in the press as 

well as in academia. Austen’s novels, on the other hand, did not receive that much 

attention at first. Academic attention as well as commercial success came more than fifty 

years after her death. There are, however, also similarities between the reception of 

Austen and Chick Lit. With the appreciation of Austen also came a separation into high 

and popular culture. Recently, Chick Lit seems to have undergone the same separation. 

Because it is such a huge trend, there is also a need to discuss the genre in an academic 

manner. Austen is no longer in danger of not being discussed academically. Her novels 

are part of the literary canon. For Chick Lit, though, this is still questionable for many 

people. Perhaps Chick Lit will still be known and read in a hundred years time. Only time 

will tell if the genre will make it into the literary canon and be respected for its 

universality as Austen’s novels are. However, a field of study such as cultural studies 
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shows that something need not be part of the canon to be worth studying. 
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Content 

Introduction 

Written two centuries apart, it is not surprising that there are tremendous 

differences between the content of Jane Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels. If one of 

the Chick Lit heroines were transported to the end of the eighteenth century she would be 

overwhelmed with all the restrictions women had to deal with. The other way round 

would perhaps even be more shocking. When critics compare Jane Austen’s novels to 

Chick Lit novels, though, this is mostly done in terms of content. Although the novels 

were written in different eras, they still deal with many similar subjects and themes. In an 

article in Seattle Weekly, Kathryn Robinson explains: “Anyone familiar with Jane 

Austen’s oeuvre will immediately recognize in chick lit a kindred wit, the same obsession 

with choosing a mate, and a shared attention to the dailiness of women’s lives” (qtd. in 

Ferriss 5). The publishing industry, too, recognises the similarities. Normally, the book 

covers of Austen’s novels look something like this: 

  

Figure 1. Source: www.oup.com 
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Chick Lit covers are usually similar to the cover of Pearson’s IDKHSDI: 

 

Figure 2. Source: www.randomhouse.com 

In 2006 publishing company Headline Books decided to publish six of Austen’s novels 

with covers like this:  

 

Figure 3. Source: www.hodderheadline.com 

This means that Headline Books believes that the audience that reads Chick Lit will also 

like Austen, because the content, like the cover, is similar. To encourage this audience to 

buy Austen they made Austen’s novels look like Chick Lit and they classify it as ‘a 

classic romance’.  
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 Besides the fact that the characters in Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels 

undergo similar experiences, the novels also both give general comments that do not 

merely apply to the character’s situation but to an entire generation of women in the same 

position.  

 This chapter will deal with the similarities in terms of content between Austen’s 

novels and Chick Lit novels. The similarities and their significance will be discussed by 

using three important themes: ‘Finding Mr Right’ deals with the heroines’ search for the 

right partner. ‘Family Life’ will show how important the role of family is in the novels. 

The theme ‘Trapped’ shows the heroines’ as well as the authors’ frustration with certain 

conventions. This chapter will show that there are many thematic resemblances in Austen 

and Chick Lit. 

Finding Mr Right 

 One of the most important reasons why Chick Lit is seen in the light of Jane 

Austen’s novels is the love plot in the novels. For Chick Lit a love plot means that their 

heroines are in search of a relationship, for Austen’s heroines this means that they are 

looking for a husband. This is always the main theme in Chick Lit: “Every chick-lit novel 

centers on a love plot, although the nature of that plot varies according to its heroine’s 

age and marital status” (Wells 49). The main objective of the heroines of the Chick Lit 

novels is to find their one true love and the novels relate the obstacles they encounter on 

their way. This is also the case in Austen’s novels. Although there are some differences 

in the details of these love plots in Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels, it is striking 

how many similarities there are. 
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   Most single heroines of Chick Lit novels as well as Austen’s novels are either 

desperately looking for a partner or convinced that they do not want one because they 

have been hurt in the past. Anne Elliot, in Austen’s Persuasion, belongs to the latter 

category. Although people around her seem to be occupied with nothing but finding a 

husband, Anne has quietly resolved that she will never find one. The reason she is not 

actively looking for a husband is that after seven years she is still hurt from the 

engagement to Captain Wentworth that was broken off because Anne’s guardians did not 

find him suitable: “Her attachment and regrets had, for a long time, clouded every 

enjoyment of youth; and an early loss of bloom and spirits had been their lasting effect” 

(20), is how Austen describes her situation. This is very similar to Kim Rees’ situation in 

Belinda Jones’s Chick Lit novel I Love Capri. Kim, too, was engaged once but she found 

out her boyfriend was cheating on her. This hurt her so much that she lost faith in love: 

“The last thing I want now is a new love” (113), she thinks. In a similar way Anne is not 

interested in a new relationship, too. After her engagement, Charles Musgrove proposed 

to her, but she rejected him: “No one had ever come within the Kellynch Circle, who 

could bear a comparison with Frederick Wentworth, as he stood in her memory” (20).  

 Desperation for a partner and the fear of not finding one are attitudes that are 

present in Austen’s novels as well as Chick Lit novels. Sense and Sensibility relates the 

story of the sisters Elinor and Marianne. Marianne is desperate to find a husband. When 

she first starts to like Mr Willoughby, she reminisces about the time when she thought 

she would never find a suitable man: “Marianne began now to perceive that the 

desperation which had seized her at sixteen and a half, of ever seeing a man who could 

satisfy her ideas of perfection, had been rash and unjustifiable” (32). Although a Chick 
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Lit heroine would never feel this desperation at sixteen and a half, this is definitely the 

case ten or fifteen years later. Bridget Jones is perhaps the best example of a single 

woman who is desperate for a relationship. Her New Year’s resolution is to “form 

functional relationship with responsible adult” (Fielding 3). 

 The heroines of most Chick Lit novels at first do not have a positive impression of 

their future partners. For a large part of the novels, Mr Right is seen as Mr Wrong. Only 

after misunderstandings are cleared up and obstacles overcome, is this problem solved. 

This is something that also occurs often in Jane Austen’s novels. The first impression that 

Bridget has of Mark Darcy in BJD is very similar to Elizabeth’s first encounter with Mr 

Darcy in PP. For Elizabeth, this experience takes place at a dinner party and is described 

as follows:  

 Mr Darcy danced only once with Mrs Hurst and once with Miss Bingley, declined 

 being introduced to any other lady, and spent the rest of the evening walking 

 about the room, speaking occasionally to one of his own party. His character was 

 decided. He was the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world, and everybody 

 hoped that he would never come there again. (11) 

 In BJD, Bridget meets Mark at a new year’s dinner party and just like Austen’s Mr 

Darcy, Mark does not socialise with the rest of the party and stands with his back to the 

room. Also, in both novels the first impression the women make on Mark and Mr Darcy 

is not favourable. After an awkward conversation, Mark suddenly leaves Bridget: 

“‘Maybe you should get something to eat’, he said, then suddenly bolted off towards the 

buffet, leaving me standing on my own by the bookshelf while everybody stared at me, 

thinking, ‘So that’s why Bridget isn’t married. She repulses men’”(15). In PP Mr Darcy 
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finds Elizabeth: “‘[. . . ] tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me;’” (11). In 

Sophie Kinsella’s Shopaholic Rebecca Bloomwood eventually ends up with Luke 

Brandon. Her first impression of him, though, is not favourable: “I’ve only met him a few 

times, and I always feel slightly uneasy around him. For a start, he’s got such a scary 

reputation” (24). In Austen’s Emma, too, Mr Knightley and Emma do not initially think 

that they will ever enter into a relationship with one another. They quarrel with each other 

and Mr Knightley constantly expresses his negative opinion about her to other people. 

Emma says that she will probably never marry unless: “‘I must see somebody very 

superior to any one I have seen yet, to be tempted’” (60). And since Emma sees Mr 

Knightley almost everyday she obviously does not see him as a potential husband. In SS 

Marianne’s first impression of her future husband Colonel Brandon is also unfavourable. 

“It is too ridiculous!” (24), is Marianne’s reaction to Mrs Jenning’s suspicion that he is in 

love with Marianne. On the whole, it is clear that in Chick Lit as well as Austen’s novels, 

it takes some time before the heroines consider their future partners suitable as such.  

 Because of these bad first impressions of their future partners, the heroines in the 

novels often initially fall for someone else. It eventually becomes clear that this person is 

not right for them and they often turn out to be liars and frauds. For Elizabeth in PP this 

person is Mr Wickham, for Bridget in BJD this is Daniel Cleaver, for Kim in ILC this is 

Tyler, for Marianne in SS this is Willoughby, for Anne in P this is Mr Elliot, and for 

Rebecca in Shopaholic this is Tarquin. All these men initially seem a much better and 

also safer choice as opposed to the men they end up with. However, in the end they turn 

out to be married, engaged or deliberately trying to embarrass the woman in question. In 

BJD Bridget has a relationship with her boss Daniel Cleaver but then finds out he is 
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engaged. He eventually admits this to her: “‘I’m sorry, love [. . .], ‘but we’re getting 

married.’” (186). After Bridget finds out, she is devastated. Back at work, she is afraid to 

face him and hides in the toilets. In ILC, Kim finds out that Tyler is just with her to 

embarrass her and to win a bet he has made with his brother. In P, Mr Elliot’s true 

character is revealed when he appears to be only interested in money. Anne’s reaction to 

this news is a little more calm than Kim’s or Bridget’s reaction: “‘I am very glad to know 

all this. [. . .] It will be more painful to me in some respects to be in company with him, 

but I shall know better what to do. My line of conduct will be more direct’” (148).  

 Before the heroines of Chick Lit novels and Austen’s novels get together with 

their partners there are many obstacles and misunderstandings that get in the way. Both 

Austen and Chick Lit authors use this plot line as a dramatic device to create suspense. 

Sometimes the men are still with someone else, as is the case with Elinor in SS who finds 

out that Edward is engaged to Lucy and is very upset. Elinor’s situation is similar to 

Rebecca’s in Shopaholic. Rebecca also finds out that Luke Brandon has a girlfriend. 

Even though they were not officially together Luke gave Rebecca every reason to think 

she was something more to him than just a friend, just like Edward did with Elinor. After 

Rebecca finds out, Luke asks her if they can be just friends, an offer Rebecca refuses. In 

the end, though, both Luke and Edward leave their partners to be with Rebecca and 

Elinor. In P there are several misunderstandings between Anne and Captain Wentworth. 

They both think that the other dislikes them. In PP Mr Wickham tells Elizabeth lies about 

Mr Darcy which gives her a false impression of him. In BJD Bridget thinks that Mark did 

not show up for a date with her but this also appears to be a misunderstanding  

 After all the misunderstandings are cleared up it usually still takes some time 
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before the women admit they love their future partners. “It’s not because I fancy him or 

anything” (243), says Bridget about Mark in BJD. Elizabeth in PP also does not yet 

admit she loves Darcy even after everything is cleared up: “She certainly did not hate 

him” (203). Rebecca in Shopaholic also keeps denying her love for Luke: “To think I 

ever liked Luke Brandon” (251), she says.  

 In the end, though, the women realise they have found their Mr Right. In Austen’s 

Emma, Emma suddenly realises she loves Mr Knightley: “It darted through her with the 

speed of an arrow that Mr Knightley must marry no one but herself!” (292-3). Rebecca in 

Shopaholic also suddenly realises she has feelings for someone who has always been 

around, just as Emma does with Mr Knightley. Elizabeth has a similar moment in PP: “‘I 

do, I do like him,’ she replied with tears in her eyes; ‘I love him. Indeed he has no 

improper pride. He is perfectly amiable.’” (290), Elizabeth explains to her family after 

they express their surprise at her engagement. 

 Another obstacle most women have to overcome is their meddling family, usually 

their mothers. This subject will be dealt with in the next part of this chapter. Still, there is 

always a happy ending. For Austen’s heroines this means a wedding and for Chick Lit 

heroines this usually means a relationship. This difference is of course the result of the 

two hundred year time difference. A relationship without marriage was impossible in 

Austen’s era, whereas nowadays people sometimes do not even marry at all. Women’s 

and society’s expectations have changed dramatically in the last two hundred years, and 

this is reflected in the novels: “For authors like Burney and Austen, to stop at all short of 

a wedding scene – as do so many chick-lit writers – would be to leave the heroine’s fate 

unsecured and her virtue still in question” ( Wells 52). 
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 On the whole, it is clear that Chick Lit authors use a structure similar to Austen’s, 

for the love plot. A future partner is at first portrayed in an unfavourable way and after 

many obstacles and misunderstandings the heroine eventually ends up with Mr Right. 

Critics rightly connect Austen to Chick Lit when it comes to this structure: “If single, and 

unattached, like Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones and countless others, she will attempt 

relationships, only one of which will ultimately prove worthwhile – often with the man 

who seemed least likely or attractive at first, a twist borrowed from Austen’s Pride and 

Prejudice” (Wells 49).  

 Another element that Chick Lit novels have in common with Jane Austen’s novels 

is that they both often give general comments that can be seen as advice to the readers. 

There are many of these kinds of comments on the love plot. In PP, Elizabeth remarks 

that: “‘[I]f a woman is partial to a man, and does not endeavour to conceal it, he must 

find it out’”(19). Although this is meant for a particular situation it is phrased as such so 

it can be understood as general advice. A more general comment is made in the first 

sentence of PP: “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of 

a good fortune must be in want of a wife.” (5). In TBJDT, Bridget writes: “Can officially 

confirm that the way to a man’s heart these days is not through beauty, food, sex or 

alluringness of character, but merely the ability to seem not very interested in him” (73) 

and “Everyone knows that dating in your thirties is not the happy-go-lucky free-for-all it 

was when you were twenty-two” (11). After her friend Harriet was proposed to, Emma 

explains to her in Emma: “A woman is not to marry a man merely because she is asked, 

or because he is attached to her, and can write a tolerable letter” (37). In ILC Kim says of 

infidelity that “[i]t seems strange that we are encouraged to admit that we all seek love 
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and support the belief that love is the greatest thing / makes the world go round and so on 

then when it is snatched away from you you’re supposed to accept the loss gracefully and 

move on.”(153 ). These comments almost seem like advice for the readers at times. And 

although most of these comments are part of the main plot, they also apply to an entire 

generation of women. It is difficult to ascertain why Austen and Chick Lit authors 

decided to put these truisms and general statements about relationships in their novels. It 

could be that they wanted their readers to know what they believed to be true about 

women and relationships. The reader can take it as advice or believe it to be the 

characters’ or authors’ opinion.  

 

Family Life – Meddling Mothers and Supporting Sisters 

 In both Chick Lit novels and Austen’s novels family plays an important role. The 

main character’s family is there for them when they are in distress, but they are also often 

the cause of much embarrassment. This last thing is especially true of the heroines’ 

mothers.  

 Although Chick Lit novels were written two centuries later, the mothers of the 

heroines still have only one thing on their minds: making sure their daughter gets together 

with a respectable man. Mrs Bennet in PP is a typical matchmaking mum. With five 

single daughters, she could not be any happier when Mr Bingley, a wealthy young man, 

moves into their neighbourhood: “‘A single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a 

year. What a fine thing for our girls!’” (5), she says to her husband. Throughout the novel 

Mrs Bennet constantly goes to great lengths to make sure one of her daughters spends 
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time with a single man. To make sure Mr Bingley falls for her daughter Jane, she sends 

Jane out into the rain so she falls ill and is obliged to spend a week at Bingley’s house. 

She also speaks badly of other girls to Bingley and when at one point the family dines 

together with Bingley, Mrs Bennet desperately wants Bingley and Jane to be alone. She 

tries to achieve this by fervently signalling to the other people in the room:  

 After tea, Mr Bennet retired to the library, as was his custom, and Mary went 

 upstairs to her instrument. Two obstacles of the five being thus removed, Mrs 

 Bennet sat looking and winking at Elizabeth and Catherine for a considerable 

 time, without making any impression on them. Elizabeth would not observe her; 

 and when at last Kitty did, she very innocently said, ‘What is the matter, mamma? 

 What do you keep winking at me for? What am I to do’. ‘Nothing, child, nothing. 

 I did not wink at you’. (265)  

In BJD Bridget’s mother and her friends make an attempt to get Bridget and Mark 

acquainted with each other at a dinner party. The result is similar to the situation in PP:

 The worst of it was that Una Alconbury and Mum wouldn’t leave it at that. They 

 kept making me walk round with trays of gherkins and glasses of cream sherry in 

 a desperate bid to throw me into Mark Darcy’s path yet again. In the end, they 

 were so crazed with frustration that the second I got within four feet of him with 

 the gherkins Una threw herself across the room like Will Carling and said, ‘Mark, 

 you must take Bridget’s telephone number before you go, then you can get in 

 touch when you’re in London.’ (15)  

In ILC, Kim’s mother is also very much occupied with her daughter’s love life. “When 

Cupid laid down his bow and arrow in defeat at my love life, my mother took them up” 
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(27), says Kim about her mother. And in Shopaholic, Rebecca’s mother tries to make her 

daughter interested in their neighbour’s son Thomas by continuously telling Rebecca 

about him: “‘Apparently, Thomas has bought a very nice little starter home in Reigate 

[…]. He commutes.’ She says this with an air of satisfaction, as though she’s telling me 

he’s won the Nobel Peace Prize” (50).                               

 Although the mothers want their daughters to be with their Mr Right they are 

often unknowingly ruining their chances by embarrassing them. Bridget is afraid that her 

mother does this by making a rude comment at a party organised by Mark’s family, 

where she calls their interior “showy” (229). To Bridget’s horror, Mark overheard this: “I 

glanced around nervously and jumped in fright. There, looking at us, not three feet away, 

was Mark Darcy. He must have heard everything. I opened my mouth to say something – 

I’m not quite sure what – to try to improve matters, but he walked away” (230). A similar 

situation occurs in PP when Mrs Bennet embarrasses Elizabeth in front of Mr Darcy. In a 

very loud manner she expresses her delight about the supposed attachment between her 

daughter Jane and Mr Darcy’s friend Mr Bingley. Elizabeth tries to make her mother 

speak more softly but of no avail: “Nothing that she could say, however, had any 

influence. Her mother would talk of her views in the same intelligible tone. Elizabeth 

blushed and blushed again with shame and vexation. She could not help frequently 

glancing her eye at Mr Darcy […]” (81). 

 The mothers in the novels, in addition to being flat characters, also have the 

function of providing comic relief. They are silly, nervous and they are overly concerned 

with how other people see them. These characteristics are the cause of many comical 

moments in the novels. Mrs Bennet in PP displays these characteristics in the first 
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chapter, where she is described as “a woman of mean understanding, little information, 

and uncertain temper. When she was discontented, she fancied herself nervous” (7). Mrs 

Bennet is known for caring what the neighbours think and talking too much without 

knowing when to stop. After a successful dinner party, she rattles on and on about the 

proceedings of the evening:  

 ‘Well, girls,’ said she, as soon as they were left to themselves, ‘what say you of 

 the day? I think everything has passed off uncommonly well, I assure you. The 

 dinner was as well dressed as any I ever saw. The venison was roasted to a turn – 

 and everybody said, they never saw so fat a haunch. The soup was fifty times 

 better than what we had at the Lucases’ last week; and even Mr Darcy 

 acknowledged, that the partridges were remarkably well done; and I suppose he 

 has two or three French cooks at least. (263) 

Mrs Bennet’s speech continues for six more lines, without anyone interrupting her. A 

long and comical monologue such as this is typical for the mothers in Chick Lit novels 

too. Bridget Jones’s mother, for example, talks in a similar manner. When Bridget refuses 

to ‘have her colours done’, her mother says: “‘Bridget, I’m not listening to any more of 

this. Auntie Una was just saying the other day: if you’d had something a bit more bright 

and cheerful on at the turkey curry buffet Mark Darcy might have shown a bit more 

interest. Nobody wants a girlfriend who wanders round looking like someone from 

Auschwitz, darling.’” (130-1). Bridget’s mother and Mrs Bennet of PP are both 

extremely concerned with how they and their daughters come across to other people. Her 

‘Auschwitz’ comment also shows she is just as tactless and shameless as Mrs Bennet is, 

and her sentences seem to be unconnected in a similar way. 
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 In the novels where no mother is present, this role is taken over by someone else. 

In Emma, it is Emma’s father who is the comical and nervous side character. He is 

always worried everyone will catch a disease and he believes himself to be sick and in 

poor health. In SS Mrs Dashwood is quite a sensible mother compared to, for example, 

Mrs Bennet. In this novel, though, family friend Mrs Jennings has all the characteristics 

the mothers in the novels usually have. 

  In addition to mothers, other members of the family play an important role too. 

For the women in Austen’s novels, sisters are also very important. They confide in each 

other about personal matters and they support each other when necessary. Elizabeth and 

Jane Bennet discuss their problems with each other. If they are away from each other they 

communicate through letters. The Dashwood sisters in SS also advise and confide in each 

other. In the Chick Lit novels, the main characters, although usually not married, do not 

live with their parents anymore. Because of this, sisters and brothers are not part of their 

everyday life. In these novels, though, this role is taken over by friends and flatmates. 

This group of friends portrayed in contemporary Chick Lit is typified by A. Rochelle 

Mabry as an “ ‘urban family’ [which] often provides – or at least supplements – the 

emotional closeness and support expected from the traditional nuclear family” (202). 

Bridget’s friend Tom describes this type of friendship as follows: “‘I know we’re all 

psychotic, single and completely dysfunctional and it’s all done over the phone, [. . . ] but 

it’s a bit like a family, isn’t it?’” (Fielding 265).  
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Trapped 

 One element that Chick Lit novels and Jane Austen novels have in common is that 

the main characters all feel restricted in several ways. Certain conventions are keeping 

them from living their lives to the fullest and therefore they feel trapped. For Austen’s 

heroines this is mainly because of class. Although class does not play a role now the way 

it did two centuries ago, the Chick Lit heroines feel restricted in a similar way. In both 

eras women feel the pressure of trying to live up to a certain image. Through general and 

often feminist comments spread throughout the novels, Austen and Chick Lit authors 

criticise the conventions that make these women feel trapped. 

 The problem of class played an important role for Austen’s heroines as “class 

difference was of course a fact of life for Austen, and an acute observation of the fine 

distinctions between one social level and another was a necessary part of her business as 

a writer of realistic fiction” (McMaster 115). In Austen’s novels people often have to pay 

a high price to belong to a certain group. Her novels are not about the working class, and 

they are not about the upper class either. As McMaster explains, the main characters in 

the novels do not belong to the landed gentry, but the pseudo gentry. This is a group of 

upper professionals that live in the country. Edward Copeland describes them as “[not 

possessing themselves] the power and wealth invested in the ownership of land, but 

depend[ing] upon earned incomes” (132). Copeland explains how for this group, aspiring 

to live as the landed gentry do, it is often difficult to live up to this standard:  

 The consequence of such aspirations, however, presents this class with a two-fold 

 economic burden: first, of course, the need to pay for the necessary markers of 

 their genteel appearance; and, second, the need to soften the inherent weakness of 
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 their economic position: with the loss of the breadwinner, there is the loss of his 

 income as well. (132) 

 Austen makes it very clear how she feels about the upper-class. The Lords and 

Ladies in her novels are rarely portrayed favourably. This can for example be seen in PP 

where Mr Collins and Lady Catherine de Bourgh are portrayed in a ridiculous and often 

funny way. At one point in the novel Lady Catherine pays the Bennet family an 

unexpected visit because she wants to talk to Elizabeth about her alleged engagement to 

Mr Darcy. After making several mean comments on the Bennet estate (“You have a very 

small park here”(271), and “This must be a most inconvenient sitting-room” (271) ), she 

makes it very clear to Elizabeth that she does not want her to marry Mr Darcy: “Are the 

shades of Pemberley to be thus polluted?” she yells at Elizabeth (275). Elizabeth, though, 

does not let herself be told what to do by Lady Catherine. In the end, Darcy and Elizabeth 

marry and Austen shows that the conventions the upper class lives by can also be broken. 

By making the scenes about the upper class comical and letting Elizabeth and Jane win in 

the end, Austen criticises the class system.  

 The upper class is mocked and criticised in BJD as well. When Mark Darcy’s rich 

parents celebrate their ruby wedding they send out a very formal invitation. Bridget does 

not know how to respond to such an invitation and mocks the formal style: “It is one of 

those mad invitations written in the third person, as if everyone is so posh that to 

acknowledge directly in person that they were having a party and wondered if you would 

like to come would be like calling the ladies’ powder room the toilet” (219).  

 Comments critical of class are also found in P. Anne’s friends and family have a 

very hard time understanding why she is friends with Mrs Smith, a poor woman and 
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Anne’s former governess. They laugh at Anne, commenting that: “‘Westgate Buildings 

must have been rather surprised by the appearance of a carriage drawn up near its 

pavement!’” (111) and “‘A mere Mrs Smith, an everyday Mrs Smith, of all people and all 

names in the world, to be chosen friend of Miss Anne Elliot, and to be preferred by her, 

to her own family connections among the nobility of England and Ireland!’”(111-2). But 

Anne still visits her friend and in this way Austen makes clear that for Anne, class does 

not matter. 

 Linked with class is the complicated system of inheritance. For the Bennet family 

in PP for example, it is not favourable that there are only daughters because their estate 

will one day go to the only male relative, Mr Collins. When Elizabeth refuses the 

marriage proposal of Mr Collins and Charlotte Lucas marries him, Mrs Bennet is 

extremely upset by the idea that she might lose her house to them. This also means that 

the five daughters would not be suitable marriage candidates for men who care only 

about class and money. “We are not rich enough or grand enough for them” (95-6), says 

Elizabeth to Jane with regard to Bingley and Darcy. In SS, the Dashwoods undergo the 

consequences of what happens when the breadwinner and only male in the family dies. 

They are forced to leave their home and are subjected to the care of relatives they hardly 

know. By showing how difficult it is for her characters to live under these laws, Austen 

criticises the system “highlight[ing] the injustices of this system of inheritance” 

(McMaster 119 ).  

 Emma in Emma is in a different position. She takes the role of a snob who looks 

down at other people for not having money. She makes it, for example, very clear to 

Harriet why Mr Martin is not a good match for her: “‘A young farmer, whether on 
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horseback or on foot, is the very last sort of person to raise my curiosity. The yeomanry 

are precisely the order of people with whom I feel I can have nothing to do’” (18). 

Gradually, though, she changes and comes to realise that people of a lower class can be 

good company too. In this way, Austen makes sure Emma becomes likeable to the reader 

again. 

 These attempts to belong to a certain class have everything to do with trying to 

live up to a certain image. For some Chick Lit heroines class does play a role, but not to 

the extent it did for Austen’s heroines. Chick Lit heroines are, however, still very much 

concerned with trying to belong to a certain group of people. Women nowadays no 

longer need to fight for their right to vote or the right to be paid the same as men. They 

belong to a generation of women who can have it all. It seems like this would make them 

feel free, but this puts them under a lot of pressure. They feel the pressure to be beautiful, 

to be the perfect weight, to be the perfect mother and have the perfect career, and to have 

the perfect relationship. This pressure and feeling of being trapped is similar in the 

contemporary era and in Austen’s era. 

 Kim, in ILC goes on a trip to the Isle of Capri with her mother, who grew up there 

and wants to take over the shop of her deceased father. It takes a trip abroad for Kim to 

realise that her life in Cardiff has been superficial and mundane. She never got out of the 

house and was obsessed with television and celebrities. She and her flatmate Cleo were 

happy with their lives and used to enjoy watching TV together while complaining about 

their love lives. Television for Kim and her flatmate Cleo is like an influential friend. 

They are obsessed with looking like celebrities and both dream of one day having 

liposuction. When Kim agrees to go to Capri with her mother, one of her main concerns 
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is all the television she is going to miss: “‘I haven’t missed a single thing Lesley Sharpe 

has done since Bob & Rose and Rob Lowe has got a romantic storyline coming up on The 

West Wing…’. ‘It’s like leaving friends behind, isn’t it?’, Cleo sympathizes” (29). For 

Cleo TV even is more important than real relationships: “Last summer she got quite 

serious with a rugby lug called Dylan but then E4 began their 24-hour coverage of Big 

Brother and he was history”(12). While Kim is in Capri she regularly calls Cleo who is 

still stuck in their old and safe life. “‘You should be back in time for An Audience with 

Victoria Beckham’”(451), Cleo enthusiastically tells her. However, the beauty of the 

island, the attention from Italian men and the fact that she is finally forming a real bond 

with her mother, make Kim realise she does not want to go on living the way she did, and 

that watching all those shows was a waste of time: “Images of TV shows flash through 

my mind as I sit on the bus bound for Capri Town. Is that all I have to go back to? Videos 

of other people’s lives, other people’s relationships, other people’s hairdos?” (359), she 

wonders. The main plot in ILC revolves around Kim’s romance with married Luca, and 

the relationship between her and her mother. But the main theme and what the book 

really is about is Kim finding herself and her realisation that she needs to start living. 

Television culture may seem miles away from the class culture of Austen’s era. Kim, 

however, tries to live like the people on TV similar to how Austen’s characters tried to 

live like the landed gentry.  

 Like Kim, Bridget Jones is obsessed with her looks and especially her weight.TPF

7
FPT 

“Oh, why am I so unattractive? Why? (16)”, she constantly thinks. Austen’s women, too, 

are far from perfect looking. It is typical of Austen’s novels as well as Chick Lit novels, 

                                                 
TP

7
PT More about the obsession that women nowadays have with their looks and image can be found in The 

Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women (1991) by Naomi Wolf, and in the Dutch 
documentary Beperkt Houdbaar (Perishable) (2007) by Sunny Bergman.  



 49

that the heroines are fallible and realistic. “In being beautiful but not too beautiful, chick 

lit’s heroines are the direct descendants of Austen’s” (59), Wells points out. Alison 

Umminger goes further stating that Chick Lit is more about the insecurities of the 

heroines than their search for a partner: “And although this is a controlling feature of the 

genre, I maintain that in many of the books this quest for a partner is entirely secondary 

to the ongoing battle chick lit’s heroines are engaging with themselves – particularly with 

regard to weight” (240). The pressure to look good is something that makes the Chick Lit 

heroines feel restricted and trapped. Although they feel trapped for different reasons, the 

overall feeling the heroines in Austen’s novels have can be described as being very 

similar to that experienced by the Chick Lit heroines. Umminger comments on both 

periods’ heroines’ obsession with how they look: 

 Just as Edith Wharton’s and Jane Austen’s characters once negotiated their own 

 social and financial disadvantages in a patriarchal world, Fielding and a host of 

 other chick-lit authors have created a new breed of woman character similarly 

 concerned with her ability to negotiate an equally hostile landscape. Although the 

 Bridget Joneses and Jemima Js of the new millennium are free agents relative to 

 their sister characters of past centuries, their freedom is mitigated by the “ private 

 reality” [. . . ] – the self-imposed and culturally sanctioned tyranny of hating their 

 own bodies. (240) 

  Kate Reddy, the main character in Allison Pearson’s IDKHSDI is in many ways 

different from other Chick Lit heroines. Still, it is important to mention this novel, as it 

deals with a different group of women, namely: working mothers. A type of Chick Lit 

often called Mummy Lit appeared a couple of years after the initial Chick Lit hype. You 
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could say that these novels continue where most Chick Lit novels stop. The novels are 

about what happens to the heroines after they marry and have children. In Pearson’s 

novel, which is often very sad and tragic, Kate Reddy is torn up with guilt. She is an 

extremely successful fund manager and struggles to combine this career with being there 

for her husband and two children. The comic but tragic opening lines of the novel are 

representative of how Kate’s life is: it is the middle of the night and Kate is standing in 

the kitchen, hitting store-bought mince pies so they will look homemade so she will not 

be seen as a bad mother by the stay-at-home mothers who have plenty of time to make 

something themselves. These mothers who stay home, the muffia as Kate calls them, 

make her feel guilty and she feels she cannot communicate with them: “I reckon this 

must be how it was for centuries. Women doing the doing and exchanging conspirational 

glances and indulgent sighs about the men. But I never joined the Muffia; I don’t know 

the code, the passwords, the special handshakes” (51). Kate pays her nanny an extremely 

high salary and buys her children presents each time she has to go abroad for work, and 

in this way tries to compensate for her guilt. As Kate struggles with her identity, 

remarking “I am married but am not a wife, have children but am not a mother. What am 

I?” (291), she comes to realise it is time to slow down. She cannot even remember the 

last time she had time to watch television although she wishes she did. As a mother, 

Kate’s life is different from other Chick Lit women, and worlds apart from Austen’s 

heroines, but the novel shows that women who are a little older and more mature than 

Chick Lit heroines still feel the pressure of living up to a certain image. Hewett rightly 

describes this novel as “An Austenesque comedy of manners, albeit one that begins after 

the happy ending, when the heroine has settled down with her Mark Darcy” (123).  
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 Shopaholic highlights capitalism and consumerism, a subject that Austen deals 

with too. Copeland explains the ways in which Austen approaches this subject:  

 In her novels, Austen approaches the subject money, from three different, but 

 related points of view. First, as a member of the pseudo-gentry, that is to say, the 

 upper professional ranks of her rural society; second, as a woman in that society, 

 severely handicapped by law and custom from possessing significant power over 

 money; finally as a novelist who joins other women novelists in a larger 

 conversation about money. (132-3)  

In Chick Lit, women can handle money exactly as men can, but it does seem that they 

have more problems dealing with money. With the exception of Kate in IDKHSDI the 

Chick Lit heroines often have money problems. This is usually because they live in a 

city, where housing and going out is expensive, and they have jobs with moderate 

salaries. In her article “Tradition and Displacement in the New Novel of Manners”, 

Stephanie Harzewski draws a parallel with Austen:  

 With Edith Wharton and Jane Austen as acknowledged precedents, much of the 

 chick-lit genre revisits the “class without money” conflict that pervades the novel 

 of manners tradition. Heroines on an entry- to midlevel publishing salary typically 

 wrestle with a barrage of material temptations, often succumbing to hefty credit 

 card debt. Chick lit reinterprets the legacies of the novel of manners and domestic 

 fiction’s marriage plot, chronicling the heroines’ fortunes on the marriage market 

 and assessing contemporary courtship behaviour, dress, and social motives. (40)  

Her inability to handle money puts Shopaholic heroine Becky Bloomwood in a difficult 

position. She spends money she does not have and has tremendous debts. Her behaviour 
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is clearly addictive and also a sign of her insecurity. Just like Austen’s heroines, Becky 

wants to belong to a certain group of people. She tries to achieve this by buying items 

that make her look richer or smarter. Becky always carries a copy of the Financial Times, 

for example, for three reasons: “1. It’s a nice colour. 2. It only costs 85p. 3. If you walk 

into a room with it tucked under your arm people take you seriously” (20).  

 Copeland recognises how materialistic thoughts appear in Austen’s novels too: 

“In each novel, decisions of domestic economy define the heroine – and the hero – on a 

scale of expense familiar to contemporary readers”(133-4). Austen’s Emma, for example, 

wants people to think she is smarter and more accomplished than she actually is. She has 

never had the patience to really learn how to draw and play music, but “[. . .] she was not 

unwilling to have others deceived, or sorry to know her reputation for accomplishments 

often higher than it deserved” (30). Her behaviour here is very similar to Becky’s.  

 The clothes Becky buys are also a sign of her insecurity and her wish to belong to 

a richer class. This becomes clear when she buys a scarf that she cannot afford: “I have to 

have this scarf. I have to have it. It makes my eyes look bigger, it makes my haircut look 

more expensive, it makes me look like a different person. I’ll be able to wear it with 

everything. People will refer to me as the Girl in the Denny and George scarf” (22). 

Jessica Lyn van Slooten explains how Becky’s mind works: “These ecstatic moments of 

shopping represent the promise of attaining the idealized self Becky fashions in her mind. 

After Becky’s euphoria passes, she feels increased longing, despair and disillusionment. 

She now must begin the cycle anew by centering herself through fashion” (223-4 ). Status 

symbols also occur in Austen’s novels: “ When incomes are not specifically named by 

Austen, then the signs of them are: the house, the furnishings, the garden, the park, the 
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number of servants, the presence of a carriage” (Copeland 133). The status symbols are 

of course different nowadays but they can be compared to the symbols people use today. 

Copeland, for example, compares servants to household items: “Servants, an unfamiliar 

reckoning device these days, might be considered as the equivalent of modern household 

conveniences: add a servant, add a convenience – hot water, central heating, a washing 

machine, and so on” (134 ). In Emma, carriages share the same status as cars today. Mrs 

Elton, known for her bragging, often mentions her brother and sister’s carriage: “They 

will have their barouche-landau, of course, which holds four perfectly” (194). In SS, the 

Dashwood sisters dream of being able to buy everything they want: “‘I wish,’ said 

Margaret, striking out a novel thought, ‘that somebody would give us all a large fortune 

a-piece!’ ‘O that they would!’ cried Marianne, her eyes sparkling with animation, and her 

cheeks glowing with the delight of such imaginary happiness” (61). This is similar to the 

way Becky dreams about buying everything she wants.  

 Austen always lets the characters with the least amount of money be the most 

likeable. In this way she criticises rich and upper class people and stresses that character 

is more important than money. Even though it all ends happily for Becky and her money 

problems are resolved, Kinsella is still critical of Becky’s spending behaviour and of 

society. Each chapter in the novel begins with a letter from a bank or credit card company 

urging Becky to pay off her debts. There are also letters, though, that urge Becky to get 

yet another credit card. Brompton’s Store, for example, in one letter urges Becky to pay 

off her debts. In another letter, sent on the same day, they make her an offer to receive 

extra points on her card if she spends over fifty pounds: “There’s never been a better time 

to spend!” (46), it says in bold letters at the top of the letter. Companies are displaying 
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conflicting messages and people like Becky can easily acquire large debts as a result of 

these messages. Kinsella in this way shows the hypocrisy of today’s consumer culture. 

Both Austen and Chick Lit novelists make clear that they disapprove of the fact 

that women feel trapped. This is clear in their characters’ actions and words. In the class 

Austen’s characters aspire to fit in with there are numerous conventions as opposed to 

socially desired behaviour, especially for women. They could not, for example, plainly 

express their love to someone. In Persuasion, Anne clearly struggles with this. She does 

not know how to tell Captain Wentworth that he should not be jealous of Mr Elliot: “How 

was the truth to reach him? How, in all peculiar disadvantages of their respective 

situations, would he ever learn her real sentiments?” (135). Anne’s situation shows how 

difficult it was for women to speak their minds and to tell someone how they really felt. 

Elaine Jordan draws a parallel with twentieth century women stating in the introduction 

of P that “Austen cannot give Anne the freedom to move of twentieth-century women, 

but she certainly represents the acute frustration of a woman in the early nineteenth 

century who cannot act boldly and independently to express her desire without 

disapproval, which would include that of the man she loves” (xi). Through Anne’s 

frustration Austen in this way shows her own frustration. There are more feminist 

remarks in P, such as when Mrs Croft is involved in a discussion with Captain 

Wentworth, who claims that women and children should not be on ships. Mrs Croft, who 

has spent time aboard a ship, does not agree: “‘But I hate to hear you talking so, like a 

fine gentleman, and as if women were all fine ladies, instead of rational creatures. We 

none of us expect to be in smooth water all our days’” (49-50).  
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In Emma, too, Emma wishes women could move more freely. She does not 

understand why Frank Churchill does not visit his father because, according to her, young 

men can go where they please as opposed to women: “A young woman, if she fall into 

bad hands, may be teased, and kept at a distance from those she wants to be with; but one 

cannot comprehend a young man’s being under such restraint as not to be able to spend a 

week with his father, if he likes to” (87). Although this applies to Emma’s and Frank’s 

situation, this comment also applies to an entire generation of women whose freedom was 

restricted because of their sex. Austen’s heroines also often act outside the rules. In PP, 

for example, the younger sisters Lydia and Kitty go to balls and are ‘out in society’ 

without their elder sisters being married. This is something that is looked down upon by 

Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Elizabeth, though, says: “The last-born has as good a right to 

the pleasures of youth as the first” (130). This can also be interpreted as a general 

comment that does not only apply to Elizabeth and her family. Besides, Elizabeth rejects 

several marriage proposals, including one by Mr Collins and in this way as well, the 

Bennet family again acts outside conventions. 

 Like Austen’s novels, Chick Lit novels are full of feminist remarks that comment 

on conventions for women. Ferriss and Young also make clear that they believe Chick Lit 

can be seen as feminist, as “Bridget Jones’s Diary raises issues of feminism versus 

postfeminism. I Don’t Know How She Does It explicitly tackles the problems that young 

women face in trying to “have it all”. Sophie Kinsella’s “shopaholic” novels lead us to 

ask if female consumers are self-actualized agents or society’s victims. (par 17) 

 Just as in Austen’s novels, there are many comments that do not merely apply to the 

characters in the novel but to every woman. In BJD, Bridget’s friend Sharon represents 
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the extremely angry man-hating feminist who has very strong opinions on everything, 

especially men and relationships. Bridget often has feminist ideas but does not really 

know how to put them into words. When their other friend Jude talks about how badly 

her boyfriend treats her, Bridget responds with a mere “Bastard!”(126). Sharon, though, 

starts ranting about men and feminism in general: 

 Ten years ago people who cared about the environment were laughed at as sandal-

 wearing beardy-weirdies and now look at the power of the green consumer [ . . .]. 

 In years ahead the same will come to pass with feminism. There won’t be any  

 men leaving their families and post-menopausal wives for young mistresses, or 

 trying to chat women up by showing off in a patronizing way about all the other 

 women throwing themselves at them, or trying to have sex with women without 

 any niceness or commitment, because the young mistresses and women will just 

 turn round and tell them to sod off and men won’t get any sex or any women 

 unless  they learn how to behave properly instead of cluttering up the sea-bed of 

 women with their SHITTY, SMUG, SELFINDULGENT, BEHAVIOUR! (127) 

This shows one of several feminist attitudes in the novel, in which standing conventions 

on women are criticised.  

Pearson’s IDKHSDI mainly deals with the frustrations of a working mother. In 

the novel, there are many general comments on these frustrations. “Women used to have 

time to make mince pies and had to fake orgasms. Now we can manage the orgasms, but 

we have to fake the mince pies. And they call this progress” (5), Kate thinks. Kate works 

in the male world of fund managing and finds she is treated differently than men. When 

she is late for work because her child is sick, she makes up an excuse about traffic 
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because she knows her sick child will not be seen as a legitimate excuse. For men, 

however, it is different. If they have to leave a meeting to go to a school play of one of 

their children, this is seen as sweet. If Kate does the same, it is seen as weak and 

vulnerable. Kate also feels men cannot fully appreciate her as a colleague. At a business 

dinner she senses the discomfort of one of the men: “I can see him struggling to place 

me: I’m not married to him, clearly I’m not his mother, I didn’t go to school with his 

sister and I’m sure as hell not going to go to bed with him. So what, he must be asking 

himself as he chews on his pigeon, is this girl doing here? What is she for?” (192-3). 

Although she has a nanny and her husband is home often, Kate still feels she has to be in 

charge of everything and that even though she is working she still has to do most of the 

housekeeping as well. She does not think she is alone in this situation and believes it is 

like this for every working mother. At one point in the novel, she expresses her 

disappointment about women’s liberation:  

Do I believe in equality of the sexes? I’m not sure. I did once, with all the 

 passionate certainty of someone very young who knew absolutely everything and 

 therefore nothing at all. It was a nice idea, equality; noble, indisputably fair. But 

 how the hell was it supposed to work? They could give you good jobs and 

 maternity leave, but until they programmed a man to notice you were out of toilet 

 paper the project was doomed. (190) 

 Overall, both Austen and Chick Lit authors criticise conventions in several ways.  

Their heroines often act outside conventions which can be seen as criticism. Also, 

throughout the novels there are comments on the role of women in society, often of a 

feminist type.  
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Conclusion 

 To conclude, it is interesting to see that contemporary women’s issues that are 

dealt with in contemporary Chick Lit are also themes in Austen’s novels. The search for 

the right partner, family life and the feeling of being trapped are important themes in both 

Chick Lit and Austen. These themes are also portrayed in similar ways. The Chick Lit 

heroines who try to find their Mr Right must overcome obstacles just like Austen’s 

heroines do. Family also proves to be very important for both Austen and Chick Lit 

heroines. Particularly mothers are portrayed similarly in the novels. Furthermore, the 

heroines in all the novels dealt with here feel restricted in several ways. This has to do 

with class, beauty, image and the overall feeling of trying to belong to a certain group. 

Austen is very critical of the upper class and Chick Lit authors, too, mock upper class 

people. Consumerism is criticised in Austen and Chick Lit novels, while Chick Lit novels 

also discuss the problems that working mothers have. 

  It is difficult to give one reason why the content of Chick Lit is so much like the 

content in Austen’s novels. BJD was one of the first Chick Lit novels and a clear homage 

to PP, with a similar plot and characters. Many Chick Lit authors copied the BJD themes 

and in doing so, also Austen’s themes. It can also be argued that women’s issues are still 

organised around similar themes. Two centuries have passed, but finding a right partner, 

families and the pressure of belonging are still important issues. Only the details differ; 

wanting to be like people of a higher class, is for example replaced by wanting to be like 

people on television. At any rate, it is clear that Austen’s novels and Chick Lit are very 

similar in terms of content. 
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Style 

Introduction 

 The Lit in Chick Lit stands for Literature, although Chick Lit is often not seen as 

such. Austen, on the other hand, belongs to the literary canon. For the most part this has 

to do with the style in which the novels are written. Qualities that are usually attributed to 

literature, such as metaphors, figurative language, and complex characters are often not 

present in Chick Lit. Wells also believes this and says: “When we look in chick lit for 

such literary elements as imaginative use of language, inventive and thought-provoking 

metaphors, layers of meaning, complex characters, and innovative handling of 

conventional structure, we come up essentially empty-handed”(64). The genre is often 

seen in relation to Austen because of the content, as was explained in Chapter 2. But, as 

Wells says, the fact that the reference to Austen is made so often, shows that many people 

wish to see Chick Lit on the same literary level as Austen: “Nevertheless, the persistent 

appearance of literary women authors’ names – particularly, though not solely, Austen’s 

– in discussions of, and judgements about, chick lit suggest that many readers and 

reviewers wish to case the genre as the descendant of literary, not popular, fiction” (64).  

 This chapter will compare the style of Chick Lit novels with Austen’s style. At 

first glance, it may seem that the styles are very different but as this chapter will show, 

there are similarities too. First, the degree of literariness of the novels will be examined. 

Secondly, Chick Lit’s first person narration will be compared to Austen’s free indirect 

style. And thirdly, the humour in the novels will be compared. It will become clear that 

the style in Chick Lit novels is comparable to Austen in several ways although the degree 
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of literariness is different.  

   

Chick Literature? 

 One definition that the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms gives of 

Literature is: “[. . . ] that body of works which – for whatever reason – deserves to be 

preserved as part of the current reproduction of meanings within a given culture (unlike 

yesterday’s newspaper, which belongs in the disposable category of ephemera)” (Baldick 

142). As discussed in the first chapter on reception, Chick Lit for many people belongs to 

the latter, disposable category. The specific qualities that make a certain work literary are 

also mentioned in the Oxford Concise Dictionary: “Literariness [is] understood in terms 

of defamiliarization, as a series of deviations from ‘ordinary’ language” (Baldick141). 

This is mostly achieved by use of stylistic devices such as metaphors, descriptive 

language and irony.  

 Chick Lit authors do not use descriptive language as elaborately or as often as 

Austen does. In Austen’s SS, for example, the description of the Dashwoods’ house, 

Barton Cottage, and its surroundings take up one and a half pages. These surroundings 

are described as follows: 

 The situation of the house was good. High hills rose immediately behind, and at 

 no great distance on each side; some of which were open downs, the others 

 cultivated and woody. The village of Barton was chiefly on one of these hills, and 

 formed a pleasant view from the cottage windows. The prospect in front was more 

 extensive; it commanded the whole of the valley, and reached into the country 

 beyond. The hills which surrounded the cottage terminated the valley in that 
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 direction; under another name, and in another course, it branched out again 

 between two of the steepest of them. (18)  

Descriptions such as this rarely appear in Chick Lit novels. It may be because Chick Lit 

is written in the first person, and often in diary style, that that there are not many 

descriptions. For the heroines in the novels it is not necessary to describe items and 

people they are already familiar with. Where the main characters live and who their 

friends and family are is often briefly mentioned. The reader gets to know these 

characters by reading how they talk and what they say, or by what other people think of 

them. In ILC, for example, the first mention of Kim’s mother is in brackets when Kim 

says something about her: “Mum (who is always trying to change the way I look at 

things) went on to suggest that I spend some quality time with the money and feel a sense 

of duty to do something special with it” (2). In P, Sir Walter Elliot, Anne’s father and the 

same sort of side character as Kim’s mother in ILC, is described as follows:  

 Vanity was the beginning and the end of Sir Walter Elliot’s character; vanity of 

 person  and of situation. He had been remarkably handsome in his youth; and, at 

 fifty-four, was still a very fine man. Few women could think more of their 

 personal appearance than he did; nor could the valet of any new-made lord be 

 more delighted with the place he held in society. He considered the blessing of 

 beauty as inferior only to the blessing of a baronetcy; and the Sir Walter Elliot, 

 who united these gifts, was the constant object of his warmest respect and 

 devotion. (4) 

 In IDKHSDI, Kate does make the effort to make the readers familiar with, for 

example, the place where she works: “One of the City’s oldest and most distinguished 
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institutions, Edwin Morgan Forster stands at the corner of Broadgate and St Anthony’s 

Lane; a nineteenth-century fortress with a great jutting prow of twentieth-century glass, it 

looks as though a liner has crashed into a department store and come out the other side” 

(15). Compared to Austen, though, this is a far more subjective description of a building, 

clearly seen through the eyes of Kate and influenced by her opinion. Although there is 

some subjectivity in Austen’s description her long descriptions make Austen, for the 

contemporary reader, seem rather slow and formal. This is partly due to the fact that life 

nowadays is more fast-paced than in Austen’s era. Novels, therefore, also use a faster 

style. Besides, people nowadays are used to reading novels. There is so much printed 

information and there are so many types of novels that we know how to use our 

imagination. If an author simply says about a character’s mother that she is “always 

trying to change her” this is enough to make the reader understand the narrator’s and the 

character’s position. A shortened style with fewer details about surroundings and more 

about the character’s individuality is common in today’s novels. In Austen’s era, where 

the novel was a new genre and life took place at a slower pace, all the details needed to 

be filled in by the author.  

 However, compared to other novels that were written in the same era, Austen’s 

novels could be seen as fast-paced and full of energy, just as Chick Lit nowadays. Of P, 

John F. Burrows writes that “[b]oth its lively energy and its concealed depths represent 

major features of Jane Austen’s style” (174). He also claims that compared to other 

canonical artists Jane Austen is not that descriptive: “Most canonical novelists, however, 

give more attention than Jane Austen to descriptions of person and place. One reason 

why she can afford to leave much unsaid is that, when they were written, her novels were 
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so immediate in time and place” (178). All in all, there is a difference in the degree of the 

presence of descriptive language in Austen and Chick Lit. This has to do with the 

different eras in which the novels were written. Though we may find it dull today, 

Austen’s language was in fact rather lively for her contemporaries.  

 Besides a lack of descriptive language, the language used in Chick Lit is 

extremely informal and this also causes it to be less literary. This is mainly due to the fact 

that the novels are written in the first person, so the language is literally what the main 

character thinks or says. The first lines of Shopaholic are a good example of 

conversational language: “OK. Don’t Panic. Don’t panic. It’s only a VISA bill. It’s a 

piece of paper; a few numbers. I mean, just how scary can a few numbers be?” (13). This 

style is very conversational and it seems as if Rebecca is talking to a good friend.  

 In Austen’s novels, much of the language used is speech too, but it is more 

formal. She hardly uses any contractions even though this was common in daily speech in 

her era. In 1776 George Campbell wrote in The Philosophy of Rhetoric that contracted 

forms of auxiliary verbs are prohibited but are allowed sometimes: “Some indulgence, I 

think, may still be given to the more familiar style of dialogues, letters, essays, and even 

of popular addresses” (qtd. in Burrows 176). Austen, though, rarely uses contractions. 

She uses “don’t” or “’tis” every once in a while but not “I’ve”, “couldn’t”, “wouldn’t” or 

“isn’t”. So with regard to contractions Austen’s use of language is rather formal, less 

conversational and therefore can be considered more literary than Chick Lit. Certain 

words, though, make her language more ordinary, as Burrows explains: “Ordinary words 

like ‘ amiable’ and ‘ family’ , everyday objects like a novel or a poem lately read, a pair 
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of ornamental screens, or a portrait of a friend make focal points for unostentatiously 

presented but freely moving and far-reaching exchanges” (174).  

 Chick Lit deals with the daily life of ordinary women. For many critics this 

subject choice means it is less literary. Novels that win literary prizes usually are about 

universal themes and not about the futilities of everyday life. Or as Wells puts it, novels 

that are regarded as literary are rarely “unabashedly focused on the daily experiences of 

comparatively privileged English-speaking women to the exclusion of all other subject 

matter” (64). Austen too, deals with everyday issues. Although important historical 

events like the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars were taking place, Austen 

chose to write about the domestic trivialities of everyday life. Chick Lit also does not 

include current events like the war in Iraq or terrorism. Some argue that this is precisely 

the reason that Austen is literary and still read today: “It is precisely because Jane Austen 

did ignore the partisan battles that her novels have survived as current classics” (J. 

Christopher Herald, qtd. in Butler 161). However, it can also be argued that she still 

appeals to readers now because she did address universal themes that are still important 

today, such as class difference and love. Even though love is an important theme, Chick 

Lit still seems to lack universal themes. It is impossible to predict if the novels will still 

be read and valued in a hundred years time.  

 On the whole, Austen is more descriptive and more formal than Chick Lit is. She 

does focus on common issues and her style is, for her era, rather energetic, like Chick Lit. 

We do not know if future generations will see the importance of Chick Lit. As mentioned 

in the first chapter, Austen’s work was not seen as literature in her era either. “No one 

expected to find literature in novels”(1: 6), Southam importantly points out about 
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Austen’s early reception. So perhaps Chick Lit will one day also be seen as literature. For 

now, though, it can safely be said that Austen is more literary than Chick Lit.  

   

First and Third Person Narrator 

 Austen uses a different form of narration than Chick Lit authors. Chick Lit is 

written in the first person, usually in a diary style, and Austen uses a third person 

narrator. In Austen’s era this was the common form to use in a novel. First person 

narration was used in epistolary novels only. Not until the beginning of the twentieth 

century, with the rise of modernism and stream of consciousness, did first person 

narration become more common in literature. 

 By means of the first person narration in Chick Lit the reader gets to know 

everything the heroine thinks and feels and sees everything through her eyes. In the 

novels that use the diary form – BJD and IDKHSDI – the heroine tells the reader what 

happened to her in retrospection. Because of this the past tense is often used, but to make 

the narrative more lively, present tense is also used at times. ILC and Shopaholic do not 

use a diary-form and the narrative is told mostly in the present tense which makes the 

reader feel they are experiencing what happens simultaneously with the heroine. The 

following excerpt is an example of this: “As we alight from the bus I take in my 

surroundings – people trying to push on board before the previous trip’s passengers have 

disembarked, unescorted female visitors being asked ‘Where you from?’ by every local 

male they pass, students who could do with indicator lights for their backpacks [. . .]” 

(268). In this fragment from ILC the reader sees everything from Kim’s point of view, 

and is experiencing it simultaneously with her. 
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  Austen’s style is in many ways comparable to the first person narration used in 

Chick Lit. The form of third person narration that Austen uses is free indirect style, and 

she was one of the first authors to use this style. The Oxford Concise Dictionary of 

Literary Terms gives a useful definition of the style and even uses Austen as an example:  

A manner of presenting the thoughts or utterances of a fictional character as if 

from that character’s point of view by combining grammatical and other features 

of the character’s ‘direct speech’ with features of the narrator’s ‘indirect’ report. 

Direct discourse is used in the sentence She thought, ‘I will stay here tomorrow’, 

while the equivalent in indirect discourse would be She thought that she would 

stay there the next day. Free indirect style, however, combines the person and 

tense of indirect discourse (‘she would stay’) with the indications of time and 

place appropriate to direct discourse (‘here tomorrow’), to form a different kind of 

sentences: She would stay here tomorrow. This form of statement allows a third-

person narrative to exploit a first-person point of view, often with a subtle effect 

of irony, as in the novels of Jane Austen. (Baldick 102) 

Much has been written on Austen’s use of this style and by many she is seen as the first 

who used it in a novel. Burrows, for example, shares this view and claims that Austen “[. 

. . ] lies at a moment of transition in the history of the novel, and her own contribution is 

significant” (173). James Wood also points out that Austen was the first to use free 

indirect style: “[. . .] The first glimmerings of what would become Woolf’s stream-of-

consciousness are found in Austen; she invented a new, rapid semaphore for signalling a 

person’s thought as it is happening. It is this innovation, the discovery of how to 

represent the brokenness of the mind’s communication with itself, that constitutes her 
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radicalism” (25). As becomes clear from the definition and from Wood’s article, free 

indirect style has much in common with first person narration. Austen’s novels are 

written in the third person but often the reader clearly sees through the eyes of a 

character. 

 Several studies of Austen’s work show that her style developed throughout her 

writing career. In her later novels, Emma and P, there is much more free indirect style 

than in her first novels PP and SS. In her early novels, the characters had to go outside or 

be alone in their room to ‘express’ their thoughts. At other occasions, when they are in 

conversation for example, Austen uses indirect discourse to describe a character’s 

feelings. Quotation marks and ‘thought’ is used when Elizabeth in PP thinks about 

something during a conversation with Colonel Fitzwilliam: “‘Is this,’ thought Elizabeth, 

‘meant for me?’” (143). In Emma, Emma constantly ‘thinks’ and ‘speaks’ to herself and 

Austen uses free indirect discourse. Free indirect style is used to describe what Emma is 

thinking about Harriet, for example: “[. . .] Emma sat down to think and be miserable. It 

was a wretched business indeed. Such an overthrow of everything she had been wishing 

for. Such a development of everything most unwelcome! Such a blow for Harriet – that 

was the worst of all” (95). The “She” in this fragment could easily be replaced by “I” 

because it is clear that these are Emma’s thoughts. The other characters in the novel, 

though, do not ‘think’ but only speak, as Wood importantly indicates: “Austen maintains 

a hierarchy of consciousness: the people who matter think inwardly, and everyone else 

speaks. Or rather: the heroines speak to themselves, and everyone else speaks to each 

other” (26). In P, there is also much free indirect style. No quotation marks are used to 

express what Anne is thinking: “Her start was perceptible only to herself; but she 
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instantly felt that she was the greatest simpleton in the world, the most unaccountable and 

absurd!” (124). This clearly is Anne’s voice and not the narrator’s voice. 

Austen uses what, Michael Bakhtin calls heteroglossia. This is one of the 

concepts he discusses in Discourse in the Novel. There, Bakhtin says that “a comic 

playing with languages, a story “not from the author” (but from a narrator, posited author 

or character), character speech, character zones and lastly various introductory or framing 

genres are the basic forms for incorporating and organizing heteroglossia in the novel” 

(217). Heteroglossia can be understood as the different voices, and conflicting discourses 

that are present in a novel. Bakhtin explains that when there is indirect discourse or free 

indirect discourse, what he calls quasi-indirect discourse, the language or voice does not 

necessarily have to be the narrator’s voice. It can also be the voice of one of the 

characters, even though there is no direct discourse. He also explains how the 

incorporation of different genres in one novel can bring another voice to the novel. This 

so-called “comic playing with languages” (217), as he calls it, also widely occurs in 

Austen’s novels.  

Sometimes Austen does use a first person narrator. In these cases, the third person 

narrator addresses herself directly to the reader. In the last chapter of PP for example, the 

third person narrator says about Mrs Bennet:  

I wish I could say, for the sake of her family, that the accomplishment of her 

earnest desire in the establishment of so many of her children produced so happy 

an effect as to make her a sensible, amiable, well-informed woman for the rest of 

her life; though perhaps, it was lucky for her husband, who might not have 
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relished domestic felicity in so unusual a form, that she still was occasionally 

nervous, and invariably silly. (297)  

In SS too, the third person narrator intervenes with a remark: “Poor Elinor! here was a 

new scheme for getting her to Delaford! but her spirit was stubborn” (227), or “ I come 

now to the relation of a misfortune which about this time befell Mrs John Dashwood” 

(165). In all these cases it is clear that it is not one of the characters but the third person 

narrator – perhaps Austen – who speaks. PP and SS are Austen’s early novels. It could be 

suggested that in her later novels Austen does not need to intervene with comments in the 

first person, because she uses free indirect style.  

In addition to Chick Lit being written in a diary style, it uses narrative devices 

such as lists, email messages, letters and diary entries. These devices are representative of 

the characters’ need for perfection and they help the characters to gain control over their 

lives. The information that Bridget starts each diary entry with, gives information on how 

she feels about herself without her actually saying or thinking it. She gives details like her 

weight and her calorie intake, and also indicates how she feels about this. The following 

excerpt is an example of this: “Thursday 23 February. 8st 13 (if only could stay under 9st 

and not keep bobbing up and down like drowning corpse – drowning in fat), alcohol units 

2, cigarettes 17 (pre-shag nerves – understandable), calories 775 (last-ditch attempt to 

get down to 8st 7 before tomorrow)” (58). IDKHSDI has a ‘must remember’ list after 

each diary entry. These lists are what Kate thinks about every night before she falls 

asleep and they represent her extremely busy and chaotic life.TPF

8
FPT There are also many 

                                                 
TP

8
PT A week before Christmas, for example, Kate’s mind is overflowing with things she has to take 

care of and her list looks like this: “Must Remember. Angel wings. Quote for new stair carpet. 
Take lasagne out of freezer for Saturday lunch. Buy kitchen roll, stainless steel special polish 
thingy, present and card for Harry’s party. How old is Harry? Five? Six? Must get organised with 
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email messages in the novel. These messages are from Kate to her friends and vice versa 

and they allow the reader to see certain situations from another point of view. The letters 

in Shopaholic reveal the urgency of Rebecca’s financial situation of which she is herself 

often ignorant. Prior to almost each chapter the reader gets to see what Rebecca receives 

in the post. From her bank and credit card companies, for example, Rebecca constantly 

receives letters like this: “Further to my letters [. . .] you will be aware that your free 

graduate overdraft facility is due to end on 19 September 1999. You will also be aware 

that you have substantially exceeded the agreed limit of ₤2,000. The current balance 

stands at a debit of ₤3,794.56” (10). Rebecca often throws these envelopes away 

unopened or simply ignores the content, but the inclusion of these letters in the novel, lets 

the reader know how serious Rebecca’s situation really is. This is yet another way of 

giving third person information in a first person novel.  

 In Austen’s novels there are no email messages and lists but the author does make 

frequent use of letters. In addition to free indirect style the letter is another device that is 

used to reveal the inner thoughts of the characters because it allows Austen to use a first 

person narrator. 

 Though Austen’s novels are written in the third person and Chick Lit in the first 

person, both employ this style creatively, and in this way the limitations of both styles are 
                                                                                                                                                 

well-stocked present drawer like proper mother. Buy Christmas tree and stylish lights 
recommended in Telegraph (Selfridges or Habitat? Can’t remember. Damn). Nanny’s Christmas 
bribe/present (Eurostar ticket? Cash? DKNY?). Emily wants Baby Wee-Wee doll (over my d. 
body). Present for Richard (Wine-tasting? Arsenal? Pyjamas?), in-laws book – The Lost Gardens 
of Somewhere? Ask Richard to collect dry-cleaning. Office party what to wear? black velvet too 
small. Stop eating NOW. Fishnets lilac. Leg wax no time, shave instead. Book stress-busting 
massage. Highlights must book soonest (starting to look like mid-period George Michael). Pelvic 
floor squeeeeze! Supplies of Pill!!! Ice cake (Royal icing? – chk Delia). Cranberries. Mini party 
sausages. Stamps for cards Second class x 40. Present for E’s teacher? And, whatever you do, 
wean Ben off dummy before Xmas with in-laws. Chase Kwik Toy, useless mail order present 
company. Smear test NB. Wine, Gin. Vin santo. Ring Mum. Where did I put Simon Hopkinson ‘dry 
with hairdryer’ goose recipe? Stuffing? Hamster???” (10-1). 
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reduced. Austen uses free indirect styles and letters to include first person narration in her 

novels. Chick Lit, on the other hand, uses lists, email messages and letters to give a more 

objective view and in this way a type of third person narration is also present. 

 

Humour 

 The content of Chick Lit novels and Austen’s novels provides a perfect setting for 

the employment of humour. The novels deal with the everyday lives of young women 

who are looking for a partner, the obstacles they have to overcome to achieve this goal, 

and the people around them who are often unaware that they are interfering with this 

search negatively. When authors want to keep this love plot light-hearted, and avoid 

dullness, clichés and too much drama, they can make use of humour. Particularly irony 

and the use of caricatures can be of use in such novels. This puts the main character’s 

situation in perspective and provides comic relief. 

 The use of caricatures is a common type of humour present in both Austen and 

Chick Lit. These are characters that remain flat characters throughout the novel and some 

of their particular characteristics are emphasized. One way in which Austen makes clear 

that a character is a caricature, is by exaggeration. In SS, for example, Robert Ferrars is a 

caricature. His vanity and arrogance are emphasized when Elinor and Marianne meet him 

in a shop and Robert will not talk to them until he has finished picking out a toothpick 

case:  

 He was giving orders for a toothpick-case for himself, and till its size, shape, and 

 ornaments were determined, - all of which, after examining and debating for a 

 quarter of an hour over every toothpick-case in the shop, were finally arranged by 



 72

 his own inventive fancy, - he had no leisure to bestow any other attention on the 

 two ladies, than what was comprised in three or four very broad stares. (146) 

 D.W. Harding remarks that this scene “constitutes a performance in front of us, and in 

front of the sisters, without the mitigation of any personal contact, leaving him a 

ridiculous object rather than a social person” (87). The same is true of Mr Collins, in PP. 

He is over-apologetic, nervous and his whole life revolves around his subservience to 

Lady Catherine de Bourgh. When there is a minor misunderstanding about who cooked 

dinner, Austen writes that he “continued to apologise for about a quarter of an hour” (54). 

It is likely that this is another exaggeration used to emphasize his apologetic nature.  

 Chick Lit has many caricatures too. In Shopaholic Rebecca’s colleague Clare 

Edwards is portrayed as an extremely organised person, the exact opposite of chaotic 

Rebecca: “At the desk next door to mine, Clare Edwards looks up from her post. She’s 

sorting all her letters into neat piles, just like she does every morning. She puts rubber 

bands round them and puts labels on them saying things like, ‘Answer immediately’, and 

‘ Not urgent but respond’” (13-4). Clare Edwards is clearly a caricature whose only role 

and function is to serve as a foil character and contrast to Rebecca. Perpetua, Bridget’s 

colleague in BJD, and Candy, Kate’s colleague in IDKHSDI have similar functions.  

Another way in which Austen and Chick Lit authors make it known to the reader 

that a character is a caricature is by the caricatures’ long speeches. In Chapter 2, we saw 

how Elizabeth’s mother, Bridget’s mother and other mothers talk a great deal. Harding 

claims that a character is “[. . . ] labelled as a caricature largely by being displayed 

against non-contributing listeners”(85). Round characters make long speeches as well, 
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but these speeches are listened to and contribute to the development of the plot. In Emma, 

Mrs Elton at one point talks on and on about how much she likes strawberries:  

‘The best fruit in England – everybody’s favourite – always wholesome. These 

the finest beds and finest sorts. Delightful to gather for oneself – the only way of 

really enjoying them. Morning decidedly the best time [. . . ] – currants more 

refreshing – only objection to gathering strawberries the stooping – glaring sun – 

tired to death – could bear it no longer – must go and sit in the shade.’ (256) 

The reader sees everything through Emma’s eyes so the fact that parts of this speech are 

omitted and summarised show that Emma was not really listening. In addition to creating 

a very comical scene, Austen uses Mrs Elton’s strawberry speech and her lack of 

audience to establish her as a caricature. In BJD Perpetua is always talking about houses, 

and in a similar way as in Emma, Bridget omits parts of these, for her, boring speeches: 

“Yars, yars, well it is north-facing but they’ve done something frightfully clever with the 

light” (18). Further examples of caricatures are Miss Bates and Mrs Elton in Emma, Mrs 

Musgrove in P, Mrs Bennet, the Bingley sisters, Mr Collins and Lady Catherine de 

Bourgh in PP, Mrs Jennings in SS, Bridget’s parents in BJD, Rebecca’s parents and her 

parents’ neighbours in Shopaholic, Kim’s mother and Mario in ILC, and Kate’s 

colleagues and in-laws in IDKHSDI. The purpose of these caricatures is that they allow 

the reader to focus more on the main character they sympathise with. They also create 

comic relief in the novel and make the plot more light-hearted and optimistic. 

When scholars and critics praise Austen, her use of irony is often mentioned. Cris 

Mazza, who originally invented the term Chick Lit – though not for what it is used for 

now – claims that Chick Lit lacks irony: “[. . .] these new novels of manners typically opt 
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for transparency and humor over nuance and irony” (26). Chick Lit, however, can be 

seen as ironic. In the Glossary of Literary Terms, M.H. Abrams gives different types of 

irony. Firstly there is verbal irony. This is irony that the characters in their novels use in 

their speech. Another type of irony is structural irony. With structural irony, the irony is 

present throughout the novel and not only in the characters’ speech. A literary device that 

is used to create this type of irony is the use of a naïve hero “whose invincible simplicity 

or obtuseness leads him to persist in putting an interpretation on affairs which the 

knowing reader – who penetrates to, and shares, the implied point of view of the authorial 

presence behind the naïve persona – just as persistently is called on to alter and correct” 

(Abrams 143). In Austen’s novels and Chick Lit novels both types of irony are used.  

 With verbal irony, the characters in the novel are the ironic spectators and give 

ironic comments. In Austen’s PP, for example, Mr Bennet and Elizabeth do this. When 

Mr Bennet says of his new sons-in-law that “Wickham, perhaps, is my favourite” (292), 

this is ironic, since Wickham has been the cause of much trouble for Mr Bennet. In 

IDKHSDI, when mothers at her children’s school ask Kate if she has a good recipe for a 

stollen, Kate replies: “ No, but I know a supermarket that does” (31). This comment is 

perceived as a joke by the other mothers, but Kate, who has other things on her mind than 

stollen, was serious. She knows, though, that her comment is going to be perceived as a 

joke, an example of verbal irony. In BJD, there are also many characters that use verbal 

irony. For instance, when Bridget is late to a dinner party, her father says: “Your mother 

has the entire Northamptonshire constabulary poised to comb the county with 

toothbrushes for your dismembered remains” (12), which obviously is not to be taken 

seriously. 
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 With structural irony, the reader is the ironic spectator of a naïve character or 

naïve narrator (Abrams). We see this, for example, in Emma, in which the main character 

is portrayed as a snob who gradually realises she should change. Of the structural irony in 

Emma, McMaster points out that “the snobbish heroine becomes both our guide as to 

where each character in the novel should be ‘placed’, and our negative example of one 

who assigns far too much importance to the matter of status” (129). Shopaholic provides 

an example of structural irony in Chick Lit. The reader witnesses how Rebecca’s life 

spins out of control without her being aware of it. It is Austen’s use of free indirect style 

and Chick Lit’s first person narration which is often the cause of this type of irony. Bray 

explains: “[. . .] The mingling of the narrator’s voice with the character’s consciousness 

allows the possibility of an alternative, ironic, perspective on her thoughts” (20).  

  

Conclusion 

 In Austen’s era the style that was used in novels was quite different from Chick 

Lit. The language was more formal and descriptive and because of this Austen can be 

seen as more literary than Chick Lit. However, Chick Lit authors and Austen write about 

everyday life and for Austen’s era her style is rather lively. The types of narrators used 

are at first glance miles apart. A closer look shows us that Austen’s free indirect style is 

in fact very similar to Chick Lit’s first person narration. The content of the novels, young 

women looking for love, provides a perfect opportunity for the use of humour. The 

employment of humour in their novels is something that both Chick Lit and Austen are 

known and praised for. In fact, some critics claim that humour is the only element that 

makes Chick Lit somewhat comparable to other women’s literature: “Only in its 
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deployment of humor can the best of chick lit stand up favourably to the tradition of 

women’s writing” (Wells 64). The type of humour in Austen’s novels and Chick Lit is 

very similar. In both, caricatures and irony are the source of many comical moments. In 

the end, it can be concluded that the style in which Chick Lit is written does differ from 

Austen’s style but it remains very similar in some respects, of which humour is the most 

significant one. 
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Conclusion 

 The emergence of Chick Lit as a genre has not gone unnoticed. The novels sell 

extremely well, which has caused publishers to actively seek Chick Lit authors, and book 

stores to devote sections of their store to the genre. As with every commercial success, 

the genre has also received much criticism. It has been called superficial and a disgrace to 

feminism. Supporters, on the other hand, praise the genre for its realistic portrayal of 

women’s lives and its humour. The decade in which Chick Lit first emerged, the 1990s, 

was also the decade in which Jane Austen’s novels experienced a revival, and critics as 

well as fans soon made the comparison with Chick Lit. Austen is referred to or even 

copied in Chick Lit novels, Chick Lit websites call her the first Chick Lit author, and 

many scholars also make the comparison. This thesis has presented an extensive 

comparison of four popular Chick Lit novels with four of Austen’s novels in terms of 

reception, content and style, to see if this comparison was justified. 

 An aspect that Chick Lit shares with Austen is that as contemporary writing it is 

not yet appreciated by scholars, as was the case with Austen at the start of her career. The 

biggest difference is that Austen’s novels were not an instant commercial success while 

Chick Lit was. Unfortunately, Austen did not live to see her novels be on bestseller lists. 

Over time though, she gained appreciation both commercially and academically. She has 

become part of the literary canon and is also appreciated in popular culture. There is little 

academic attention for Chick Lit and the debate on whether it should be discussed in 

academia seems to be a generational one. Young scholars and students show an interest 
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in analysing Chick Lit while the older scholars seem to reject it and do not think the 

genre is worth studying.  

 As far as content goes, it is striking how many similar themes the novels share. 

The heroines’ search for a partner, their meddling families and their need to break free 

from conventions are themes found in Austen as well as in Chick Lit. The examples are 

inexhaustible; those discussed in this thesis do not even make up half of what can be 

found in the eight novels under analysis.  

 The style in the novels is comparable as well. Austen can be seen as more literary 

because of her descriptive and formal language. The types of narration, though, show 

similarities. Although Austen’s novels are written in the third person and Chick Lit in the 

first person, the narrative styles are more similar than may initially be thought. Austen’s 

use of free indirect style and Chick Lit’s use of lists and email messages are one 

explanation for this narrative similarity. The use of humour, and in particular irony, is 

another similarity in the novels as far as style goes. Both structural and verbal irony are 

used to create comical relief.  

 The main reason Chick Lit is compared to the works of Jane Austen so much, is 

due to the similar style and particularly the similar content. Austen’s novels and Chick 

Lit novels are both realistic and often ironic portrayals of daily lives.  

 Chick Lit is a trend that right now, in 2007, is no longer at the height of its 

popularity. It is a genre though, on which much more research can still be done. For 

example, it may be interesting to research what Chick Lit has done for feminism. Has it 

set women’s liberation one step back? Or has it taken feminism to the next level? This 
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can also be linked to Austen, as the degree of feminism in her novels has also been much 

discussed. 

 Of course it remains to be seen how popular women’s writing will develop. Will 

Chick Lit have a revival, or will it evolve into a more mature genre? Will new genres of 

women’s writing relate to the works of Jane Austen just as Chick Lit has? It will be 

interesting to see if readers in, say, a hundred years will still read Chick Lit novels from 

the nineties and noughties, or Austen for that matter. 
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