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Charlotte’s Choice: Representing Charlotte’s Marriage and Agency in Pride and 
Prejudice Adaptations

Louise Pitcher

University of Western Australia

Charlotte’s choice to marry Mr Collins is central to her agency in Pride and Prejudice, and 
therefore analysing how adaptations represent her marriage is key to understanding Charlotte’s 
role in new versions of Pride and Prejudice. This article will cover two adaptations of Pride 
and Prejudice: The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (2012-2014), a modern adaptation in the form of 
a YouTube web series following Lizzie Bennet’s vlog; and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
(2009) by Seth Graham-Smith, a ‘literary mashup’ rewrite of the original novel that juxtaposes 
comedy-of-manners with gory gothic violence. Both adaptations respond to and reinvent the 
agency of a character who cares more about stability than independence. This article will explore 
how these adaptations alter Charlotte’s choice to marry Mr Collins, and how these alterations 
affect the meaning of each. 

Introduction: Contrasting the Lizzie Bennet Diaries and Pride and Prejudice and 
Zombies

Pride and Prejudice is a comedy-of-manners novel published in 1813, and like all of 
Jane Austen’s works the novel ‘considers what it means to marry well’.1 The story 
follows Elizabeth Bennet as she clashes with various characters, including her 
unwelcome suitor Mr William Collins, her love interest Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy, and 
her best friend Miss Charlotte Lucas, in the process of learning to move past first 
impressions and assumptions. The novel shows Elizabeth’s tendency to be stubborn 
in her assumptions, and culminates with Elizabeth’s realisation that Mr Wickham, 
who made a good first impression, is actually a manipulative and greedy man out to 
harm Elizabeth’s sister Lydia, and that Mr Darcy, whose prideful nature resulted in a 
bad first impression, is actually kind. An important conflict of the story is Elizabeth’s 
disagreement with Charlotte when Charlotte accepts a marriage proposal from the 
disagreeable Mr Collins. This proposal only occurs because Elizabeth first rejects 
Mr Collins, and he seeks a replacement fiancée in Charlotte. The women clash over 
Elizabeth’s assumption that Charlotte should also value love and respect in a spouse, 
whereas Charlotte instead seeks to avoid the shame and instability associated with 
spinsterhood. The disagreement is resolved when Elizabeth realises that Charlotte is 
content with her marriage months in, regardless of Mr Collins negative qualities. This 
prompts Elizabeth to start reconsidering her assumptions about other characters and 
situations which furthers her character development and her romance with Mr Darcy.

Why is Charlotte important to Pride and Prejudice adaptations? Often treated as 
merely a vestigial remnant of patriarchal conformity, Charlotte initially appears as a 
woman who fails to demand respect or independence.2 A regrettable figure, stuck with 
Mr Collins because she refuses to ask for better than her patronising, sexist, hypocrite 
1  Melina Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth: Multiple Modernities in Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice’, English Literary History 83, no. 4 (2016), 1075-1103, p. 1075.
2  Ruth Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, Persuasions: The Jane Austen Journal 22 (2000), 
120. Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth’, 1076.
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of a husband. Contrasted with Elizabeth, Charlotte almost seems like a failure of 
feminism. Yet, treating her as a failure sidesteps the fact that Charlotte actively schemes 
to get this result. Far from reluctantly resigning herself to marrying Mr Collins, 
Charlotte actively seeks out a loveless marriage for financial and social stability. She 
then proceeds to arrange her married life so she gets exactly what she wants, while 
interacting with Mr Collins as little as possible. Charlotte’s choice to marry Mr Collins 
is central to her agency in Pride and Prejudice, and therefore analysing how adaptations 
represent her marriage is key to understanding Charlotte’s role in any adaptation. 
This article will compare two adaptations of Pride and Prejudice and how they react to 
different feminist concerns in their treatment of Charlotte. This article will compare 
The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (2012-2014), a modern adaptation in the form of a YouTube 
web series following Lizzie Bennet’s vlog; and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies by Seth 
Graham-Smith (2009), a rewrite of the original novel in the form of a ‘literary mashup’ 
that combines the original text with new elements.3 

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries stays true to the plot of the Pride and Prejudice, swapping 
out contemporary equivalents for plot points. The show is formatted as Lizzie talking 
to her vlog audience describing modernised versions of the novel’s story. Lizzie retells 
her interpretation of events and characters, each modernised for a new context. For 
example, Lizzie’s disastrous first meeting with Darcy occurs at a party instead of a 
ball, Jane’s love interest Bingley is now Bing Le—a rich medical student instead of a 
gentleman, and her relationship with a mother who wants Elizabeth to get married 
above all else now exists without the inheritance requirements of Regency England. 
The vlog portrays Elizabeth’s slow realisation that her assumptions can be wrong when 
Charlotte leaves the vlog because Lizzie cannot accept that she has taken a job offer from 
Mr Collins—a modern equivalent to Mr Collin’s marriage proposal, and later when 
George Wickham threatens to release a sex tape of her sister Lydia—an equivalent to 
Lydia’s elopement in original novel. In contrast, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies focuses 
on addition instead of equivalences. The novel is rewritten into plainer language and 
then includes a zombie plague happening in the background of the original plot, 
which shifts the world into a heightened version of reality. This Elizabeth is not only 
an intelligent accomplished woman, she is also skilled with extreme violence. Instead 
of Elizabeth and Lady Catherine clashing with skilled wordplay over Elizabeth’s 
worthiness of her nephew Darcy, Catherine sets her personal ninjas to judge Elizabeth 
in a fight to the death, where Elizabeth proves herself by eating the still-beating heart 
of her opponent. This Darcy is not only prideful of his inherited wealth, but of his 
superior combat training. This adaptation’s Charlotte not only marries Mr Collins 
because she is seeking marriage, but because she has been infected by a zombie and 
seeks a palatable last few months of life using Mr Collins resources. These adaptations 
may contrast in the way they centre equivalences or additions; however, Charlotte’s 
priorities in these adaptations still reflect different facets of her agency and ability to 
make choices in ways that explore aspects of her characterisation and values from the 
original Pride and Prejudice.

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries rejects ideas of representational faithfulness, focusing 
on the role Charlotte serves within the overarching narrative rather than keeping 
plot points the same. This adaptation takes the position that an unsatisfying job is 
the twenty-first century equivalent to an unsatisfying marriage, with both chosen for 
monetary and social reasons. The Lizzie Bennet Diaries has Charlotte Lu, played by Julia 
Cho, choose to accept a lucrative career opportunity in online film production working 
with Mr Collins, an offer initially rejected by Lizzie who perceived it as a ‘selling 
out’ of her artistic ethics. Mr Collin’s job offer involves working to produce clickbait 
YouTube videos for his production company, which Lizzie rejects for the lack of 
creative control or emotional authenticity involved. Charlotte contrastingly views the 
job as a route to financial and social stability where the lack of emotional authenticity 

3  Bernie Su (dir.), The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (YouTube, 2012-2014). Seth Grahame-Smith 
and Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (Philadelphia: Quirk Books, 2009).
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is irrelevant, judging the position as not substantially different to her current unpaid 
position helping produce Lizzie’s videos. This incarnation of Charlotte feels similar 
pressure as the original Charlotte to stop being a burden on her family. After finishing 
her Master’s degree in communication, Charlotte feels guilty about continuing to rely 
on her family for support and is content to take the job offered by Mr Collins to solve 
that dilemma. When Charlotte Lu explains her motivations, she makes it clear her 
happiness will be best supported by the financial stability provided to her and her 
family by Mr Collins’ job offer. This rationale is closer to the motivations of the original 
novel, merely transposed into a modern context, and Charlotte retains her position as 
a narrative mirror to Lizzie who rejects the job opportunity first when it does not align 
with her ideals about financial stability and artistic ethics. 

However, Charlotte’s position in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries is not just about 
spiritual versus textual fidelity. Even with adaptational changes that prioritise the 
contrast between Charlotte and Elizabeth, and Charlotte’s active decision-making 
regarding her choice, the new context shifts the implications. Lori Halvorsen Zerne 
points out how The Lizzie Bennet Diaries modernises the conflict of Pride and Prejudice 
by replacing the quest for marriage with a quest for a stable career in a way that ‘calls 
into question the cultural mandate for women to balance successfully their careers and 
their relationships’ the same way the original questions what it means to marry well.4 
While employment is an analogue to marriage with regard to Charlotte’s motivations, 
it incorporates its own contemporary subtext. The web series replaces sexist English 
inheritance laws with American student debt after the Global Financial Crisis. The 
debate regarding working purely for money or loving your job mirrors the debate 
between marrying for stability or marrying for love; however, the cultural subtext has 
shifted. Allegra Tepper describes how The Lizzie Bennet Diaries explore ‘the current 
cultural anxieties of emerging adulthood in a looming recession, and the ordeals of 
the first technology- and media-saturated generation’ claiming that the relevance 
to audience’s contemporary concerns is why the series ‘rings true with both Austen 
devotees and the uninitiated’.5 The Lizzie Bennet Diaries uses both its medium and 
its narrative to make the story relevant to a digital audience who empathise with the 
characters concerns about employment in a financial crisis. The web series navigates 
major decisions of adulthood, exchanging the stability Charlotte seeks from marriage 
with seeking stability through employment. Even as the text is faithful to Charlotte’s 
agency, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries must balance its faithfulness to Charlotte’s role as 
mirror to Elizabeth and catalyst for character growth with its new context.

In contrast, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies makes few narrative changes. 
The core alterations centre around additions that shift the meaning, rather than the 
equivalences used by The Lizzie Bennet Diaries. Seth Graham-Smith adds new zombified 
elements to the core text in a process he describes as 85% Austen 15% himself.6 As such, 
Pride and Prejudice and Zombies still has Charlotte choose to marry Mr Collins. However, 
instead of the marriage reflecting a value conflict between Charlotte and Elizabeth, this 
novel justifies Charlotte’s marriage by having her be bitten by a zombie. Charlotte is 
‘stricken’—a term used to describe those infected by zombies in the text—and decides 
marrying Mr Collins will give her the best palliative care in the months before she 
dies. Charlotte describes her motivation for marriage as ‘I don’t have long, Elizabeth. 
All I ask is that my final months be happy ones, and that I be permitted a husband 
who will see to my proper Christian beheading and burial.’7 Charlotte and Elizabeth’s 
initial parallels reflected two sides of the debate about romantic marriage at the time of 

4  Lori Halvorsen Zerne, ‘Ideology in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries’, Persuasions: the Jane Austen 
Journal Online 34, no. 1 (2013), 2.
5  Allegra Tepper, ‘Lizzie in Real Life: Social and Narrative Immersion through 
Transmedia in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries’, Film Matters 6, no. 1 (2015), 45–51.
6  Quoted in Camilla Nelson, ‘Jane Austen... now with ultraviolent Zombie Mayhem’, 
Adaptation: the Journal of Literature on Screen Studies 6, no. 3 (2013), 39.
7  Grahame-Smith and Austen, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, 64. 
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the original Pride and Prejudice’s publication.8 Instead of the three paths Charlotte and 
Elizabeth face being in spinsterhood, in a loveless marriage, or in a romantic marriage 
(or debt, a passionless job, or running your own business, in the case of the Lizzie Bennet 
Diaries), Pride and Prejudice and Zombies raises the stakes. A loveless marriage becomes 
the path of failure, a marriage where Charlotte gets to use Mr Collins’ resources and 
then kill him becomes the path of compromise, and a marriage where Elizabeth can 
fight zombies with a romantic partner becomes the ideal. Charlotte’s zombification 
results in not only her own death but also the death of Mr Collins, therefore removing 
the idea that Charlotte could have found long term happiness in a loveless marriage. 
Charlotte’s zombification becomes a punishment for succumbing to the mindlessness 
that justified her social conformity, and her marriage becomes her method of punishing 
Mr Collins as a symbol of that conformity. The consequences of Charlotte’s choice 
become exaggerated from a pleasant, albeit loveless marriage, to literal death. This is 
just one example of the heightened version of reality Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
uses to alter the meaning of plot points. Though it retains Charlotte’s choice as one 
centred around marriage, by changing her motivations it changes the implications of 
her ability to make that decision. 

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries is no less a response to the concerns of its audience, 
though instead of responding to themes of social violence and the abject like Pride 
and Prejudice and Zombies, the webseries explores themes of female independence and 
racial inequality. Camilla Nelson makes it clear that Pride and Prejudice and Zombies is 
reacting to the social context that created it, and the desire to see low culture issues 
dressed up in high culture accoutrements.9 The Lizzie Bennet Diaries finds a way to 
make Charlotte’s original agency obvious, making her story about a job rather than 
a marriage, so that the audience can understand why Charlotte is okay with making 
a pragmatic choice for financial stability that will affect the rest of her life. Pride and 
Prejudice and Zombies injects a new form of violent agency centred around Charlotte’s 
symbolic punishment and ability to punish others. Taken in relation to each other, The 
Lizzie Bennet Diaries and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies exemplify two polarised visions 
of feminism. The first presents Charlotte’s agency as her ability to find happiness in 
making realistic choices that work with her goals, outside of Lizzie’s idealistic dreams 
of perfection; the second presents Charlotte’s agency as a broader issue, where her 
zombification serves as reassurance that no woman would choose to compromise if 
it weren’t for a violent patriarchal threat. This article will explore the implications 
of how these diametrically opposed adaptations alter Charlotte’s choice to marry Mr 
Collins and how these alterations affect the meaning of each. 

Adaptation and Hierarchy

Due to Pride and Prejudice’s widespread and numerous adaptations, audiences are far 
more likely to interact with a work inspired by the novel long before they sit down 
to read the novel. Adaptations reflect not only their creator’s interpretation but also 
how the creator navigated their audience’s assumptions. Nicole Peters describes 
how ‘contemporary Austen fans construct their relationships to Austen and her 
novels around adaptation’ as the different versions highlight or diminish features in 
relation to contemporary values.10 With so many examples of audiences interacting 
with secondary film adaptations of Pride and Prejudice first, and in many cases not 
interacting with the original novel at all, assuming that the source material is the best 
metric by which to judge an adaptation’s content is fundamentally flawed. Linda 
Hutcheon emphasises the reductive nature of this perspective by pointing out that 
many audiences interact with adaptations long before the primary source material. 
Instead, Hutcheon prefers a conceptualisation of intertextuality where interactions 

8  Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, 126.
9  Nelson, ‘Jane Austen... now with ultraviolent Zombie Mayhem’, 352.
10  Nicole Peters, ‘Austen’s Malleability: Fans, Adaptations, and Value Production’, 
Reception (Wilmington, Del.) 10, no. 1 (2018): 74–95. 
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between texts are horizontal, not hierarchical.11 Released only three years apart, these 
texts react to each other and Austen’s legacy just as much as they do to the original 
novel. The two texts take alternating stances on how to adapt the narrative. Pride 
and Prejudice and Zombies shifts the story into a heightened version of reality where 
everything is taken to a supernatural extreme and Charlotte’s agency is made violently 
obvious, whereas The Lizzie Bennet Diaries attempts to resituate the story in a modern 
context to make Charlotte’s unhesitating choice understandable. 

Adaptational choices are always influenced by their intended audiences. 
Deborah Cartmell claims in ‘Adaptation as the Art Form of Democracy’ that adaptational 
choices are all about marketing a text to the widest audience possible.12 She claims that 
these kinds of adaptations end up as a process of democracy where the intent to please 
large audiences results in alterations to the text to ensure they match common appeal.13 
While neither of these texts are the Hollywood blockbusters that Cartmell describes, 
both Pride and Prejudice and Zombies and The Lizzie Bennet Diaries were created with the 
intent of mass release: Pride and Prejudice and Zombies being written at the editor Jason 
Rekulak’s request to capitalise on the end of Pride and Prejudice’s copyright period, and 
The Lizzie Bennet Diaries being a high budget web series production co-created by the 
extremely successful YouTuber and entrepreneur Hank Green.14 Though Cartmell’s 
assumption that all adaptations are created to appeal to mass audiences is perhaps 
exaggerated, these particular texts are prime examples of that approach to creating an 
adaptation, and the choices in the changes they make to Charlotte’s choice of marriage 
or employment can easily be read as an attempt to ensure the audiences find Charlotte 
palatable. Charlotte has a unique agency that almost forces audiences to confront their 
underlying assumptions and the two adaptations respond to this differently. Pride and 
Prejudice and Zombies does this by removing the question of traditional values from the 
equation and making her decision all about the added zombie plot. The violence and 
contagion of Charlotte’s zombification masks the philosophical question of marriage 
values, reducing the conflict felt by the intended audience. The Lizzie Bennet Diaries 
does this by finding a modern equivalent the audience can relate to, making her 
choices more understandable to an audience that is unlikely to have faced having to 
decide whether to accept a loveless marriage that will stop them from being reliant on 
their birth family.

Charlotte and Elizabeth as Narrative Mirrors

It’s almost impossible for an adaptation of Pride and Prejudice to prevent Charlotte and 
Elizabeth from being narrative mirrors somehow. Alex Woloch categorises Charlotte 
as a ‘helper’ character due to the way she serves as a counterbalance to Elizabeth’s 
character growth.15 Charlotte acting in opposition is considered to be a core element 
of the text, one that is usually preserved in adaptation, whether Charlotte’s marriage 
becomes a job or a plague, Charlotte’s position as a counterbalance to Elizabeth is viewed 
as one of the checkboxes to be ticked to achieve a ‘faithful’ adaptation. In adaptation, 
this narrative mirroring is either heightened or downgraded, but is almost always 
present. Charlotte does not care about romantic marriage, Elizabeth does. Charlotte 
wants financial stability, and Elizabeth cares more about her independence. Far from 
reluctantly resigning herself to an unhappy marriage because she doesn’t love or even 
like Mr Collins, Charlotte deliberately schemes to convince Mr Collins to propose 
because Charlotte believes that happiness in marriage is separate to considerations of 

11  Linda Hutcheon, Theory of Adaptation, (Taylor and Francis, 2014), xii.
12  Deborah Cartmell, ‘100+ Years of Adaptations, or, Adaptation as the Art Form of 
Democracy’, in A Companion to Literature, Film, and Adaptation, ed. Deborah Cartmell (Chichester, 
UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2012), 3.  
13  Cartmell, ‘100+ Years of Adaptations, or, Adaptation as the Art Form of Democracy’, 3.
14  Lev Grossman, ‘Pride and Prejudice, Now with Zombies!’, TIME (2 April 2009), 
accessed 30 December 2021, http://content.time.com/time/arts/article/0,8599,1889075,00.html. 
15  Alex Woloch, The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in 
the Novel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).
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love or even mutual respect between spouses. Charlotte does not value the same ideals 
of independence that lead Elizabeth to reject Mr Collins’ proposal, Charlotte values the 
financial stability and independence that will be given to her as a woman married to 
a respectable man.

Charlotte’s marriage reflects her own priorities and agency, even as it may 
clash with the sensibilities of modern feminist audiences. The contrast between 
Charlotte and Elizabeth’s expectations of marriage reflects a growing division in 1813 
in what the upper classes viewed as the purpose of marriage. Melinda Moe describes 
how English society was grappling with how to deal with an ongoing value shift 
surrounding the purpose and circumstances of marriage and female independence.16 
Moe describes Charlotte’s narrative in the original Pride and Prejudice as a conflict 
of multiple modernities reflecting ‘a highly conflicted moral drama about the 
relationship between marriage and individual fulfilment’.17 Talia Schaffer describes 
this tension as between ‘familial marriages’ centred around companionship, trust, 
and participation in social organisation—as exemplified by Charlotte Lucas and Mr 
Collins—and ‘romantic marriages’ that privileged passion, individual desires and 
progress—as exemplified by Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Darcy.18 Shaffer describes this 
conflict in the Victorian era when it is more established; however, Austen deals with 
the birth of these divergent marital values. Melinda Moe describes how ‘[i]n Austen 
criticism, Charlotte Lucas says a lot about the difficulty that, with some important 
exceptions, feminist literary analysis continues to have in recovering late eighteenth-
century female subjectivity whose personal fulfilment is not oriented toward freedom, 
growth, and improvement.’19 Charlotte’s acceptance of Mr Collins proposal creates 
a temporary schism between the friends that is resolved when Elizabeth sees how 
content Charlotte is living with her marriage months later. Charlotte’s choice to marry 
Mr Collins forces Elizabeth to confront the idea that a woman she respects has a 
different idea of feminism than her and this value dissonance is central to Charlotte’s 
role as a narrative mirror to Elizabeth. The conflict is not just that Charlotte is willing 
to compromise and Elizabeth is not, it is that Charlotte does not view her actions as a 
compromise at all, and Elizabeth must come to terms with this. 

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries and Adapting to a Modern Context  

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries does not just place Pride and Prejudice in the modern era, it 
makes it a story for modern audiences. Charlotte’s job with Mr Collins is not only a 
choice that makes more sense in a modern context, it is the closest modern equivalent 
to marriage for Charlotte’s character. Unlike Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, The 
Lizzie Bennet Diaries works with the justifications Charlotte had for her choices in 
Pride and Prejudice, merely bringing her rationale forth for a contemporary audience. 
Employment, like a Regency marriage, is a choice that can have life-altering effects 
and is a choice Charlotte makes gladly. Charlotte makes decisions that will define 
her future—taking the job offer from Mr Collins— and then adapts her life to ensure 
that she gets what she wants out of it—arranging her time so she can still work with 
Lizzie on her vlog even as she climbs the ladder at Collins and Collins. It is not only 
that Charlotte Lu is more accepting of compromise, though that is a point of contrast 
between her and Elizabeth, but that Charlotte does not see a job working with Mr 
Collins as a compromise of her ethics or her goals. The audience may judge Charlotte’s 
ending as a compromise between Lizzie’s artistic ethics and financial failure; however, 
Charlotte is happy running a branch of a company owned by Mr Collins, mass-
producing content for YouTube. Charlotte expresses no interest in Lizzie’s version of 
a ‘happy ending’ where Lizzie creates content she is passionate about with a romantic 
16  Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth’, 1076.
17  Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth’, 1076.
18  Talia Schaffer, Romance’s Rival: Familiar Marriage in Victorian Fiction (Oxford, USA: 
Oxford University Press, 2016). Shaffer describes this conflict Victorian era when it is more 
established; however, Austen deals with the birth of these divergent marital values.
19  Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth’ 1077.
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partner who works in the same field. Charlotte prioritises avoiding the ‘failure’ of 
unemployment and being unable to repay student debt over the ability to decide her 
own creative projects—something she was lacking anyway working only on Lizzie’s 
vlog. The core source of Charlotte’s dissatisfaction was her disagreement with Lizzie, 
not the lack of ‘artistic integrity’.  

The Lizzie Bennet Diaries is one of many works of fiction set in the aftermath of 
the Global Financial Crisis and it is impossible to ignore the after-effects of the resulting 
increased awareness of financial risk in this Americanised adaptation. Though it does 
not explicitly deal with the crisis, Charlotte’s fear of financial instability in the face of 
her student loans is a perfect example of a growing awareness of risk and precarity 
in fiction after the crisis.20 This serves as a parallel to the precarity of the original 
Charlotte, as an unmarried woman unable to inherit. Not only is The Lizzie Bennet 
Diaries set in the period 2012-2014 making the two women prime examples of people 
who sought out higher education after the 2008 financial crisis but still struggled to 
find work after graduating, the characters reflect different privileged experiences of 
the situation. Another subtext not explicitly discussed, Charlotte Lu’s Asian-American 
status adds depth to the friends’ conflict over compromising for financial stability.21 
When the white Elizabeth chooses to remain dependent on her family to hold out 
for a job with creative integrity—one that does eventuate—Charlotte Lu presumably 
feels more pressure to accept reasonable work because she faces not only the post-
graduate student debt and employment challenges Lizzie experiences, but also racial 
discrimination in the hiring process. 

 The Lizzie Bennet Diaries shifts the scope of the narrative. Lori Halvorsen Zerne 
describes how the web series exchanges the financial security of marriage for the financial 
security of a career.22 Zerne goes on to describe how the main thread of the series is 
about the success of the characters, in which Charlotte and Elizabeth become another 
contrast.23 Elizabeth as the face of the vlog central to the conceit of the storytelling, 
achieves the visible success that results in job offers and her own company, whereas 
Charlotte, who is responsible for the largely invisible work of filming, editing, and 
co-writing, gets offered her own ‘success’ only after Elizabeth rejects it. This becomes 
another reflection of the fact that white creators are much more likely to obtain success 
than people of colour, adding further depth to Charlotte’s justification for ‘settling’. 
All adaptations engage with fidelity on multiple levels, and yet whatever changes they 
do or do not make are often less interesting than their results. In this case, The Lizzie 
Bennet Diaries maintains the conflict between Charlotte and Elizabeth’s goals while 
also incorporating privilege and financial uncertainty. 

The intersection of finance and ethics is a core element of Lizzie and Charlotte’s 
argument. Lizzie objects to Charlotte working on Mr Collins clickbait-styled mass-
produced content purely for financial stability, and Charlotte objects to Lizzie’s 
refusal to understand the financial precarity motivating her decision. Using Lizzie and 
Charlotte, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries presents both sides of the argument surrounding 
finances versus ethics. Lizzie and Charlotte get into a loud argument where Lizzie 
refuses to concede before Charlotte shouts at her about the difference in their financial 
and familial positions: ‘We live in an apartment. I have a younger sister about to 

20  Tony Hughes-d’Aeth and Golnar Nabizadeh, ‘Fiction in the Age of Risk’, Textual 
Practice 31, no. 3 (2017), 439–42. 
21  Charlotte Lu’s Asian-American context is complicated by the fact that she is played 
by Julia Cho, a Korean-American actress, yet dialogue referencing visiting relatives in China—
Episode 43 ‘Missing Charlotte’—and the nature of Lu as a common Chinese last name, implies 
Charlotte is meant to be Chinese. Charlotte’s sister Maria Lu is played by Korean-Chinese 
American actress Janice Sonia Lee, which may serve as an explanation. ‘Missing Charlotte’, The 
Lizzie Bennet Diaries (YouTube, 4 September 2012).
22  Zerne, ‘Ideology in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries’, 3.
23  Zerne, ‘Ideology in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries’, 3.
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start college. There is no house to sell.’24 Instead of quietly avoiding the argument the 
way they do in Pride and Prejudice, Charlotte forces Lizzie to confront her reasons for 
choosing to work with Mr Collins and critiques her lack of empathy for perspectives 
outside her own, especially regarding her lack of sympathy for Charlotte’s precarious 
finances. Lizzie is an example of the prejudice against prioritising financial stability 
over ethics. Angelique Nairn and Deepti Bhargava detail the negative stereotypes 
surrounding female characters who practice public relations and how their decision 
to prioritise their work over morality results in them being framed as monstrous.25 
Nairn and Deepti Bhargava describe them as concerned with prejudices about a lack of 
integrity in public relations and an assumed willingness to substitute style and money 
for truth.26 While not the same role Charlotte is taking on, these concerns parallel the 
prejudices about unethical media that are central to Lizzie’s objections to Charlotte’s 
choice. 

Charlotte is not a villain in the Lizzie Bennet Diaries, even as her values conflict 
with the protagonist. Nairn and Bhargava describe a process they refer to as ‘demon 
in a dress’ where fictional women who take on media roles that are thought of as 
unethical—like public relations or creating mass-produced content—are framed as 
monsters, yet The Lizzie Bennet Diaries takes the opposite approach.27 After Charlotte 
Lu leaves, Lizzie’s story becomes centred around missing Charlotte and learning to 
accept Charlotte’s choices. Alex Woloch, in analysing Charlotte’s role within the novel, 
describes her as a ‘helper’ character following the trend of Austen’s asymmetrical 
character development, where side characters primarily serve to develop the thematic 
architecture and further the protagonist’s growth.28 This role as helper for Elizabeth is 
initially portrayed in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries through Charlotte’s role as videographer 
and off-screen voice that moderates the extremes of Lizzie’s prejudiced when she 
narrates events. However, after their fight over Mr Collins’ job offer, Charlotte becomes 
a catalyst for Lizzie to re-evaluate her assumptions. Rather than moving Charlotte to 
the periphery of the narrative, she becomes the focus. Beyond Lizzie’s vlogs focussing 
on her argument with Charlotte—as seen in Episode 43 ‘Missing Charlotte’—the web 
series even diverges out into a seven-episode spinoff called ‘Maria of the Lu’ centred 
around Charlotte’s relationship with her sister Maria Lu, who is named in the original 
novel but never appears.29 Charlotte is presented as making the right choice to avoid 
precarity, represented both by her career success at Collins and Collins, but also her 
ability to schedule her time so she can continue to work on Lizzie’s vlog after they 
resolve their argument. Far from being a failure, Charlotte’s initial willingness to 
compromise on Lizzie’s ideals gives her exactly what she wants and Lizzie has to come 
to terms with that.

This adaptation transposes the core feature of Charlotte and Elizabeth’s 
conflict—two women who desire different things out of their futures—into modern 
America, without losing the fact that both women are working actively to ensure these 
futures. Ruth Perry describes Charlotte’s marriage as an act of pragmatism to avoid 
an ‘impoverished and dependent old age’ and these are the same goals that motivate 
Charlotte Lu.30 That pragmatism is not treated as inherently negative, and in both Pride 
and Prejudice and The Lizzie Bennet Diaries, Charlotte’s pragmatism is successful at jarring 
Elizabeth out of her assumption that her friend shares her values. Lizzie’s re-evaluation 

24  Jane Austen and Vivien Jones, Pride and Prejudice, revised edition (London: Penguin 
Books, 2014), 91. ‘Friends Forever’, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (YouTube, 31 August 2012).
25  Angelique Nairn and Deepti Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?: An Exploration of How 
Television Programming Conceptualises Female Public Relations Practitioners as Monsters’, 
M/C journal 24, no. 5 (2021), 2.
26  Nairn and Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?’, 2.
27  Nairn and Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?’, 2.
28  Woloch, The One Vs. the Many, 89.
29  ‘Missing Charlotte’, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (YouTube, 4 September 2012). ‘Maria of 
the Lu’, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (YouTube, 8 September 2021).
30  Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, 126.
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after their fight over Mr Collins allows the characters to further their relationship 
and individual development. Perry describes the difference between Charlotte and 
Elizabeth’s marriages as being an acknowledgment of both the older desire for 
practical marriage and the newer demand for sexual and romantic attraction.31 In line 
with Pride and Prejudice using Charlotte to confound Lizzie’s assumptions, Charlotte 
Lu’s choice is framed as the right decision for her, with the evidence manifesting ten 
episodes later after they reconcile from their fight, and Charlotte resumes her role as 
videographer and mediator. The dissatisfaction Charlotte experiences after their fight 
is framed as being exclusively about being at odds with her best friend, and not at all 
about regretting choosing the job. Charlotte is presented as being right to choose the 
job because it positively affects her financial circumstances while still allowing her 
to maintain personal relationships with Lizzie and her sister Maria. The Lizzie Bennet 
Diaries maintains Charlotte’s agency, her reasons for taking the job offer, and the 
‘happy ending’ Charlotte gains by being willing to work with Mr Collins. 

Initially, Charlotte serves exclusively as an aide to Elizabeth. However, after 
their fight, Charlotte makes it clear that she is ceasing her role as an extension of Lizzie. 
Charlotte points out that working on content for Mr Collins, even with its perceived 
lack of integrity, is no different than working on content for Lizzie where she also lacks 
creative control. In the commentary version of Episode 42 ‘Friends Forever’ where this 
divergence in values comes to a head, Ashley Clemens, the actor who portrays Lizzie, 
describes Lizzie’s assumptions as being about forgetting Charlotte’s internality as 
separate to her own: ‘when you grow up with someone there’s kind of this assumption 
that you have the same values and want the same things but you know that’s not always 
the case’.32 Charlotte’s new job not only results in Lizzie having to face Charlotte as 
someone distinct from herself who can disagree with her, but also involves Charlotte 
abandoning her role as an extension of Lizzie. Without Charlotte filming and editing 
Lizzie’s thoughts into something for the audience to consume, Lizzie not only has to 
externalise her thoughts by herself, but re-evaluate her relationship with Charlotte. 
Nicole Peters discusses how adaptations draw on values held by the intended 
audience, reframing narratives to appeal to them.33 Charlotte’s arc in The Lizzie Bennet 
Diaries ends with Charlotte acknowledging that her friendship remains important to 
her, and Lizzie acknowledging that Charlotte’s choices for financial security do not 
have to interfere with that friendship. This parallels the burgeoning conflict that was 
experienced by the original audience in how to reconcile new ideas of marriage, as 
described by Talia Schaffer.34 The Lizzie Bennet Diaries exchanges that conflict for one 
surrounding employment; a more familiar scenario to new audiences and, like Peters 
discusses, uses that to remake Charlotte’s arc from Pride and Prejudice into something 
the audience can relate to.

Monstrous Women Making Monstrous Choices

Unlike The Lizzie Bennet Diaries, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies shifts and exaggerates 
the agency held by Charlotte in Pride and Prejudice. The novel makes Charlotte’s 
monstrosity the focus of both her ability to make choices and the choices she makes. 
Charlotte’s zombification is central to her story. Though it would be easy to say that 
Elizabeth has agency and Charlotte does not, especially in the case of Grahame-Smith’s 
adaptation, Charlotte’s agency is made clear through her ability to make decisions in 
line with her values, even when they conflict with Elizabeth’s and risk harming others. 
The supernatural terror that threatens the characters in Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
is a reflection of the social fears that plague them less literally. Elizabeth fears the 
motivations and long-term consequences of entering into a ‘mindless’ marriage, and 
31  Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, 120. 
32  ‘Ep. 42 Commentary w/ Ashley Clements and Julia Cho | The Lizzie Bennet Diaries’, 
Pemberley Digital 2 (19 February 2015).
33  Nicole Peters, ‘Austen’s Malleability: Fans, Adaptations, and Value Production’, 
Reception (Wilmington, Del.) 10, no. 1 (2018), 74–95. 
34  Schaffer, Romance’s Rival, 397. 
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these fears are realised in Charlotte who has already started to become a zombie, a 
symbolic representation of a loss of agency. However, while Charlotte loses the ability 
to participate in society in the long term, Elizabeth’s assumption that Charlotte loses 
agency in the process of marrying Mr Collins is a reflection of her biases. Through her 
choices, Charlotte goes on to achieve social and monstrous success. Within the limits 
of her restricted social status and newly restricted life expectancy, Charlotte both 
marries well and succeeds in causing her new husband’s death. Katharine Mclaren 
Todd describes how Gothic literature expresses social anxieties relating to gender 
roles saying that ‘[w]hile it might seem as though supernatural entities or outside 
forces are often to be feared in Gothic literature, the most sinister force is usually that 
of the protagonist’s unsettled mind’ and that ‘[g]othic texts, therefore, present a fitting 
backdrop for the display of the collective fears and unpleasant realities’. 35 Charlotte 
succeeds as a ‘mindless’ member of society—in Elizabeth’s eyes—by marrying outside 
of love, and she also succeeds as a member of the ‘mindless’ zombie horde, spreading 
her infection before her ultimate destruction. What Elizabeth’s perspective does not 
give us, however, is the understanding that both of these successes reflect an agency 
where Charlotte does not share Elizabeth’s fear of conformity, nor her fear of spreading 
the zombie contagion. Charlotte wants a good marriage. Charlotte wants to live well 
before she dies and be quickly killed when she rises again. Charlotte is actively choosing 
to use Mr Collins to achieve both of these goals, even as the oppressive nature of the 
patriarchy and the zombies reduce the options available for Charlotte to choose.

Pride and Prejudice and Zombies contrasts with The Lizzie Bennet Diaries: instead 
of choosing to emphasise the romantic elements of the narrative—where Charlotte’s 
employment choices match conventions for friendship conflict in the contemporary 
romance genre—it instead emphasises a monstrous othering of Charlotte’s divergent 
values in a way that better matches the gothic genre. Austen adaptations often fit into 
the romance genre purely by retaining core plot points about romantic relationships.36 
However, it is not just the presence of the zombies that brings elements of the gothic 
into Pride and Prejudice and Zombies. The novel uses ideas of transgressions beyond 
humanity, the supernatural, and the abject to explore social anxieties, which is a core 
element of the gothic genre. Gothic as a genre is hard to define, with Francesca Saggini 
describing it as ‘hybrid, changeable and often multi-layered’ and it may be debatable 
whether the inclusion of zombies alone is enough to qualify Pride and Prejudice and 
Zombies as shifting to a gothic genre.37 Yet Pride and Prejudice and Zombies is a gothic text 
for more than its monsters, and Charlotte’s agency becomes a subject of the monstrous 
for more than her zombie infection. Pride and Prejudice and Zombies creates a sense of the 
uncanny when it juxtaposes English polite society manners with acts of extreme gore 
and violence. Though used for humour, the presence of a lingering zombie threat is 
abnormal enough to disturb the reader. It makes readers consider both the abnormality 
of social mores and the abnormality of monster plagues in the same sentence. Both of 
these judgements frame how readers respond to Charlotte’s choices and make them 
question whether Charlotte is a monster because she is a zombie, or because she is 
selfishly willing to harm others. 

The addition of Charlotte’s zombification shifts the morality of her choices. 
Melinda Moe describes how Charlotte reflects a personal fulfilment that focuses on 
stability rather than progress, and that is the core of her narrative as a human choosing 
to marry another human.38 However, the added factor of her zombification puts her 
in the position of choosing to focus on her own gain in the face of a larger threat. 
35  Katherine Mclaren Todd, ‘“Ourself behind ourself, concealed”: The thematic 
importance of doubling in nineteenth and early twentieth-century American Gothic literature’ 
(PhD diss., University of Mississippi, 2011), 1.
36  George Raitt, ‘”Lost in Austen”: Screen Adaptation in a Post-Feminist World’, Literature 
Film Quarterly 40, no. 2 (2012), 129.
37  Francesca Saggini, The Gothic Novel and the Stage: Romantic Appropriations (London: 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2015), 137.
38  Moe, ‘Charlotte and Elizabeth’, 1091. 
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This Charlotte has the possibility of progress removed from her choices, and therefore 
chooses immediate gratification over a suicide that would remove the risk of infecting 
and killing others. Charlotte’s agency becomes centred in her monstrosity, with 
her choices given urgency and risk because of her infection. Pride and Prejudice and 
Zombies does not address the specifics of Charlotte’s transformation. Perhaps she is 
in a Jekyll and Hyde situation where her newly monstrous other is slowly subsuming 
her consciousness. Perhaps her human mind is the reason for her willingness to risk 
spreading the zombie infection. Either way, Charlotte’s desire for personal stability—
albeit a temporary stability due to her impending death—means she prioritises her 
happiness over the inevitability of infecting and killing Mr Collins. For Charlotte, Mr 
Collins is a means to an end, rather than a person. Marie Mulvey-Roberts describes how 
literary mash-ups often critique ‘flaws’ of the original, and Charlotte’s narrative is no 
exception.39 Pride and Prejudice and Zombies rejects the idea that a woman perpetuating 
patriarchal structures could find happiness. Mulvey-Roberts describes how Pride and 
Prejudice and Zombies responds to critiques of Pride and Prejudice’s privileged bubble 
of wealth and safety. The introduction of a new violent looming threat just outside of 
this bubble makes it obvious how much this reduced worldview ignores threats and 
flaws.40 Charlotte chooses to ignore the looming threat outside her controlled world 
and suffers for it, and then chooses to continue ignoring the issue for her own ends. 
Society supports her actions until it gets her and her new husband killed. Charlotte falls 
to an issue ‘plaguing’ society, and through her choices willingly falls to mindlessness 
and spreads the issue further. The zombie plague of Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
replaces patriarchal structures in justifying Charlotte’s choices while also making the 
consequences of her conformity fatal. Within the hyper-exaggerated world created for 
this adaptation, fear and violence associated with the zombies are used to revisit the 
social anxieties of Charlotte’s narrative, shifting those anxieties beyond patriarchal 
structures and expanding her motivations to the monstrous.

Regardless of monstrous or human motivations, Pride and Prejudice and 
Zombies’ Charlotte becomes a different kind of narrative mirror to Elizabeth. Instead of 
reflecting a difference in temperaments that set them up with different long-term goals, 
Charlotte’s marriage and zombification set the women up for immediate disconnection. 
In Pride and Prejudice, their differences come in their futures: two similar women find 
their paths diverging. They find themselves looking at different lives, both content 
with their choices. In Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, the women differ in their pasts. 
Elizabeth’s international combat training and knowledge of zombies helps her avoid 
Charlotte’s impending death; the future of someone who has not moved past pre-
zombie expectations of women. Ruth Perry describes in ‘Sleeping with Mr Collins’, 
how Charlotte finds success in her marriage to Mr Collins, even with the absence 
of romantic feelings, because she does not desire to have any.41 In discussing how 
expectations of marriage have changed, Perry points out the lack of disgust shown by 
Charlotte or Elizabeth at the thought of Charlotte having to engage in marital relations 
with Mr Collins, regardless of how repulsive they both find his personality. This is 
because the cultural values at the time do not view it as a violation in the way that 
contemporary readers are more likely to.42 As a modern adaptation, Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies derails this conflict between character and audience values by removing 
the issue entirely. The Lizzie Bennet Diaries deals with the problem of adaptation by 
finding a modern equivalent: a well-paying, stable job with a repulsive boss. The 
audience would not factor in feelings of violation or disgust due to the normalcy of 
the situation, similar to the way the marriage would have been viewed by Pride and 
Prejudice’s initial audience. Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, in contrast, deals with the 

39  Marie Mulvey-Roberts, ‘Mashing up Jane Austen: Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
and the Limits of Adaptation’, The Irish Journal of Gothic and Horror Studies 13, no. 17 (2014), 21.
40  Mulvey-Roberts, ‘Mashing Up Jane Austen’, 29.
41  Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, 120.
42  Perry, ‘Sleeping with Mr. Collins’, 120.
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problem by side-stepping the dilemma of contrasting values surrounding marriage, 
and makes the relationship all about the potential of a fatal supernatural infection.

Charlotte’s monstrosity causes us to question how we understand the clash 
between morals and desire. Angelique Nairn and Deepti Bhargava write about framing 
a woman as monstrous for transgressing ethical standards, with media socialising 
audiences to expect women who transgress to be punished for not making acceptable 
choices.43 In the heightened reality of Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, Charlotte’s 
zombification serves as both the cause of her marriage, and the punishment for choosing 
it. Charlotte’s symbolic monstrousness can be connected to her marriage because the 
choice to prioritise her own desires over community safety is the core of her narrative 
in this adaptation. While Nairn and Bhargava’s article about female public relations 
practitioners being perceived as monstrous liars might seem more relevant to Charlotte 
Lu’s professional façade, Charlotte Lu is not presented as monstrous for making the 
choice to prioritise her career.44 The Lizzie Bennet Diaries is viewed through the lens 
of a character who disagrees with Charlotte’s professional conformity, but she is not 
presented as a liar or monster for doing so. In contrast, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
makes Charlotte a literal monster for making her choice, though Charlotte’s initial 
monstrousness is more in line with Nairn and Bhargava’s ideas about a character who 
is a monster because they are a selfish liar. Charlotte choses to lie about her infection 
because she selfishly wants a good life, and becomes a monster due to that desire. In 
this case her monstrosity is represented less symbolically by her devolvement into 
the mindlessness of a classic horror zombie. Charlotte becomes a monster through 
her selfish actions that place others in danger. Charlotte shows no care for Mr Collins’ 
safety or the risk to the public she causes by remaining as a zombie. Charlotte cares 
more about the life she will experience before she dies, and receiving an appropriate 
burial, than she cares the people she puts in danger.

Charlotte’s narrative is about being willing to remain a monster as long as it gets 
her what she wants. It would be more in line with expectations for Charlotte’s monstrous 
greed to be represented by an insatiable desire for passionate emotions, a gluttony of 
feeling in thoughtless impulses. Instead, Charlotte is the only thinking example of the 
monstrous we see in the novel. Even after being infected, she coolly plans how to 
engender the best outcome, subtly wooing the attention of Mr Collins in anticipation 
of him seeking a replacement once Elizabeth rejects him. Charlotte understands and 
manipulates the motivations of both characters for her own benefit. This may indicate 
Charlotte exists in opposition to her monstrous infection, supported by the fact that 
her plans are intended to end with her death, thereby stopping her ability to spread 
the infection. However, a lack of emotion can itself be considered monstrous. Charlotte 
shows a distinct lack of ‘human’ compassion with her willingness to risk infecting Mr 
Collins in their marriage bed, as long as she gets her ideal death. The lack of morals is 
central to the monstrous feminine Nairn and Bhargava describe as a media shorthand 
for transgressive women.45 However, since the gothic elements of this novel are not 
just restricted to the literal monstrous, the fact that her choices involve the death of a 
man who happily profits from his patriarchal dominance, and who views women and 
wives as interchangeable, makes this a case of the literally monstrous zombie being 
used to punish the symbolically monstrous Mr Collins. Charlotte uses Mr Collins for 
her own ends and ultimately destroys him. 

43  Nairn and Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?’, 2.
44  Nairn and Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?’, 3.
45  Nairn and Bhargava, ‘Demon in a Dress?’, 2.
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Conclusion

Charlotte makes us question what it means to have a happy ending. Whether Charlotte’s 
agency is about making practical choices or about making the best of supernatural 
powers, Charlotte’s choice is central to her story and her relationship with Elizabeth. 
Adaptations have to grapple with how to account for Charlotte’s choice. Pride and 
Prejudice’s restricted narrative provides versatility for adaptations to incorporate themes 
of ‘politics, gender, class, and war, which lurk beneath the surface of the original’ in a 
way that has contributed to Austen’s extensive legacy of adaptations.46 Thomas Leitch, 
in his article ‘Adaptation and the Battle …Within the Public Humanities’, discusses how 
adaptations not only offer an opportunity to rise above existing conflicts, but also to 
reframe them in ways that provide new armament for social issues.47 Both adaptations 
take advantage of their recreation to highlight and reimagine social issues; to explore 
facets of Pride and Prejudice in more depth. Nelson claims ‘the texts signal, configure, 
and perhaps even mask contemporary fears and anxieties over class and race, and the 
social processes of commodification under capitalism.’48 Both the Lizzie Bennet Diaries 
and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies sidestep the issue of whether Charlotte ought to 
have prioritised marrying for love over her social and economic concerns. Instead, these 
texts shift the argument to the fields of capitalism and morality. However, we cannot 
pretend that the adaptive choices do not still fundamentally deal with Charlotte’s 
agency and the choices available to her. Charlotte’s original marriage can be ignored 
as an anachronism, easily dismissed or excluded from modern adaptations. But the 
question of women’s agency remains a pertinent one, and contemporary adaptations 
remain worthy of study in this regard. Charlotte has limited options, a differing set of 
goals to Elizabeth Bennet, and the agency to make choices about how to get the ending 
she wants. Both texts are excellent, if divergent, examples of how adaptations reflect 
and represent social anxieties surrounding women’s independence and responses to 
risk and precarity. 

46  Mulvey-Roberts, ‘Mashing Up Jane Austen’ 18.
47  Thomas Leitch, ‘Introduction: Adaptation and the Battle of, and for, and over, and 
within the Public Humanities’, Adaptation: the Journal of Literature on Screen Studies 14, no. 2 
(2021), 161–167.
48  Nelson, ‘Jane Austen... now with ultraviolent Zombie Mayhem’, 1.
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