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Men, Women, Love, Class, and Romance: 

Marriages in the World through Austen Eyes

The world of Pride and Prejudice is founded on the principle of class and status that determined much of the social and economic activity of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century in Longbourn, England. Nicholas Chamfort, a renowned French writer of literature, once believed that our society is made up of two great classes: those who have more dinners than appetite, and those who have more appetite than dinners (Arnaud, 43). He stated this to separate those who were rich and those who were poor. Like Chamfort, Jane Austen, a highly acclaimed English novelist, illustrates an example in Pride and Prejudice on how Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy both lived a life of two different classes: one being wealthy and the other not. Elizabeth, the main protagonist of the novel, is described as an intelligent, bold, and attractive young woman. On the other hand, Fitzwilliam Darcy, a solid man of substance, is described as an intelligent, wealthy, and handsome gentleman. Both of these characters focused on the importance of marriage in a world that resists simple solutions to complicated issues. Elizabeth has a strong intention to marry Mr. Darcy for true love rather than for wealth, property, or class; Mr. Darcy, on the other hand, wanted to marry Elizabeth for her intelligence and virtue rather than for love, class, or estate. Austen uses Elizabeth’s honesty and arrogance in Pride and Prejudice to the represent the contrast between her social restraint and her individual free will, ultimately suggesting that Elizabeth’s social restraint and her individual free will lead to the refusal of both Mr. Darcy and Mr. Collins love and marriage proposal. As a result, two main obstacles with the ideal of marriage occurred throughout the novel: 1) their class, wealth and social position; and 2) their own pride and prejudiced views of themselves and each other which ultimately prevent them from communicating openly and honestly with each other about their feelings, hopes, dreams, and fears.

So the question arises: how does the ideal of marriage in Pride and Prejudice relate to Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy wealth and social position? Clementina Black, a successful portrait painter and a member of the Women's Trade Union League, believed that marriage changes the shape of our social development. She state, “The forms of marriage are transitional, like the societies in which they exist” (Glage, 25). Many women felt the need to marry out of necessity; however, women who did not marry were considered to be a burden on society because they could not support very well without the assistance of others (Gamelson & Clark). Like Black, Jane Austen in Pride and Prejudice concentrates on the threat to selfhood during the process with marriage in relations to love and class. She writes:

This irony above gives the reader the best description of what the story will be about – 1) courtship and 2), marriage. When Austen writes ‘the surrounding families’, she gives the reader a hint that this will not only be concerned with one couple, Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy, but also other couples like Jane and Mr. Bingley, Mr. Collins and Charlotte, and Wickham and Elizabeth as well. Although every character in the novel has shown to have too much pride or too little pride, Elizabeth pride and Mr. Darcy prejudice is really the main focus of the novel. During that time, marriage is a young woman’s best chance to gain whatever independence and economic security she may need in the future. Austen’s realism in the matter of money is essentially a female phenomenon. An example is Charlotte Lucas marriage proposal with Mr. Collins, where she had married him “solely from the pure and disinterested desire of an establishment” (Austen, 121). Charlotte is neither interested in the ideal of men nor love; rather, she is very much interested in marriage for the sake of money and social position. In addition, their marriage goes on to illustrate that Charlotte’s marriage with Mr. Collins is an example that her moral sense is deficient, of which Elizabeth highly looks down upon. Needless to say, Charlotte actually followed her own beliefs when she had married Mr. Collins. She believes that, “Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance….It is better to know as little as possible of the defects of the person with whom you are to pass your life” (Austen, 24). The idea of wealth and social position in marriage reminded of Mark Schorer book “Pride Unprejudiced,” when he illustrate that Darcy’s social prejudices and aristocratic pride is an example of natural aristocracy. He states, “The marriage of Elizabeth and Darcy is a kind of economic and social merging, an accommodation of traditional values based upon status with the new values personified in the Gardiners” (Schorer, 75). The author implies that their wealth and social position is viewed as the only means of elevating their position. Like Charlotte, Mr. Collins wanted to marry Elizabeth to further elevate his social position and connection within the Bennet’s family. Mr. Collins proposal to Elizabeth is different from Charlotte to Mr. Collins in that this one he had a serious purpose in mind – a purpose that would please Lady Catherine and the Bennet’s family. Mr. Collins assumes that Elizabeth would marry him because he had a lot of fortune and pride; to deny a man back then with great wealth, class, and connection would be an insult to her moral self and personal well-being. Elizabeth rejection to Mr. Collins goes to show that she is a woman who acts according to her own principles, pride, and self-worth. An example is of this when Elizabeth says to Jane that “Mr. Collins is a conceited, pompous, narrow-minded, silly man; you know he is, as well as I do; and you must feel, as well as I do; that the woman who marries him, cannot have a proper way of thinking” (Austen, 133). Mr. Collins desire to marry Elizabeth to better his social connection and position within the Bennet’s family reminded me of the founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama, when he once stated that “It is not life and wealth and power that enslave men, but the cleaving to life and wealth and power” (Gier, 21). In other words, Gautama implies that Mr. Collins would be described as a man who had all the life, the wealth, and the power to marry Elizabeth; however, Gautama would say that Elizabeth didn’t view Mr. Collins as a man who had all the life, the wealth, and the power to take away her pride from the lifestyle she once lived in. Elizabeth wanted to choose out of her own free-will of who she would like to marry. She protects her personal freedom and social restraint by striving to avoid involvement. Needless to say, Elizabeth highly believes that marriage should be based on mutual commitment, mutual affection, and mutual choice and not specifically on social status, wealth, or connection.
One of the main themes of Pride and Prejudice is the sort of moral blindness on the part of the book’s protagonists, a blindness that both Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy didn’t fully recognize until the very end of the novel. This moral blindness prevents them from communicating openly and honestly with each other about their feelings, hopes, dreams, and fears. One of the main ironies of Austen’s book is to make the reader determine the difference between what Mr. Darcy means and what Elizabeth thinks he means; and vice-versa, between what Elizabeth’s replies intend, and how they appear to Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth’s brilliance demonstrated throughout the novel is widely praised by Mr. Darcy, but her relentless honesty and forthright manner made it hard for her to find true love as a young twenty-year old woman in Longbourn, England. An example is the scene at Sir William Lucas’s party, where Sir William attempts to persuade Elizabeth and Darcy to dance together though Elizabeth refuses Darcy’s invitation:

This example goes to illustrate how Elizabeth’s refusal misread Mr. Darcy and his real feelings about her because of her pride. According to Mr. Bingley, he feels that Elizabeth prides herself on being a “studier of character.” Later in the novel, when she denies Mr. Darcy proposal of marriage, Elizabeth wanted to teach him that rank and wealth should not play a part into the consideration of marriage. Elizabeth didn’t want to end up like their parents’, Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Bennet, where they didn’t marry for true love but instead for social establishment in society. She believes that marriage should rather reflect her independent spirit and her critical intelligence that society expects to see. A good example that illustrate Elizabeth’s standard towards marriage is when Austen writes:

Thus, the obstacles that prevent an ideal marriage between Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy are both her social restraint and her individual free will. Elizabeth rejects Mr. Darcy because she is afraid to free herself from the prejudice side against the male sex. In addition, Elizabeth refuses Mr. Darcy marriage proposal because she isn’t able to recognize that her personal freedom does not depend on social restraint but rather on clarity of vision, openness, and self-control. Hence, Elizabeth denial of Mr. Darcy marriage proposal is due to her lack of knowledge and control of herself.
In conclusion, marriage for the sake of money or class is disapproved throughout Austen’s novel in Pride and Prejudice. Austen teaches us in her book about personal responsibility and moral obligation as well as the manners of people and the representation of class. Darcy’s pride of social status is founded on social prejudice, while Elizabeth’s initial prejudice against him is rooted in pride of her own quick perceptions. Dealing with issues of love, money, and proper behavior in the real world is complicated today. Austen presents these issues in the novel to help us identify that love and marriage isn’t just about social status, wealth, or fame; it is rather a combination of equal commitment, mutual affection, and mutual choice as well. Elizabeth Bennet character in Pride and Prejudice can be viewed similar to Arabella’s character in The Female Quixote. Elizabeth character also reminded me Elizabeth Gaskell novel North and South, where she presents a similar storyline like Pride and Prejudice on the love and marriage proposal between Margaret and John, and about the contrast between the industrial north of England and the wealthier south. Both of these novels go on to show how the role of ‘sympathy’ can play a huge moral affect and implication in our society today. “Sympathy, then, is not an emotion about someone else but is rather the process by which someone else’s emotion becomes our own” (Gallagher, 169). In other words, like Elizabeth, Arabella, and Margaret, we are most likely to experience sympathy when we know other people and to those others that belong to us and to our real world today. 
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“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.”


“However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his first entering a neighbourhood, this truth is so well fixed in the minds of the surrounding families, that he is considered as the rightful property of some one or other of their daughters.” (Austen, 5).





“My dear Miss Eliza, why are you not dancing? – Mr. Darcy, you must allow me to present this young lady to you as a very desirable partner. – You cannot refuse to dance, I am sure, when so much beauty is before you.” And taking her hand, he would have given it to Mr. Darcy, who, though extremely surprised, was not unwilling to receive it, when she instantly drew back...


“You excel so much in the dance, Miss Eliza, that it is cruel to deny me the happiness of seeing you; and though this gentleman dislikes the amusement in general, he can have no objection, I am sure, to oblige us for one half-hour.”


“Mr. Darcy is all politeness,” said Elizabeth, smiling. (Austen, 27)














“Without thinking highly either of men or of matrimony, marriage had always been her object; it was the only honourable provision for well educated young women of small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must be their pleasantest preservative from want.” (Austen, 120)
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