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We know too, at the biographical level, that Jane Austen herself, in a 
precisely similar situation to Charlotte's, spent a night of psychological 
crisis in deciding to revoke her acceptance of an "advantageous" pro
posal made the previous evening. And her letters to Fanny Knight show 
how deep her convictions went at this point. 

It is important to notice that Elizabeth makes no break with her 
friend on account of the marriage. This was the sort of friend—"a 
friend disgracing herself and sunk in her esteem"—that went to make 
up the available social world which one could neither escape materially 
nor be independent of psychologically. 

* * * 

This attempt to suggest a slightly different emphasis in the reading 
of Jane Austen is not offered as a balanced appraisal of her work. It is 
deliberately lop-sided, neglecting the many points at which the estab
lished view seems adequate. I have tried to underline one or two fea
tures of her work that claim the sort of readers who sometimes miss 
her—those who would turn to her not for relief and escape but as a 
formidable ally against things and people which were to her, and still 
are, hateful. 

DOROTHY VAN GHENT 

On Pride and Prejudiced 

It is the frequent response of readers who are making their first 
acquaintance with Jane Austen that her subject matter is itself so lim
ited—limited to the manners of a small section of English country 
gentry who apparently never have been worried about death or sex, 
hunger or war, guilt or God—that it can offer no contiguity with mod
ern interests. This is a very real difficulty in an approach to an Austen 
novel, and we should not obscure it; for by taking it initially into con
sideration, we can begin to come closer to the actual toughness and 
sublety of the Austen quality. The greatest novels have been great in 
range as well as in technical invention; they have explored human expe
rience a good deal more widely and deeply than Jane Austen was able 
to explore it. It is wronging an Austen novel to expect of it what it 
makes no pretense to rival—the spiritual profundity of the very greatest 
novels. But if we expect artistic mastery of limited materials, we shall 
not be disappointed. 

The exclusions and limitations are deliberate; they do not necessarily 

t From The English Novel, Form and Function (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1953) 
105-23. Copyright © 1953. Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company. 
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represent limitations of Jane Austen's personal experience. Though she 
led the life of a maiden gentlewoman, it was not actually a sheltered 
life—not sheltered, that is, from the apparition of a number of the 
harsher human difficulties. She was a member of a large family whose 
activities ramified in many directions, in a period when a cousin could 
be guillotined, when an aunt and uncle could be jailed for a year on a 
shopkeeper's petty falsification,1 and when the pregnancies and child
bed mortalities of relatives and friends were kept up at a barnyard rate. 
Her letters show in her the ironical mentality and the eighteenth-
century gusto that are the reverse of the puritanism and naïveté that 
might be associated with the maidenly life. What she excludes from 
her fictional material does not, then, reflect a personal obliviousness, 
but, rather, a critically developed knowledge of the character of her 
gift and a restriction of its exercise to the kind of subject matter which 
she could shape into most significance. When we begin to look upon 
these limitations, not as having the negative function of showing how 
much of human life Jane Austen left out, but as having, rather, the 
positive function of defining the form and meaning of the book, we 
begin also to understand that kind of value that can lie in artistic 
mastery over a restricted range. This "two inches of ivory" (the meta
phor which she herself used to describe her work), though it may 
resemble the handle of a lady's fan when looked on scantly, is in sub
stance an elephant's tusk; it is a savagely probing instrument as well 
as a masterpiece of refinement. 

Time and space are small in Pride and Prejudice. Time is a few 
months completely on the surface of the present, with no abysses of 
past or future, no room for mystery; there is time only for a sufficiently 
complicated business of getting wived and husbanded and of adapting 
oneself to civilization and civilization to oneself. Space can be covered 
in a few hours of coach ride between London and a country village or 
estate; but this space is a physical setting only in the most generalized 
sense; it is space as defined by a modern positivistic philosopher—"a 
place for an argument." The concern is rational and social. What is 
relevant is the way minds operate in certain social circumstances, and 
the physical particular has only a derived and subordinate relevance, 
as it serves to stimulate attitudes between persons. Even the social 
circumstances are severely restricted: they are the circumstances of 
marriageable young women coming five to a leisure-class family with 
reduced funds and prospects. What can be done with this time and 
space and these circumstances? What Jane Austen does is to dissect— 

1. The first husband of Austen's cousin Eliza de Feuillide was executed in Paris in 1794. Eliza 
later married Austen's brother Henry. Austen's aunt, Mrs. Leigh-Perrot, was accused of shop
lifting by a shopkeeper in Bath in 1799 and remained in jail over seven months until she was 
found innocent at her trial [Editor]. 
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with what one critic has called "regulated hatred"2—the monster in 
the skin of the civilized animal, the irrational acting in the costumes 
and on the stage of the rational; and to illuminate the difficult and 
delicate reconciliation of the sensitively developed individual with the 
terms of his social existence. 

"It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in posses
sion of a good fortune must be in want of a wife." This is the first 
sentence of the book. What we read in it is its opposite—a single 
woman must be in want of a man with a good fortune—and at once 
we are inducted into the Austen language, the ironical Austen attack, 
and the energy, peculiar to an Austen novel, that arises from the com
pression between a barbaric subsurface marital warfare and a surface 
of polite manners and civilized conventions. Marriage—that adult ini
tiatory rite that is centrally important in most societies whether bar
barous or advanced—is the upper-most concern. As motivated for the 
story, it is as primitively powerful an urgency as is sex in a novel by 
D. H. Lawrence. The tale is that of a man hunt, with the female the 
pursuer and the male a shy and elusive prey. The desperation of the 
hunt is the desperation of economic survival: girls in a family like that 
of the Bennets must succeed in running down solvent young men in 
order to survive. But the marriage motivation is complicated by other 
needs of a civilized community: the man hunters must observe the 
most refined behavior and sentiments. The female is a "lady" and the 
male is a "gentleman"; they must "fall in love." Not only must civilized 
appearances be preserved before the eyes of the community, but it is 
even necessary to preserve dignity and fineness of feeling in one's own 
eyes. 

The second sentence outlines the area in which the aforementioned 
"truth universally acknowledged" is to be investigated—a small settled 
community, febrile with social and economic rivalry. 

However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be 
on his first entering a neighborhood, 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. 

Here a high valuation of property is so dominant a culture trait that 
the word "property" becomes a metaphor for the young man himself; 
and the phrasing of the sentence, with typical Austen obliquity, adds 
a further sly emphasis to this trait when it uses an idiom associated 
with the possession of wealth—"well fixed"—as a qualifier of the 
standing of "truth." We are told that the young man may have "feel
ings or views" of his own (it becomes evident, later, that even daughters 

2. D. W. Harding, "Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of Jane Austen," Security 8 
(1940): 346-620. [See pp. 296-99 of this volume—Editor.] 
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are capable of a similar willful subjectivity); and we are warned of the 
embarrassment such "feelings or views" will cause, whether to the indi
vidual or to the community, when we read of those "surrounding fam
ilies" in whom "truth" is "so well fixed"—portentous pressure! And 
now we are given a light preliminary draft of the esteemed state of 
marriage, in the little drama of conflicting perceptions and wills that 
the first chapter presents between the imbecilic Mrs. Bennet and her 
indifferent, sarcastic husband. "The experience of three and twenty 
years had been insufficient to make his wife understand his character." 
The marriage problem is set broadly before us in this uneasy parental 
background, where an ill-mated couple must come to terms on the 
finding of mates for their five daughters. A social call must be made, 
in any case, on the single gentleman of good fortune who has settled 
in the neighborhood. With the return of the call, and with the daugh
ters set up for view—some of whom are "handsome," some "good-
natured"—no doubt he will buy, that is to say, "fall in love" (with such 
love, perhaps, as we have seen between Mr. and Mrs. Bennet them
selves). 

In this first chapter, the fundamental literary unit of the single 
word—"fortune," "property," "possession," "establishment," "busi
ness"—has consistently been setting up the impulsion of economic 
interest against those nonutilitarian interests implied by the words 
"feelings" and "love."3 The implications of the word "marriage" itself 
are ambivalent; for as these implications are controlled in the book, 
"marriage" does not mean an act of ungoverned passion (not even in 
Lydia's and Wickham's rash elopement does it mean this: for Wick-
ham has his eye on a settlement by blackmail, and Lydia's infatuation 
is rather more with a uniform than with a man); marriage means a 
complex engagement between the marrying couple and society—that 
is, it means not only "feelings" but "property" as well. In marrying, the 
individual marries society as well as his mate, and "property" provides 
the necessary articles of this other marriage. With marriage so defined, 
as the given locus of action, the clash and reconciliation of utility inter
ests with interests that are nonutilitarian will provide a subtle drama 
of manners; for whatever spiritual creativity may lie in the individual 
personality, that creativity will be able to operate only within publicly 
acceptable modes of deportment. These modes of deportment, how
ever public and traditional, must be made to convey the secret life of 
the individual spirit, much as a lens conveys a vision of otherwise invis
ible constellations. Language itself is the lens in this case—the lin
guistic habits of social man. 

3. This point of view is developed by Mark Schorer in the essay "Fiction and the 'Analogical 
Matrix/ " in Critiques and Essays on Modern Fiction, edited by John W. Aldridge (New York: 
Ronald, 1952); 83-98. [Schorer's essay was first printed in Kenyon Review 11 (1949): 539-60, 
and reprinted in his collection of essays, The World We Imagine (New York: Farrar, Straus, 
Giroux, 1968) 24-45—Editor.] 
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* * * 
Among the "daughters" and the "young men of fortune" there are 

a few sensitive individuals, civilized in spirit as well as in manner. For 
these few, "feeling" must either succumb to the paralysis of utility or 
else must develop special delicacy and strength. The final adjustment 
with society, with "property" and "establishment," must be made in 
any case, for in this book the individual is unthinkable without the 
social environment, and in the Austen world that environment has 
been given once and forever—it is unchangeable and it contains the 
only possibilities for individual development. For the protagonists, the 
marriage rite will signify an "ordeal" in that traditional sense of a moral 
testing which is the serious meaning of initiation in any of the impor
tant ceremonies of life. What will be tested will be their integrity of 
"feeling" under the crudely threatening social pressures. The moral life, 
then, will be equated with delicacy and integrity of feeling, and its 
capacity for growth under adverse conditions. In the person of the chief 
protagonist, Elizabeth, it really will be equated with intelligence. In 
this conception of the moral life, Jane Austen shows herself the closest 
kin to Henry James in the tradition of the English novel; for by James, 
also, the moral life was located in emotional intelligence, and he too 
limited himself to observation of its workings in the narrow area of a 
sophisticated civilization. 

The final note of the civilized in Pride and Prejudice is, as we have 
said, reconciliation. The protagonists do not "find themselves" by leav
ing society, divorcing themselves from its predilections and obsessions. 
In the union of Darcy and Elizabeth, Jane and Bingley, the obsessive 
social formula of marriage-to-property is found again, but now as the 
happy reward of initiates who have travailed and passed their "ordeal." 
The incongruities between savage impulsions and the civilized con
ventions in which they are buried, between utility and morality, are 
reconciled in the symbolic act of a marriage which society itself—bent 
on useful marriages—has paradoxically done everything to prevent. 
Rightly, the next to the last word in the book is the word "uniting." 

# * # 

* * * An Austen novel offers a particularly luminous illustration of 
the function of style in determining the major form. It is here, in style, 
in the language base itself, that we are able to observe Jane Austen's 
most deft and subtle exploitation of her material. 

The first sentence of the book—"It is a truth universally acknowl
edged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in 
want of a wife"—again affords an instance in point. As we have said, 
the sentence ironically turns itself inside out, thus: a single woman 
must be in want of a man with a good fortune. In this doubling of the 
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inverse meaning over the surface meaning, a very modest-looking state
ment sums up the chief conflicting forces in the book: a decorous 
convention of love (which holds the man to be the pursuer) embraces 
a savage economic compulsion (the compulsion of the insolvent female 
to run down male "property"), and in the verbal embrace they appear 
as a unit. The ironic mode here is a mode of simultaneous opposition 
and union: civilized convention and economic primitivism unite in the 
sentence as they do in the action, where "feelings" and "fortune," ini
tially in conflict, are reconciled in the socially creative union of mar
riage. 

This is but one type of verbal manipulation with which the book 
luxuriates. Another we shall illustrate with a sentence from Mr. Collins' 
proposal to Elizabeth, where "significant form" lies in elaborate rather 
than in modest phrasing. Mr. Collins manages to wind himself up 
almost inextricably in syntax. 

"But the fact is, that being as I am, to inherit this estate after the 
death of your honored father, (who, however, may live many years 
longer,) I could not satisfy myself without resolving to chuse a 
wife from among his daughters, that the loss to them might be as 
little as possible, when the melancholy event takes place—which, 
however, as I have already said, may not be for several years." 

Fancy syntax acts here, not as an expression of moral and intellectual 
refinement (as Mr. Collins intends it to act), but as an expression of 
stupidity, the antithesis of that refinement. The elaborate language in 
which Mr. Collins gets himself fairly stuck is a mimesis of an action of 
the soul, the soul that becomes self dishonest through failure to know 
itself, and that overrates itself at the expense of social context, just as 
it overrates verbalism at the expense of meaning. We have suggested 
that moral life, in an Austen novel, is identified with emotional intel
ligence; and it is precisely through failure of intelligence—the wit to 
know his own limitations—that Mr. Collins appears as a moral mon
strosity. Language is the mirror of his degeneracy. Against Mr. Collins' 
elaborate style of speech we may place the neat and direct phrasing of 
a sentence such as "It is a truth universally acknowledged . . . " where 
the balance of overt thesis and buried antithesis acts as a kind of sig
nature of the intelligential life—its syntactical modesty conveying a 
very deft and energetic mental dance. 

# * * 

Finally we should remark upon what is perhaps the most formative 
and conclusive activity of style in the book: the effect of a narrowly 
mercantile and materialistic vocabulary in setting up meanings. Let us 
go down a few lists of typical words, categorizing them rather crudely 
and arbitrarily, but in such a manner as to show their direction of 
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reference.4 The reader will perhaps be interested in adding to these 
merely suggestive lists, for in watching the Austen language lies the 
real excitement of the Austen novel. We shall set up such categories 
as "trade," "arithmetic," "money," "material possessions," simply in 
order to indicate the kind of language Jane Austen inherited from her 
culture and to which she was confined—and in order to suggest what 
she was able to do with her language, how much of the human drama 
she was able to get into such confines. We could add such verbal 
categories as those referring to "patronage," "law," "skill" (a particularly 
interesting one, covering such words as "design," "cunning," "arts," 
"schemes," and so on; a category obviously converging with the "trade" 
category, but whose vocabulary, as it appears in this book, is used 
derogatorily—the stupid people, like Mrs. Bennet, Lady Catherine de 
Bourgh, Wickham, and Mr. Collins, are the ones who "scheme" and 
have "designs"). 

TRADE 

employed 
due form 
collect 
receipt 
buy 
sell 
business 
supply 
terms 
means 
venture 

ARITHMETIC 

equally 
added 
proportion 
addition 
enumerate 
figure 
calculated 
amount 
amounting 
inconsiderable 
consideration 

MONEY 

pounds 
credit 
capital 
pay 
fortune 
valuable 
principal 
interest 
afford 
indebted 
undervalue 

MATERIAL 
POSSESSIONS 

estate 
property 
owner 
house 
manor 
tenant 
substantial 
establishment 
provided 
foundation 
belongs to 

SOCIAL 
INTEGRATION 

town 
society 
civil 
neighborhood 
county 
fashion 
breeding 
genteel 
marriage 
husband 
connection 

* * * The general directions of reference taken by Jane Austen's lan
guage, as indicated by such lists as those given above (and the lists, 
with others like them, could be extended for pages), are clearly mate
rialistic. They reflect a culture whose institutions are solidly defined by 
materialistic interests—property and banking and trade and the law 
that keeps order in these matters—institutions which determine, in 
turn, the character of family relations, the amenities of community 
life, and the whole complex economy of the emotions. By acknow
ledgment of the fact that the materialistic assumptions of our own 
culture are even more persuasive than those reflected in this book, and 
that their governance over our emotions and our speech habits is even 
more grim, more sterilizing, and more restrictive, we should be some
what aided in appreciation of the "contemporaneity" of Jane Austen 
herself. 

But where then, we must ask, does originality lie, if an author's very 
language is dictated in so large a part by something, as it were, "out-

4. Mr. Schorer's essay "Fiction and the 'Analogical Matrix,' " cited above, closely examines this 
aspect of Jane Austen's style. 
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side" himself—by the culture into which he is accidentally born? How 
can there be any free play of individual genius, the free and original 
play with the language by which we recognize the insight and inno
vations of genius? The question has to be answered separately for the 
work of each artist, but as for Jane Austen's work we have been finding 
answers all along—in her exploitation of antithetical structures to con
vey ambivalent attitudes, in her ironic use of syntactical elaborations 
that go against the grain of the language and that convey moral aber
rations, and finally in her direct and oblique play with an inherited 
vocabulary that is materialistic in reference and that she forces—or 
blandishes or intrigues—into spiritual duties. 

The language base of the Austen novel gives us the limiting condi
tions of the culture. Somehow, using this language of acquisitiveness 
and calculation and materialism, a language common to the most 
admirable characters as well as to the basest characters in the book, 
the spiritually creative persons will have to form their destinies. The 
project would be so much easier if the intelligent people and the stupid 
people, the people who are morally alive and the people who are mor
ally dead, had each their different language to distinguish and publicize 
their differences! But unfortunately for that ease, they have only one 
language. Fortunately for the drama of the Austen novel, there is this 
difficulty of the single materialistic language; for drama subsists on 
difficulty. Within the sterile confines of public assumptions, the Aus
ten protagonists find with difficulty the fertility of honest and intelli
gent individual feeling. On a basis of communication that is drawn 
always from the public and savage theology of "property," the delicate 
lines of spiritual adjustment are explored. The final fought-for recog
nitions of value are recognitions of the unity of experience—a unity 
between the common culture and the individual development. No one 
more knowledgeably than this perceptive and witty woman, ambushed 
by imbecility, could have conducted such an exploration. 

ALISTAIR DUCKWORTH 

Pride and Prejudice: The Reconstitution of Societyf 

More successfully than Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice moves 
from an initial condition of potential social fragmentation to a reso
lution in which the grounds of society are reconstituted as the principal 
characters come together in marriage. As in the former novel, there is 

t From The Improvement of the Estate: A Study of)ane Austen's Novels (Baltimore and London: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971) 116-28, 140-43. Reprinted by permission of the 
publisher. 




