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"PrideandPrejudice"asComedyofManners

JaneAustenwasthequintessentialproducerofcomedyofmanners,itssubjectbeingthesetofsocial

conventionsofaparticularclassinaparticulartimeandplace.Thenovelofmannersdescribesindetail

thecustoms,behaviors,habits,andexpectationsofacertainsocialgroup.Usuallytheseconventions

shapethebehaviourofthemaincharacters,andsometimesevenstifleorrepressthem.Oftenthenovel

ofmannersissatiric,anditisalwaysrealisticindepiction.PrideandPrejudiceis,atfirstglance,simplyan

amusingdepictionofEngland'ssocialconventionsofthelateeighteenth-andthebeginningofthe

nineteenth-century,particularlythoseofthegentry.Butatadeeperanalysisrevealshowinanironic

style,Austenindirectlycriticisescertainpolitical,economicalandsociologicalcircumstancesofhertime.

ThelifepaintedbyJaneAusteninPrideandPrejudicewasalifeofthegentryinthecountrysideof

England.PrideandPrejudicedealswiththeupper-middleclasssocietyofruralEnglandwhohadenough

leisureandfinancialfreedomtohaveballs,dinnersandotherpastimesofthetype.Womenwere

forbiddenbyconventiontomoveawayinanysocietyotherthantheonetowhichtheybelonged.

PrideandPrejudicedepictsasocietyinwhichawoman’sreputationisoftheutmostimportance.A

womanisexpectedtobehaveincertainways.Steppingoutsidethesocialnormsmakeshervulnerable

toostracism.Thisthemeappearsinthenovel,whenElizabethwalkstoNetherfieldandarriveswith

muddyskirts,totheshockofthereputation-consciousMissBingleyandherfriends.Atotherpoints,the

ill-mannered,ridiculousbehaviorofMrs.Bennetgivesherabadreputationwiththemorerefined(and

snobbish)DarcysandBingleys.Austenpokesgentlefunatthesnobsintheseexamples,butlaterinthe

novel,whenLydiaelopeswithWickhamandliveswithhimoutofwedlock,theauthortreatsreputation

asaveryseriousmatter.BybecomingWickham’sloverwithoutbenefitofmarriage,Lydiaclearlyplaces

herselfoutsidethesocialpale,andherdisgracethreatenstheentireBennetfamily.

IndepictingthisJaneAustenalsopresentsthefollies,whims,inconsistencies,meannessandthick

skinnedvulgarityofthe18thcenturypeople,inherownironicmanner.Socialrankplaysavery

importantroleinthissociety.Socialinferioritycarriesitsownstigmainthematrimonialworld.

Conventionsandclassdistinctionsareadheredtowithjealouscarebysocialsnobsandmarriage

betweenthemembersofahumblerusticfamilyliketheBennetsandanaristocraticfamilylikethe

BingleysortheDarcys,aretheexceptionsratherthantherule.

Austensatirizesthiskindofclass-consciousness,particularlyinthecharacterofMr.Collins,whospends

mostofhistimetoadyingtohisupper-classpatron,LadyCatherinedeBourgh.ThoughMr.Collinsoffers

anextremeexample,heisnottheonlyonetoholdsuchviews.Hisconceptionoftheimportanceof

classisshared,amongothers,byMr.Darcy,whobelievesinthedignityofhislineage;MissBingley,who

dislikesanyonenotassociallyacceptedassheis;andWickham,whowilldoanythinghecantoget



enoughmoneytoraisehimselfintoahigherstation.Mr.Collins’sviewsaremerelythemostextreme

andobvious.ThesatiredirectedatMr.Collinsisthereforealsomoresubtlydirectedattheentiresocial

hierarchyandtheconceptionofallthosewithinitatitscorrectness,incompletedisregardofother,

moreworthyvirtues.ThroughtheDarcy-ElizabethandBingley-Janemarriages,Austenshowsthepower

ofloveandhappinesstoovercomeclassboundariesandprejudices,therebyimplyingthatsuch

prejudicesarehollow,unfeeling,andunproductive.


