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Abstract: 

The paper entitled "Jane Austen's Examination of Social Class and Marriage in 'Pride and Prejudice'" 

explores how social class and marriage are portrayed in the author's well-known book. In this research 

paper, Austen's examination of the intricate relationship between social hierarchies and the pursuit of 

marriage in early 19th-century English society is thoroughly analysed. This study reveals how Austen deftly 

analyses and satirises the traditions of her era through a detailed investigation of character dynamics, social 

norms, and personal motivations. The study analyses how class affects love relationships and the difficulties 

characters confront when navigating a society where concerns of the heart and reputation coexist. This study 

illustrates the lasting significance of "Pride and Prejudice" in comprehending the dynamics of social class 

and marriage, transcending its historical context to resonate with contemporary audiences by examining 

Austen's incisive comments on these subjects. 

Introduction 

"Pride and Prejudice," written by Jane Austen and published in 1813, is regarded as a classic work of 

English literature. The story deftly explores the complexities of social standards, relationships, and the 

impact of social status against the backdrop of early 19th-century England. Austen's writing presents a 

profound reflection on the difficulties and contradictions involved in the quest for love and social mobility 

within the strict confines of a class-conscious society through the prism of its characters and their 

relationships. 

Marriage acted as both a personal and societal compact during a period of rigid adherence to social 

hierarchy where one's place in society was frequently determined by birthright and fortune. The need to 

maintain one's social position and financial security was frequently entwined with the imperative of 

achieving a marriage of hearts. It is within this backdrop that Austen's narrative unfolds, building a tapestry 

of characters dealing with societal expectations and individual wants. 

In "Pride and Prejudice," Jane Austen deftly analyses and reveals the dynamics of marriage and social class 

in early 19th-century England. This research study aims to investigate how she does this. This study tries to 

illuminate Austen's perceptive commentary on social standards, relationships, and the nuanced interplay 

between love and social status by examining the characters' struggles and decisions. We will explore this 
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well-known book's pages to discover the complexities, satirical wit, and ongoing relevance of Austen's 

portrayal of a society in which pride and prejudice frequently determine fate. We will take a journey into the 

heart of a society where love, marriage, and social status were closely interwoven, yet where individual 

agency and sincere passion dared to defy tradition through the eyes of Elizabeth Bennet, Mr. Darcy, and a 

host of other characters. 

This study analyses Austen's reflections on a society that, despite the passage of time, continues to provide 

insightful perspectives on the complex dance between societal expectations and the quest for personal 

pleasure. 

Contexts, both historical and social 

In order to fully comprehend Jane Austen's comments on marriage and social class in "Pride and Prejudice," 

it is imperative that we familiarise ourselves with the historical and social context of early 19th-century 

England. The society in which Austen lived, with its rigid social rules, class distinctions, and institution of 

marriage, is reflected in her book. 

1. Early nineteenth-century England: A Class-Defined World 

In England during the beginning of the 19th century, there was a rigorous class system that pervaded 

every facet of life. The aristocracy and landed gentry, who possessed enormous riches, political 

clout, and social standing, were at the top. The middle class, which included professionals, 

businesspeople, and members of the clergy, lived below them and aspired to respectability and 

upward mobility. The working class and the poor were at the bottom of the social scale, struggling 

with poverty and having little prospects to advance. 

2. The Value of Marital Partnerships 

Marriage was not just a personal decision; it was also a calculated one heavily influenced by social 

class and financial factors. It was a way for the upper classes to align themselves with powerful allies 

in order to consolidate their money and influence. For the middle class, it presented a chance to 

move up the social scale, while for the lower classes, it could either bring financial security or, on the 

other hand, result in poverty. 
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3. Gender roles and societal norms 

Strict gender roles and expectations were prescribed by societal conventions at the time. Women 

were mainly viewed as domestic carers who relied on marriage for social status and financial 

security. Men were the primary decision-makers and providers, and their ability to find a suitable 

spouse was frequently correlated with their social status and financial situation. 

4. The Novelist's Thoughtful Perspective 

Jane Austen stands out as an astute observer and commentator against this backdrop of social 

stratification and gender-defined duties. She depicts the nuances of her characters' lives with humour 

and nuance, highlighting the conflicts between societal standards and personal preferences. In 

essence, "Pride and Prejudice" is a social critique that questions the social conventions of the day. 

Deciphering Jane Austen's investigation of marriage and social class in "Pride and Prejudice" requires an 

understanding of the historical and social background of early 19th-century England. It offers helpful 

insights into the book's ongoing relevance and its profound reflection on the interaction of cultural norms, 

relationships, and personal agency by providing the lens through which the characters' choices and societal 

restrictions can be studied. 

Social Class of the Characters 

The characters in the novel reflect a range of social groups in early 19th-century England. The social 

position of each character influences not only how they fit into society but also how they see marriage and 

romantic relationships. 

1. Lower Gentry: The Bennet Family 

The Bennet family belongs to the bottom tiers of the aristocratic class because Mr. Bennet is a 

landowner. Despite having a little estate, Longbourn is not particularly wealthy. Therefore, the 

marriages of their daughters are essential to guaranteeing their financial prospects. The family's aim 

to climb the social ladder through successful marriages is highlighted by Mrs. Bennett's obstinate 

search for suitable suitors for her daughters. 
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2. The Wealthy Aristocracy of Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley 

Fitzwilliam Darcy and Charles Bingley, members of the affluent elite, stand in for the highest classes 

of society. Due to his enormous money and status, Darcy is a very sought-after bachelor. Despite not 

being as wealthy as Darcy, Bingley has a comfortable income and is regarded as a suitable match for 

any young lady of noble birth. 

3. The Clergy and Social Aspiration, by Mr. Collins 

Mr. Collins, a clergyman, holds a special place in society. He is not a member of the aristocracy, but 

he does work in the clergy, which is regarded as a noble line of work. His quest for a wife, and 

especially his proposal to Elizabeth Bennet, exemplifies the desire of middle-class people to rise 

socially through marriage. 

 4. Lady Catherine de Bourgh: Nobility of the Aristocracy 

The apex of aristocratic nobility is Lady Catherine de Bourgh. She has enormous riches, power, and 

influence because she is a noblewoman. Her persona acts as Elizabeth Bennet's antithesis, 

highlighting the significant differences in their social standing and the hurdles that class places in the 

way of their connections. 

5. The Gardiners: Middle-Class Respectability 

The middle class is represented by the Gardiners, who are family members of the Bennets. They are 

characterised as being financially secure, educated, and smart. The Bennets' lesser gentry rank and 

the steadiness of the middle class are contrasted by their appearance in the book. 

Character Development and Social Class 

Character growth in the narrative is closely related to each person's socioeconomic status. For instance, their 

early notions of social status are what led to Mr. Darcy's initial pride and Elizabeth Bennet's initial prejudice. 

The protagonists' emotional growth and self-discovery journeys are connected with their changing 

perspectives on marriage and social standing. 
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Through her characters in "Pride and Prejudice," Jane Austen skillfully depicts the social structure of her 

era. She provides a subtle commentary on the challenges of negotiating the social mores and socioeconomic 

distinctions that characterised early 19th-century England through their interactions and choices. Austen's 

critique of social expectations and the search for love and happiness in a class-segregated society can be 

explored through this interplay of characters and social class. 

Satire and Critique in “Pride and Prejudice” 

"Pride and Prejudice" is more than just a book about manners and romantic relationships; it also contains 

acute societal commentary and sly humor. Austen masterfully analyses the social mores, romantic 

relationships, and class divisions of her day through her smart use of irony, wit, and sharp observation. 

i. Social hypocrisy parody 

Austen utilises satire to highlight the hypocrisy of a culture that places a high value on social 

position and external looks. The obsequious and self-serving aspect of Mr. Collins' persona makes 

him a prime target. His over-the-top flattery and sycophantic actions expose the ridiculousness of 

false social customs. The pomposity and total disdain for Elizabeth's sentiments in his proposal serve 

as a shining illustration of Jane Austen's satirical pen at work. 

ii. Misrepresenting marriage expectations 

Practical factors like social mobility and financial security dominated marriage in Austen's time. 

Through figures like Mrs. Bennet, who is fixated on matching her daughters up with affluent 

husbands, Austen parodies these expectations. Her comedic portrayal of her concern with securing 

beneficial pairings emphasises the foolishness of putting financial gain ahead of emotional 

compatibility. 

iii. Character development irony 

Irony is a powerful tool that Austen uses to shape the personalities of her characters. The power of 

self-reflection is demonstrated by Mr. Darcy's change from an arrogant, haughty nobleman to a more 

modest, self-aware person. His initial pride, which inspires the book's title, is gradually undermined 

as he comes to terms with his shortcomings. This irony is a critique of the superficial judgements 
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society frequently makes about people based on their social class. 

iv. Gender Role Subversion 

Austen subverts traditional gender roles to gently attack the restrictions put on women in her society. 

Elizabeth Bennet emerges as a role model who defies social norms. She exhibits Austen's conviction 

in women's agency and the value of sincere affection in relationships with her wit, intelligence, and 

refusal to wed for selfish reasons. 

v. Criticism of Succession Laws 

The story also makes fun of the period's inheritance laws, which sometimes gave preference to male 

heirs over female ones. The complexity of Mr. Bennet's inheritance and the possibility that a distant 

male relative will inherit Longbourn bring to light the inequality and vulnerability that women 

experienced in a society where wealth and property were passed down patriarchally. 

Through satire and criticism, Austen encourages readers to consider the ridiculousness of cultural rules, the 

hollowness of class distinctions, and the value of true personal connection. By providing a timeless 

reflection on the complications of love, marriage, and social class, "Pride and Prejudice" challenges the 

traditions of its period and still has an impact on viewers today. Because of Austen's humour and wisdom, 

her novel is not only a literary classic but also a useful tool for analysing the customs and relationships of 

her period. 

Conclusion: 

We travel through the complexities of early 19th-century English society in Jane Austen's "Pride and 

Prejudice," when marriage and social class were crucial. Austen's profound reflection on relationships and 

cultural norms is conveyed through her skillful narrative, demonstrating the timeless nature of her writing. 

We are prompted to consider the complexities of human interaction within these limitations by Austen's 

depiction of a society ruled by rigid social hierarchies, where marriage frequently served as both a personal 

decision and a tactical move. The contradictions between a person's wishes and society's expectations are 

embodied by the characters, who each represent a distinct aspect of society.Austen exposes the hypocrisies 

of a society where superficiality and material gain frequently take precedence over genuine passion through 



 

Vidhyayana - ISSN 2454-8596 

An International Multidisciplinary Peer-Reviewed E-Journal 

www.vidhyayanaejournal.org 

Indexed in: ROAD & Google Scholar 

 

 

V o l u m e  -  8 ,  I s s u e  -  5 ,  A p r i l  -  2 0 2 3  Page 8 

satire and critique. She mocks characters like the obedient Mr. Collins and the frivolous Mrs. Bennett, who 

mindlessly follow social norms. She also emphasises the need for personal integrity and sincere affection in 

relationships by praising figures like Elizabeth Bonnet who have the audacity to disobey the expectations of 

their period. 

A major focus of the book is the examination of how differences in class affect romantic relationships and 

marriage. Elizabeth's shift from prejudice to understanding and Mr. Darcy's journey from pride to humility 

serve as examples of how self-awareness and self-reflection can help break down social boundaries. 

The idea that love should transcend society's expectations and the limitations of gender is strengthened by 

Austen's defiance of established gender roles, as shown in the character of Elizabeth. Her criticism of 

inheritance rules emphasises the vulnerability that women experienced in a society where wealth and 

property were frequently controlled by men. 

Austen's incisive insights continue to ring true in a world that is still debating issues of social class, gender 

roles, and the nature of true relationships as we consider "Pride and Prejudice's" ongoing relevance. Her 

book acts as a timeless mirror in which our own social mores and interpersonal connections are mirrored and 

discussed. 

Finally, "Pride and Prejudice" is a profound examination of human nature set in the setting of a stratified 

society, not just a timeless love story. We are reminded that the pursuit of love and happiness should 

transcend the limits of social class and that societal standards should be evaluated with a critical eye by 

Austen's sharp wit and perceptive critique. In the continual search for pleasure and contentment, Jane 

Austen's writing serves as a guiding light of wisdom, encouraging us to think about the ramifications of our 

own social standards and relationships. 

  



 

Vidhyayana - ISSN 2454-8596 

An International Multidisciplinary Peer-Reviewed E-Journal 

www.vidhyayanaejournal.org 

Indexed in: ROAD & Google Scholar 

 

 

V o l u m e  -  8 ,  I s s u e  -  5 ,  A p r i l  -  2 0 2 3  Page 9 

Bibliography: 

Primary Source: 

Austen, Jane. "Pride and Prejudice." Published by T. Egerton, 1813. 

Secondary Sources: 

Johnson, Claudia L. "Jane Austen: Women, Politics, and the Novel." University of Chicago Press, 1988. 

Southam, B. C. "Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage." Routledge, 2002. 

Tanner, Tony. "Jane Austen." Harvard University Press, 1987. 

Butler, Marilyn. "Jane Austen and the War of Ideas." Clarendon Press, 1987. 

Jones, Vivien. "Jane Austen: A Literary Life." Palgrave Macmillan, 1991. 

Tave, Stuart M. "Some Words of Jane Austen." University of Chicago Press, 1973. 

Poovey, Mary. "The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the Works of Mary 

Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen." University of Chicago Press, 1985. 

Johnson, Claudia L. "Jane Austen: Women, Politics, and the Novel." University of Chicago Press, 1990. 

Lascelles, Mary. "Jane Austen and Her Art." Oxford University Press, 1963. 


