
Theme or Issue: Class and Social Status 

Context and Overview 

In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen presents a society defined by strict class structures and 

social conventions. Through her characters’ interactions and relationships, Austen critiques 

the rigid class distinctions of early 19th-century England, where marriage, wealth, and family 

connections often dictate one’s social standing. The novel illustrates how these class 

expectations shape individuals' identities and influence personal relationships, particularly 

through the experiences of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy. 

 

Marriage and Social Mobility 

Austen uses marriage as a vehicle to explore class mobility and the social expectations placed 

upon women. In a world where marriage is often tied to financial security and social 

advancement, characters like Elizabeth Bennet and Charlotte Lucas navigate this reality 

differently. 

• Example and Quote 

Charlotte Lucas, pragmatic in her approach to marriage, explains her decision to 

marry Mr. Collins despite his faults: “I am not romantic, you know. I never was. I ask 

only a comfortable home.” (Chapter 22). Charlotte’s statement reflects her 

understanding of the limited options available to women, especially those of modest 

means. 

• Analysis 

Charlotte’s choice illustrates how marriage was often the only means of social and 

financial security for women. Unlike Elizabeth, who values love and mutual respect, 

Charlotte’s willingness to settle reflects her awareness of her lower social position and 

limited prospects. Austen uses Charlotte to critique a society that places class and 

stability above individual happiness in marriage. 

Class Prejudice and Initial Misjudgments 

The central romance between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy is complicated by class 

prejudice. Darcy’s initial proposal reveals his view of the Bennets’ lower status, which 

affects his judgment of Elizabeth and her family. 

• Example and Quote 

Darcy’s first proposal to Elizabeth highlights his awareness of their class difference: 

“Could you expect me to rejoice in the inferiority of your connections?” (Chapter 34). 

His words reveal his internal struggle between his feelings for Elizabeth and his 

prejudice against her family’s social standing. 

• Analysis 

Darcy’s attitude exemplifies the social conditioning of the upper class, showing how 

deeply ingrained these biases are. His prejudice blinds him to Elizabeth’s qualities, as 

he initially values class over personal merit. Austen uses Darcy’s journey from 

prejudice to admiration to illustrate the transformative power of love and self-

awareness in overcoming class biases. 



Elizabeth’s Resistance to Class Expectations 

Elizabeth Bennet challenges the expectations of her social class by rejecting both Mr. Collins 

and Mr. Darcy’s first proposal, showing her refusal to marry purely for financial or social 

gain. Her independence and self-respect position her as a strong heroine who values love and 

integrity over class or wealth. 

• Example and Quote 

Elizabeth’s rejection of Mr. Collins is a defining moment in the novel: “You could not 

make me happy, and I am convinced that I am the last woman in the world who could 

make you so.” (Chapter 19). Her decision is based on her belief in a marriage founded 

on mutual respect and affection, defying the practical approach of her society. 

• Analysis 

Elizabeth’s actions reflect her willingness to defy societal norms, valuing personal 

happiness over social advancement. Austen uses Elizabeth’s character to critique a 

society that pressures women into financially advantageous marriages. Her refusal to 

conform illustrates her belief that self-respect and personal compatibility are more 

important than class or financial security in marriage. 

The Contrast Between the Bingleys and the Bennets 

Austen contrasts the Bingley and Bennet families to explore social divisions within the gentry 

class. The Bingleys, although wealthy, lack noble lineage, while the Bennets, though of lower 

financial standing, possess an established family heritage. This difference influences 

characters’ interactions and the expectations they place upon each other. 

• Example and Quote 

Miss Bingley’s disdain for Elizabeth is evident in her comment, “I am all 

astonishment. How long has she been such a favourite?—and pray, when am I to wish 

you joy?” (Chapter 10). Miss Bingley’s jealousy and snobbery reflect her view that 

Elizabeth, due to her social status, is unworthy of Mr. Darcy’s attention. 

• Analysis 

Miss Bingley’s reaction to Elizabeth’s friendship with Darcy underscores the 

importance placed on wealth and connections within Austen’s society. Despite 

lacking noble heritage, the Bingleys’ wealth affords them social power, which they 

wield to maintain class divisions. Austen uses this contrast to show that social 

divisions are not only based on wealth but also on lineage, and these distinctions often 

lead to superficial judgments. 

5. Darcy’s Transformation and Social Equality 

Darcy’s growth throughout the novel involves overcoming his initial prejudice and learning 

to value Elizabeth’s character over her social standing. By the end, Darcy’s proposal reflects 

a genuine regard for Elizabeth as an equal, transcending his previous class biases. 

• Example and Quote 

In his second proposal, Darcy demonstrates humility and a newfound respect for 

Elizabeth: “You are too generous to trifle with me. If your feelings are still what they 

were last April, tell me so at once. My affections and wishes are unchanged.” 



(Chapter 58). This proposal shows his willingness to approach her as an equal, 

without mentioning social standing or connections. 

• Analysis 

Darcy’s transformation exemplifies Austen’s critique of social prejudice. His ability 

to recognise Elizabeth’s worth and value her individuality over societal expectations 

highlights the potential for personal growth and equality within relationships. Austen 

suggests that true happiness comes from valuing character over class, offering a 

vision of social mobility based on personal merit. 

 

Conclusion 

In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen critiques the rigid social hierarchy and class prejudices 

of her time, illustrating how they shape relationships, marriage choices, and individual 

values. Through characters like Elizabeth, who defies class expectations, and Darcy, who 

learns to overcome his prejudice, Austen demonstrates the limitations of judging others based 

on social standing. The novel advocates for personal integrity and self-respect over wealth 

and connections, making a powerful statement on the need for equality and understanding in 

society. 
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