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“In want of a wife…” or a husband, in Pride and Prejudice 
 
“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune 
must be in want of a wife.1” (p. 5) This witty opening sentence of Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice is justly well known. The high minded tone of “a truth universally 
acknowledged” at the beginning sets up the reader for the prosaic punchline “must be in 
want of a wife.” The wit lies in the author’s tacit acceptance of the universality of human 
self interest and the power of that interest to skew what people see to fit their own desires. 
People take an interest in another person’s fortune, the implication seems to be, and in 
trying to get a piece of it for themselves, in this case through marriage. But rather than 
acknowledging openly this universal desire for wealth, the world seems determined to 
reinterpret its own greed as the fulfilling of the rich man’s need. The single man of 
fortune thus becomes the putative prey for some unmarried woman and her family under 
the guise of supplying him with that which he lacks: a wife.  
 
The general implications of the opening sentence are made particular in the rest of 
chapter one, which introduces us to Mr. and Mrs. Bennet. The business of Mrs. Bennet’s 
life, we are told, is to get her five daughters married. (p. 7) She is unrelentingly 
determined in this goal, in large part, as we later learn, because her daughters will inherit 
very little from their father, due to an entailed will. As the Bennets discuss Mr. Bingley, 
newly arrived in the neighborhood and the “single man” in question, it becomes clear that 
Mrs. Bennet cares little for whether Mr. Bingley feels he lacks a wife, and cares much 
about securing him and his fortune for one of her daughters. She is not the only mother to 
partake in this type of self interested plotting. We are told that she and the other mothers 
in the neighborhood consider Bingley the “rightful property of some one or other of their 
daughters.” (p. 5) Bingley, single and possessing a fortune, is seen as someone else’s 
property himself, as the means to the end of worldly prosperity for some daughter or 
other. Bingley’s money is to be in large part the source of happiness for the prospective 
wife.   
 
Witty as the first sentence of the novel is, there is another way to read it. “It is a truth 
universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in 
want of a wife.” (p. 5) If we take this sentence at face value, it says that everyone 
understands that the single man’s life is incomplete, that once he has met his material 
needs, he must then be looking to meet some other kind of need, one that can only be 
filled by a wife. What sort of a need this might be is left unsaid. In fact, from one 
perspective, the rest of the novel is an exploration of what the individual lacks, and what 
each character is looking for in a mate. We are offered a parade of couples throughout the 
novel, each couple having a different basis for formation. They fare better or worse 
depending on the wisdom and affections of the people involved. 
 
Both the witty and the direct reading of the opening sentence fit with the tone of the 
novel as a whole. On the one hand, Austen relishes exposing the small-minded follies that 
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often underlie our lofty aspirations. The humor and economy of word that begin the novel 
reappear on every page, often highlighting the ways in which characters deceive 
themselves or try to pretend they are better than they are. On the other hand, Austen gives 
us some deeply moving scenes, from Elizabeth’s horrified response to the knowledge that 
she has misjudged Darcy and Wickham both, to Mr. Bennet’s heartfelt plea to Elizabeth 
not to repeat his own mistake in marrying without esteem, to Darcy’s pure delight when 
Elizabeth finally accepts him. The wit and the seriousness succeed one another 
effortlessly. Perhaps, addressing the question of what the individual lacks and what one 
may desire or need from a marriage requires both attitudes: both the skewering of the 
conceits and follies of human nature and the sincere acknowledgment of our best instincts 
and our need for one another. 
 
In the main couple of the story, Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Bingley’s friend, Fitzwilliam 
Darcy, Austen depicts characters who come to know their own weaknesses and find 
strength through each other. They endure misunderstanding, miscommunication, and 
doubt, before finally marrying at the end of the novel. We are meant to believe that their 
marriage will be one of lasting happiness; one in which the needs of each are met, and 
met well. Furthermore, we are meant to take joy and pleasure in the reading of 
Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s story. But before examining Elizabeth and Darcy any further, 
let’s take a quick inventory of some of the other couples in the novel.  
 
The Bennets 
 
Our first view of marriage comes from the Bennets, parents to Elizabeth Bennet as well 
as four other girls, including Jane, Elizabeth’s older sister and confidante. The Bennets 
came to be married, we are told, because of Mr. Bennet’s love of Mrs. Bennet’s beauty. 
His desire to live in the presence of physical beauty was of the first importance to him, 
and he made the mistake as a young man of assuming that her beauty came with a good 
nature and a good temper. He was sadly mistaken. Once he realized his mistake, “…all 
his views of domestic happiness were overthrown.” (p. 198) He was left in a marriage 
with a foolish and irritable woman he could not respect, and she was left with a man who 
does not love her. Unlike many, Mr. Bennet is wise enough to avoid the many vices 
available to unhappy people, but takes pleasure in his books, in the countryside, and, as 
depicted in many scenes in the novel, by teasing his wife almost without mercy. The 
more amusement he derives from her gullibility and lack of understanding, the sillier she 
gets, until he eventually grows tired of the game and retreats to his study. The reader too 
is amused by their interactions; Austen writes their dialogue with a fine ear for the drily 
comic. As the novel progresses, though, it becomes clear that there is something perverse 
about the pleasure Mr. Bennet takes in his wife’s weakness of mind, and something 
frustrating about Mrs. Bennet’s complete inability to understand him. As a couple, they 
bring out the worst in each other. Still, they have five daughters whom both seem to care 
for. The Bennets have at least found themselves in a stable home with a family, 
something neither could have produced alone.  
 
The Collinses 
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The first new marriage in the novel comes after Elizabeth’s closest friend, Charlotte 
Lucas, becomes engaged to Elizabeth’s cousin, Mr. Collins, within three days of his 
having proposed marriage to, and been rejected by, Elizabeth herself. Elizabeth’s shock 
when she learns of Charlotte’s engagement is only exceeded by her dismay at the match. 
Mr. Collins is a man of the cloth with a vicarage that is supported by a weathy noble 
woman, Lady Catherine. In some ways, he would be considered a very eligible man. 
Elizabeth’s rejection of him is based on his character, which is not vicious, but is marked 
by self serving foolishness. Mr. Collins is “not a sensible man,” (p. 60) we are told, but a 
“mixture of pride and obsequiousness, self importance and humility.” (p. 61) Austen 
plays up his character, detailing a number of long, pompous, and silly speeches he makes 
on various occasions, including during his unsuccessful proposal to Elizabeth. After 
suffering through and laughing at Mr. Collins and his speeches, the reader is tempted to 
agree with Elizabeth that for Charlotte to link herself to such a man is disgraceful. 
Elizabeth is convinced that Charlotte will not be happy in the marriage. (p. 109) Charlotte, 
though, sees it differently. She desires “only a comfortable home,” (p. 108) she says to 
Elizabeth. Charlotte is older and less attractive than Elizabeth; her options for a decent 
life are limited, she believes. Marriage is the “only honorable provision for well educated 
women of small fortune,” and Charlotte sees it as the “pleasantest preservation from 
want.”  (p. 106) Mr. Collins, as painfully foolish as he is, will give her sustenance and 
power in the world, as a man of consequence.  
 
For his part, Mr. Collins is responding mostly to duty. As a clergyman with a wealthy and 
aristocratic patroness, he wishes to set a good example for his flock, as well as find 
happiness in a mate. His rhapsodes on Lady Catherine’s virtues leave no doubt, though, 
that his main motive in marrying is to please his patroness.  
 
In the Collinses, we have a marriage made on social and worldly grounds: on Charlotte’s 
side out of her desire for financial independence and on Collins’ out of his duty to his 
provider. After their marriage, Elizabeth is forced to admit that both husband and wife are 
tolerably happy. Collins has married “one of the very few sensible women who would 
have accepted him, or have made him happy if they had,” (p. 152) she says. Charlotte is 
intelligent enough to blush at her husband’s foolishness at times, but knows how to 
manage him. We are told, “[Charlotte’s] home and her housekeeping, her parish and her 
poultry, and all their dependent concerns, had not yet lost their charms.” (p. 182) Those 
are ominous words, perhaps, leading the reader to imagine the time when the charms 
have worn off and she is left with such a husband. We can only hope Charlotte’s children 
will favor her more than him, and that she will find whatever companionship she desires 
with them.  
 
The Wickhams 
 
The marriage of Mr. George Wickham and Elizabeth’s youngest sister, Miss Lydia 
Bennet, comes towards the end of the novel, after a great deal of suspense. The two had 
run off together as an unmarried couple, and taken a lodging together in London. The 
crisis of the novel comes when their elopement is discovered and the Bennets are left to 
worry while others search out the couple and persuade them to marry. The persuasion 
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comes in the form of money and a bought commission in the army for Wickham. Later, it 
is revealed that the bribe was financed by Mr. Darcy, out of several motives, including 
his own guilt in having covered up Wickham’s nefarious past. It is interesting that nearly 
everyone involved in the matter assumes, on the one hand, that Wickham and Lydia, once 
they run off together, must marry; and on the other hand, that the marriage will not be a 
happy one. It was socially unacceptable for a young woman to engage in sexual activity 
outside the bounds of marriage, and reprehensible for a young man to seduce such a 
woman. Once Lydia and Wickham are assumed to have so engaged, the only course that 
would retain their social standing is marriage.  
 
Darcy and Elizabeth, separately, are the only ones to doubt the wisdom of having Lydia 
and Wickham marry. Darcy, in fact, first tries to persuade Lydia not to marry Wickham, 
and only works towards their marriage once Lydia convinces him that she will not leave 
Wickham (p. 268). Elizabeth, for her part, expresses grave misgivings about the match. It 
is clear to Elizabeth that a marriage founded upon undisciplined passion will not be a 
happy one. Later, the narrator confirms her misgivings by noting the disarray with which 
the Wickhams live their lives and the indifference to each other that soon pervades their 
marriage.  
 
Each of these three marriages was formed with the intention of addressing some kind of 
human need or desire: The Bennets’ marriage was formed out of the desire for beauty and 
fulfilled the need to procreate; the Collinses looked for financial stability and social 
standing and fulfilled social obligations; and the Wickhams married to further Lydia’s 
desire for importance and to facilitate socially sanctioned sex. With these marriages in 
mind, let us turn now to the main drama and involving Mr. Darcy and Miss Elizabeth 
Bennet.  
 
Part I: First Encounters and First Impressions  
 
Elizabeth and Darcy do not start off as a likely couple. Their first encounter is at a 
neighborhood ball when Darcy, speaking to his friend Bingley within Elizabeth’s hearing, 
rejects Elizabeth as a dance partner, with the stinging and memorable line, “She is 
tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me…” (p. 12) Elizabeth laughs at Darcy to 
her friends afterwards, repeating the story with gusto and resolving never to dance with 
him. Over the next few weeks, her umbrage at the insult hardens into a profound dislike 
based on his proud demeanor. The dislike later turns to something closer to disgust and 
hatred when she is told, by the charming and attractive Mr. Wickham, that Darcy had 
denied Wickham his rightful inheritance from Darcy’s father, out of the ignoble motive 
of jealousy. 
 
Darcy, after a brief time of studying Elizabeth for the petty exercise of emphasizing her 
imperfections to his friends, soon begins to find her intriguing. He notices her intelligent 
expression, graceful and energetic figure, and playful manners. (pp. 21-22) Erotic desire 
has been ignited: he cannot keep his eyes off her without an effort. (p. 63) Darcy is not a 
man to let his passions run away with him, though. He begins a systematic investigation 
into Elizabeth’s character that goes on for several weeks. He starts by listening in on her 
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conversations with others and continues with a series of conversations with Elizabeth 
herself on matters that range from love poetry, to the duties of friendship, to what it 
means for a woman to be accomplished. Darcy, we are told, “had never been so 
bewitched by any woman as he was by her.” (p. 46) Nonetheless, Darcy does not 
entertain seriously the thought of marrying Elizabeth at first, because of her relatively 
low family connections. 
 
In the response of each to the other, we can discover something of their characters. In 
Elizabeth’s laughter at Darcy’s insult to her, we see the value she places on a person’s 
character above his worldly status, since she is by no means overawed by Darcy’s wealth 
and high social standing. We also, though, see her readiness to laugh at the ridiculous in 
people, a trait she shares with her father and one that leads her to have a sharp tongue and 
something of a sarcastic wit. In her concern for Wickham’s claims against Darcy, we see 
her spirited allegiance to justice and kindness. On the other hand, her easy willingness to 
believe Wickham without evidence comes from her excessive pride in her ability to read 
people: her initial dislike of Darcy is confirmed by Wickham’s accusations and Elizabeth 
never really doubts that they are true. We learn later, of course, that Wickham is a liar.  
 
In Darcy, we first see his lack of natural amiability. His refusal to dance when attending a 
ball and his insulting speech about Elizabeth, made to Bingley, but clearly within her 
hearing and just after he had caught her eye, reveal both a clumsy shyness and a prideful 
disdain for the opinions of others. In his investigation into Elizabeth’s character, though, 
we see the importance he places on her substance. Her looks attract him only after he 
notices her intelligence and liveliness. The manner and content of her conversation are 
what bewitch him. He is very willing to revise his initial disdainful opinion of her upon 
further observation. We see Darcy’s pride at work also in his refusal to consider the 
possibility of marrying Elizabeth because of her lack of high social connections. Darcy, 
as we find out later, was orphaned at the age of twenty three, and left in charge of 
fulfilling the Darcy family’s duties, which are substantial indeed. He takes pride in his 
role as the provider of livelihoods, order, and moral example to the people of Derbyshire.  
 
Darcy reveals his commitment to his family pride in a conversation with Elizabeth, early 
in the novel. When she comments, with tongue in cheek, that Darcy must be without any 
of the usual follies and nonsense that she is used to laughing at in others, Darcy responds: 
 

“Perhaps that is not possible for anyone. But it has been the study of my life to 
avoid those weaknesses which often expose a strong understanding to ridicule.” 
“Such as vanity and pride.” [replies Elizabeth] 
“Yes, vanity is a weakness indeed. But pride – where there is real superiority of 
mind, pride will be always under good regulation.”  
Elizabeth turned away to hide a smile. (p. 50) 
 

Darcy, as we see, has “made it the study of [his] life” to eradicate any weakness of 
character that would make him appear ridiculous in the eyes of others. His statement 
indicates the seriousness of his commitment to upholding the honor of the family name. It 
also reveals his focus on maintaining the appearance of strength in the eyes of the world. 
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The difference between avoiding weakness of character for the sake of living a good life 
and avoiding it in order that one does not appear ridiculous might not sound substantial, 
but it is this same mistake in understanding that leads Darcy to deny that pride might be a 
weakness. Darcy, in pursuing strength of character for the sake of his pride, has blinded 
himself to the potential pitfalls of that same pride. In his blindness, he has allowed his 
pride free rein, so that it has outgrown the bounds of a healthy regard for self and family 
and become excessive to the point that, as the narrator tells us, he “was continually giving 
offense,” wherever he appeared. (p. 16) Elizabeth, with her clear sight for the folly of 
others, immediately sees and smiles at Darcy’s own self deception that has fostered his 
excessive pride.  
 
Later in that same conversation, Darcy confesses that he tends to be resentful of the faults 
of others, saying, “My good opinion, once lost, is lost forever.” Elizabeth agrees, with 
perhaps too much enthusiasm, that, “Implacable resentment is a shade in a character.” 
Darcy responds: 
 

“There is, I believe, in every disposition a tendency to some particular evil, a 
natural defect, which not even the best education can overcome.” 
“And your defect is a propensity to hate everyone.” 
“And yours,” he replied with a smile, ”is willfully to misunderstand them.” (pp 
51) 

 
Here we have, in a nutshell, Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s analysis of each others’ faults. 
Darcy’s self described resentful temper grates against Elizabeth’s amiability. Her severe 
irritation at his complacency about such a fault comes out in her hyperbole: he has a 
propensity to hate everyone, she says. Darcy then immediately identifies Elizabeth’s own 
characteristic fault: that of willfully misunderstanding people.  
 
Darcy and Elizabeth both are under the illusion that their understanding and intellect have 
led them to lives of rationality and virtue. Both are deceiving themselves. Darcy is 
committed to a path of upholding the family name, but foolishly allows his pride to bloat 
into a sense of superiority, telling himself that he has it under good “regulation”. 
Elizabeth sees his mistake clearly, but doesn’t see properly where his pride comes from. 
She trusts her ability to analyze people too completely, and comes to believe her own 
hyperbolic statement that Darcy is a hateful man, even while Darcy is falling in love with 
her. Darcy sees that Elizabeth has misunderstood him, but completely misses the extent 
of her dislike for him. He seems incapable of seeing the effect his disdainful manners 
have on others. Their pride and their prejudice deceive both characters into forming 
partly true, partly false images of the other that are dependent on their partly true, partly 
false images of their own characters.  
 
Neither Elizabeth nor Darcy has the perspective to see clearly the extent of his or her own 
faults and mistakes in judgment. Because their own faults are so tied to their image of 
each other, the key to knowledge of their defects of character thus lies in each seeing the 
truth about the other. But they will never see each other more clearly without a closer 
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acquaintance than has yet been possible. Darcy’s passion for Elizabeth provides the 
means for mutual revelation when he finally proposes marriage to Elizabeth.  
 
 
Part II: The Proposal 
 
By coincidence, on the day Darcy finally proposes, Elizabeth had just learned from 
Darcy’s cousin that Darcy had been the primary force for separating his friend Mr. 
Bingley, the single man of good fortune mentioned in the first chapter of the novel, from 
Elizabeth’s sister Jane, who loves Bingley. Elizabeth, who has been in some anguish over 
Jane’s loss of her beau, is overcome with anger and distress that Darcy could have had 
the temerity to separate the couple, and the coldness of heart to brag about it to his cousin. 
Darcy picks this unhappy moment to visit her and at last tell her plainly what he thinks of 
her and propose marriage. In the struggle between his commitment to his family pride 
and his attraction to Elizabeth, attraction has won. Pride has not been completely defeated, 
though. He proposes with the clear expectation that Elizabeth will accept him, and amid 
his protestations of love, Darcy explains also his sense of the degradation it would be for 
him to marry someone with such poor connections as Elizabeth. His sense of his 
superiority is alive and well. 
 
To Darcy’s shock, Elizabeth rejects his proposal. In the following conversation, charged 
with the barely controlled anger of both parties, Elizabeth articulates her dislike of Darcy. 
She levels two charges at him, her reasons for rejecting his offer. First, he has been the 
means of separating her beloved sister Jane from the man Jane loves, Mr. Bingley. 
Second, Elizabeth repeats the story she had heard from Mr. Wickham, that Darcy had 
mistreated Wickham by withholding from him the legacy of Darcy’s father.  
 
Finally, when Darcy continues to press the matter, Elizabeth articulates her feelings, and 
in doing so, levels her third charge at him: “…from the first moment, I may almost say, 
of my acquaintance with you, your manners impressing me with the fullest belief of your 
arrogance, your conceit, and your selfish disdain for the feelings of others, were such as 
to form that groundwork of disapprobation on which succeeding events have built so 
immoveable a dislike; and I had not known you a month before I felt that you were the 
last man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed upon to marry.” (p. 164) Darcy, 
finally understanding fully her feelings towards him, can only retreat in haste.  
 
Elizabeth cannot tolerate the sort of pride that would consider another human being 
degraded, simply because of that person’s station in life. So far, Elizabeth has heard 
nothing to change her opinion that Mr. Darcy suffers from this, the “worst kind of pride.” 
(p. 159) She still believes that she is right in her characterization of him and so is ignorant 
of her own self deception until Mr. Darcy gives her a letter, the next morning, containing 
all the things he could not manage to say to Elizabeth in the moment of her rejection of 
him the day before. It provides a defense against the charges that he improperly separated 
Jane and Bingley and that he mistreated Wickham. (Darcy makes no mention of the third 
charge Elizabeth leveled at him, of his chronic disdain for others that laid the groundwork 
for her dislike of him.) As Elizabeth reads the sordid truth about Wickham’s mistreatment 
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of Darcy and his attempted seduction of Darcy’s sister, she cannot at first believe it. 
Eventually, after weighing the evidence, she must admit that Wickham has lied to her. 
“Astonishment, apprehension, and even horror oppressed her,” (p. 173) we are told. The 
horror must be from learning how easily Wickham manipulated her, as well as how 
thoroughly she has misjudged Darcy. Her extreme reaction reveals just how wedded she 
is to living a virtuous life. “Till this moment I never knew myself,” (p. 176) she cries.  
 
Though we don’t hear from the narrator about Darcy’s response to his encounter with 
Elizabeth and the disastrous proposal, the letter itself gives us a clue. It starts bitterly 
enough, but once he starts to write of Wickham, the love Darcy’s father had for him, 
Wickham’s profligacy, and his attempted seduction of Darcy’s sister Georgiana, the 
writing changes tone to become more confiding and at times almost tender. Darcy has 
never revealed this story to anyone who was not involved in the mess already. He shows 
his bedrock trust of Elizabeth’s character in giving her this explosive information, but he 
also shows his continuing care for her. “Here again I shall give you pain,” he writes, “to 
what degree only you can tell. But whatever can be the sentiments which Mr. Wickham 
has created, a suspicion of their nature shall not prevent me from unfolding his real 
character. It adds even another motive.” (p. 169) Darcy believes that Wickham has won 
Elizabeth’s heart, at least to some degree. Aside from any jealousy he may feel, he really 
does not want her to be taken in by Wickham, as his beloved sister was, almost to her 
ruin, and as his father was, until the day of his death. Towards the end of the letter, he 
justifies Elizabeth, writing that as she knew neither he nor Wickham before, and as she 
has a trusting nature, it is understandable that she would believe Wickham rather than 
himself. Finally, Darcy ends the letter with what Elizabeth later calls “charity itself” (p. 
307): “I will only add, God bless you.” (p 172) Darcy, less than a day after being 
humiliated by Elizabeth, is already moving towards forgiveness of her for her unjust 
accusations. Whether he is moving towards better self-knowledge remains to be seen.  
 
For Elizabeth, once she comes to terms with the contents of the letter, she too has 
changed in her analysis of Darcy. She still does not approve of Darcy; he has not at all 
answered her third charge of his selfish disdain for others. She thinks that he cannot 
answer this charge, that his coldness is ingrained in his temperament, and she cannot have 
any affection for such a man. Still, she can no longer hate him, and can feel the 
compliment he has given her in his love for her.  
 
Thus, the proposal scene and the letter that follows contain a strange kind of antagonistic 
intimacy, as both characters reveal themselves to the other and experience the shock of 
encountering the truth about the other, and thus the truth about their own weaknesses and 
mistakes. In the context of the spectacular mismatch of their feelings for each other, they 
are presented with the choice of whether to hold on to their incorrect assumptions or to 
learn from the encounter.  
 
Darcy, does not simply discount Elizabeth’s rejection as a sign of her own smallness of 
mind (as another character, Mr. Collins, does earlier in the novel, when rejected by 
Elizabeth). Rather, he accepts it as the result of a rational woman’s account of how his 
character appears to her. Elizabeth, rather than disbelieve Darcy’s account of the 
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Wickham affair in favor of continuing to believe in her judgment of Wickham and Darcy 
both, weighs the evidence rationally and comes to decide that Darcy must have told her 
the truth. Both Elizabeth and Darcy are at root honest people; the truth holds more power 
for them than their self-regard. Had this been the end of the novel, they would both have 
been better off in the increase of their own self-knowledge. In other words, the solution to 
the problem of how to see one’s own faults clearly, while it may require another human 
being to interact with, does not seem to require marriage to that person. Only, in this case 
at least, a botched proposal.  
 
One can imagine, under other circumstances perhaps, a philosophical friendship 
developing between Darcy and Elizabeth, in the way Socrates describes to Callicles in 
The Gorgias. As Socrates says, “the person who intends to put his soul to an adequate test, 
to see whether it lives rightly or not,” must have “knowledge, good will, and frankness2.” 
(p. 58) Socrates expresses the luck he feels in having found an interlocutor in Callicles 
who exhibits these three qualities, since he, Socrates, thinks Callicles will help him to 
discover when he has hit upon something true, specifically regarding the best way of life. 
Though it is not clear from the dialogue whether Callicles does, in fact, have these 
attributes, it makes some sense that a couple who did exhibit knowledge, good will, and 
frankness towards each other in the pursuit of a better way of life would be in a position 
to help each other. As we have seen, both Elizabeth and Darcy have shown an interest in 
living rightly. Both have some knowledge and have proved themselves to be frank with 
each other. What would remain is for each to develop good will towards the other.  Such 
a friendship could be very productive for them. It would not require marriage, but one 
could do worse than to marry such a friend. One could argue that the Bennets, Collinses, 
and Wickhams all made worse choices than this in their own marriages. Elizabeth and 
Darcy do not go this route, though. In fact, it is not clear at this point in the story whether 
it would be possible for them to have such a relationship of knowledge, good will, and 
frankness with each other. In the proposal scene, at least, their frankness was blunt 
enough to make good will towards each other difficult to maintain.   
 
Section III: Pemberly 
 
Both Darcy and Elizabeth leave Darcy’s disastrous proposal assuming they will never see 
each other again. It is not too many weeks later, though, that Elizabeth finds herself 
vacationing with her aunt and uncle in Derbyshire, and touring Darcy’s estate of 
Pemberly. As they tour the house, Elizabeth is surprised to hear the housekeeper’s 
enthusiastic account of Darcy as sweet tempered and generous hearted since childhood. 
(p. 206) Elizabeth’s firmest opinion of Darcy as cold and disdainful is rocked.  “Some 
people call him proud; but I am sure I never saw anything of it,” says the servant. “To my 
fancy, it is only because he doesn’t rattle away like other young men.” (p. 207) 
 
Elizabeth finds Mr. Darcy’s portrait in the gallery. “…she stood before the canvas on 
which he was represented, and fixed his eyes upon herself”. (p. 208) This moment is a 
turning point for Elizabeth, as she puts herself under the regard of the painted Darcy with 

                                                 
2 Zeyl, Donald J. Gorgias. Indianapolis, IN, Hackett Publishing Company: 1987. 
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“earnest contemplation.” As his image on the wall smiles down at her, a smile she 
remembers its owner to have bestowed on her more than once, the housekeeper tells her 
the painting was done at the time when his father was still alive. Elizabeth thinks more 
clearly about Darcy’s position as master of Pemberly. Rather than the wealth, beauty, and 
elegance, she thinks of the people. She realizes how much power Darcy has to give 
pleasure or pain to the many who are dependent upon him, and therefore how valuable 
the praise of one of those dependent people is. Elizabeth, with all of her spirited 
allegiance to justice and kindness, cannot help but admire someone who does so much 
good for those who depend upon him. 
 
The reminder that he was orphaned and given full responsibility of the estate at such a 
young age, must also give her another way to account for his previous insulting behavior. 
Rather than a man lacking all feeling for others, he is transformed in her mind into a 
young man full of feeling, but who has been given all the weight of Pemberly and the 
responsibilities of the family name to bear. Such a man might well fall into the error of 
excessive family pride. But such an error can be forgiven, and Elizabeth finally does 
begin to forgive Darcy his insults to her: “…she thought of his regard with a deeper 
sentiment of gratitude than it had ever raised before; she remembered its warmth, and 
softened its impropriety of expression” (p. 208). 
 
Further surprises come as Elizabeth and her relatives happen upon Darcy himself, who 
has returned from town unexpectedly. Darcy now has his chance to respond, in action, to 
Elizabeth’s third charge against him, the charge that he is full of disdain for others. He 
responds well, astonishing her again and again with his civil behavior, his kind attention 
to her aunt and uncle, some of the lowly relatives he spoke so insultingly of in his 
proposal to her, and most of all, his lack of pretension towards or grievance against her, 
after her unfair treatment of him and rejection of his offer.  
 
Thus begins the renewal of Darcy’s and Elizabeth’s acquaintance, with friendly civility 
on his side, and astonishment on hers. Each character has transformed in attitude toward 
the other. Elizabeth’s state of mind is easier to determine, since we have the benefit of her 
point of view in the narrative. She has gone from hating Darcy towards the beginning of 
the novel to a cold kind of respect since receiving his letter after the proposal. His 
friendliness towards her at Pemberly leads to something new. “But above all, above 
respect and esteem, there was a motive within her of goodwill that could not be 
overlooked. It was gratitude. Gratitude not merely for once having loved her, but for 
loving her still well enough to forgive all the petulance and acrimony of her manner in 
rejecting him, and all the unjust accusations accompanying her rejection.” (p. 220)  
 
Elizabeth’s gratitude and esteem are the beginning of affection, as the narrator tells us. (p. 
231) This feeling is explicitly distinguished from the captivation she felt for Wickham at 
the beginning of the novel and is marked both by rational accounts to herself of how well 
she and Darcy suit each other and by irrational and confused feelings of repentance and 
jealousy. (p.259) 
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We are given less information about Darcy’s state of mind at this point. Certainly he has 
lost his expectation that Elizabeth will return his feelings, and much of the pride that went 
along with that expectation. Whatever he feels for her at this point, it is no longer 
opposed to his family pride, but seems to be rooted, as Elizabeth’s feelings for him are, in 
gratitude.  Later in the novel, Darcy exclaims to Elizabeth, “What do I not owe you!” (p. 
308) referring to the lesson of humiliation she taught him by rejecting his initial marriage 
proposal to her. If nothing else, it seems that rather than looking down on Elizabeth and 
suffering the pain of his attraction to her, as he was at the beginning of the novel, he feels 
in her debt and is hoping for some return of his affection. This change in perspective 
must go along with some kind of change in how his desire for her is oriented.  
 
Esteem, forgiveness, and gratitude are different qualities than they were starting to 
possess before their reacquaintance at Pemberly, when their knowledge of virtue and 
their frankness towards each other led me to speculate about philosophical friendship. At 
this point in the story, their self knowledge has greatly improved, as has their good will. 
Their frankness suffers, however: from the time Elizabeth leaves Pemberly after news of 
Lydia’s scandalous elopement reaches her, until nearly the end of the novel, Elizabeth 
and Darcy think of each other and wonder about the other’s feelings, but they do not 
speak more than a few polite superficialities to each other. The transformation that leaves 
Elizabeth wanting Darcy and leaves Darcy hoping for Elizabeth somehow leaves them 
unable to speak to each other. 
 
Section IV: Beyond Education 
 
Let’s go back to Darcy’s comment on temperament from early in the novel. “There is, I 
believe, in every disposition a tendency to some particular evil, a natural defect, which 
not even the best education can overcome.” (p. 51) We see evidence of defects that are 
not overcome throughout the novel: Mr. Bennet’s lack of moral energy, Mrs. Bennet’s 
nervousness, Mr. Collins’ servile pomposity, Mr. Wickham’s deceitful smarminess, 
Lydia Bennet’s imprudence. When Darcy and Elizabeth encountered the truth about their 
own misjudgments, it looked like an improvement for them. At least two of the characters 
just mentioned, however, seem to have a good level of self-knowledge. Mr. Bennet 
comments explicitly and with self conscious irony on his own ability to avoid facing his 
obligations, for instance, (p. 249) and Mr. Wickham is portrayed as wondering how much 
Elizabeth has been told of his bad behavior. It looks like self-knowledge may not be 
sufficient to bring about self-improvement. 
 
Darcy’s and Elizabeth’s typical faults, on the other hand, are nowhere to be seen in the 
latter part of the novel. Elizabeth, who suffered from a too quick judgment of others in 
the service of her pride and of her enjoyment of laughing at human folly, does attempt to 
judge whether Darcy still loves her or not after she leaves Pemberly.  She cannot believe 
that Darcy, whatever his feelings, will overcome his scorn of Lydia and his resentment of 
Wickham enough to engage himself to Elizabeth and join such a family. She cannot quite 
stop hoping that her judgment is wrong, though, especially once she hears of his 
involvement in Lydia’s marriage. (p. 271-272) Her relationship (or lack of one) to Darcy 
has become her focus, rather than her ability to judge people. Her habits of quick decision 
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in the service of her own pride recede in the face of her care for Darcy and her pride in 
him. (p. 272) 
 
It turns out that Elizabeth’s judgment is wrong in this case. Mr. Darcy does overcome his 
admitted resentful nature to the point that he still wants to marry Elizabeth, though he 
will become in the process brother-in-law to Wickham, a man he despises. Wickham’s 
outrageous behavior against Darcy and others is apparently no longer the central focus of 
Darcy’s attention. Though his opinion of Wickham has not changed, his attention is 
rather on how to manage Wickham’s vice in a way that will cause the least amount of 
trouble for Elizabeth and her family. Darcy’s transformation is complete enough that he 
goes to much trouble, embarrassment, and expense to find Lydia and Wickham after they 
elope and persuade them to marry. In other words, Elizabeth’s welfare becomes central to 
Darcy and his personal resentment of Wickham is beside the point. 
 
If Darcy is correct, that “not even the best education” can overcome temperamental flaws, 
then something else is at work in these two characters, something beyond education and 
more effective than self-knowledge alone. Whatever is at work, it gives them a different 
perspective on what is important, changing their focus away from their own concerns and 
towards the welfare of each other. Though it is clear to the reader that both Elizabeth and 
Darcy are willing to commit to a life together after Elizabeth leaves Pemberly, they are 
unable or unwilling speak to each other until almost the very end of the novel. It appears 
that even when each character has identified the person who can help him or her to live a 
better life they still cannot come together. 
  
Their silence towards each other regarding any issue of importance lasts for several 
weeks, through the drama of Lydia Bennet’s elopement and engagement to Wickham and 
through several visits Darcy makes to Elizabeth’s house once Lydia and Wickham are 
safely married and out of town. It is only broken after Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine, 
interferes by trying to disrupt an engagement that she had mistakenly believed was about 
to be formed between them. In attempting to forbid the engagement, she unwittingly 
gives the two reason to hope that marriage might be possible. Once hope is kindled, 
communication and engagement to marry soon follow.  
 
Within one of the conversations they have after they are finally engaged to be married, 
Elizabeth asks Darcy directly why he did not speak to her when he visited her before their 
engagement. “Because you were grave and silent, and gave me no encouragement,” he 
says. “But I was embarrassed,” she replies. “And so was I.” (p. 318) At the beginning of 
the novel, each character suffered from pride to the point that each thought the other was 
lower in some way: Elizabeth thought Darcy was devoid of proper feeling for his fellow 
man, and Darcy focused on Elizabeth’s socially lower and often foolish family relations. 
It is one thing to be playful, angry, or frank with someone who is beneath you in some 
way, but quite another to speak plainly to one who has humbled you, as each does to the 
other in the proposal scene and the following letter. The knowledge of their own faults 
that they gained from their angry interaction during Darcy’s proposal, taught them both 
that they had misjudged and injured the other. Given the desire each has for the other’s 
good opinion after their encounter at Pemberly, neither has the courage to risk the other’s 
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scorn by speaking openly of his or her feelings. Only once they have some rational 
evidence to support their hope for the other’s regard, via Lady Catherine, do they drum 
up the courage to speak plainly to each other.  
 
Once they do reveal their feelings for each other, after Darcy again asks Elizabeth to 
marry him and she agrees, their conversation takes an interesting turn. Each of them 
expresses gratitude towards the other, confesses having mistreated the other in some way, 
and receives forgiveness. Darcy, full of self-recrimination, declares that he cannot think 
of his behavior in his first proposal to Elizabeth “without abhorrence.” “The recollection 
of…my manners, my expressions during the whole of it is now, and has been many 
months, inexpressibly painful to me.” (p. 306) Elizabeth assures him that she has “long 
been most heartily ashamed” of her former words to him. Later, it is Elizabeth’s turn to 
admit guilt. “How you must have hated me after that evening?” (p. 308) meaning after 
her rejection of his first proposal. The expression is grammatically worded as an 
exclamation, but ends with a question mark. Elizabeth is both expressing her conviction 
of Darcy’s justified hatred of her, however short lived, and at the same time is asking him 
to reassure her, which he does. In this mutual confession and forgiveness, each accepts 
the other fully and the past is oriented and explained in terms of their present relationship. 
 
Once they become engaged to marry, we get a glimpse of how their relationship will 
continue to strengthen the virtue of each. In their final conversation of the novel, 
Elizabeth playfully tries to account for why it is that Darcy was ever attracted to her, and 
has decided that he loved her for her impertinence, her near rudeness, to him in their early 
acquaintance. She says, “Had you not been really amiable you would have hated me for 
[my impertinence]; but in spite of the pains you took to disguise yourself, your feelings 
were always noble and just…” (p.317) He made plain to her in his previous discussions 
with her that his “abhorrence” of his own behavior towards Elizabeth weighs on him. In 
the turn of one phrase, “…in spite of the pains you took to disguise yourself,” Elizabeth 
has recast Darcy’s pride and disdain as an attempt at camouflage, as if he were too 
modest to express his true noble and generous self. In contrast with this gentle, playful 
manner of helping him to reconcile himself to his own past, recall her angry frankness in 
referring, during his first proposal to her, to his “arrogance, …conceit, and… selfish 
disdain.” (p. 164) She and he both know that he was prideful to the point of offense, but 
now, because of their mutual acceptance, she can use her own playful manner to show 
him the way to forgive himself, through humor, as she has already forgiven him. Unlike 
her father, who teases Mrs. Bennet almost without mercy, Elizabeth is using her wit not 
to undercut Darcy, but to help him let go of his past mistakes. 
 
In that same conversation, their talk turns to Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine, who had been 
so steadfastly opposed to their marriage. “Shall you ever have the courage to announce to 
Lady Catherine what is to befall her?” asks Elizabeth. “I am more likely to want time 
than courage, Elizabeth. But it ought to be done, and if you will give me a sheet of paper, 
it shall be done directly,” he replies. (p. 318) In this exchange, Darcy gently refuses to 
laugh either at the prospect of Lady Catherine’s dismay over the news of their marriage 
or at the possibility of him lacking the courage to give her the news. He exhibits the kind 
of straightforward moral goodness that Elizabeth must have seen so little of in her own 
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parents and he draws her in to help him by asking her to hand him the paper he needs to 
begin. Elizabeth, so used to being the amused observer of others’ folly is now a partner in 
the exercise of virtue in the world. This exercise continues after their marriage, when, as 
we are told, they provide better society for Elizabeth’s sister Kitty, relieve some of the 
habitual debt that Lydia and Wickham accrue, educate Darcy’s sister in human 
relationships, and continue the work of improving the lot of those who depend on the 
residents of Pemberly. (pp. 321-323) 
 
Like the marriages of the Bennets, Collinses, and Wickhams, Darcy and Elizabeth’s 
marriage is formed with social and sexual union in mind. Unlike for the other marriages, 
though, Darcy and Elizabeth do not have a primary motivation, such as social standing or 
financial stability, for joining with each other. Rather, the Darcys are re-forming 
themselves to be better human beings through their marriage. The self-knowledge they 
gained after Darcy’s first proposal to Elizabeth has been joined by the gratitude and 
forgiveness felt by each and proclaimed to each other. Within this relationship of 
acknowledged acceptance and esteem, they are able to give each other a new view of how 
to live well. 
 
What started off bearing some resemblance to a philosophical friendship has turned into 
something else. As Socrates knew well, for a relationship of knowledge, good will, and 
frankness to exist, each party must be devoted to finding the truth about the question at 
hand. As we see depicted in Pride and Prejudice, though, (and as Socrates doubtless also 
knew well) people are rarely if ever fully devoted to finding out the truth on the question 
of how to live rightly. Pride, passion, and worldly concerns all get in the way.  
 
In the scene just described, in which Elizabeth playfully recasts Darcy’s former 
disdainful nature and Darcy invites Elizabeth to help him write to Lady Catherine, each 
provides the perspective that the other needs. Rather than frankly declare what the other 
ought to be thinking or doing, they demonstrate to each other a different way of looking 
at themselves and the world, simply by being who they are. At the same time, each tacitly 
invites the other to join in. In the process, each gains the perspective that will allow their 
character defects not to disappear, but to recede into the background. The gratitude each 
feels and the forgiveness each gives make this relationship possible because each values 
the perspective of the other more than his or her own pride. Austen gives us a picture of 
what marriage can lead to at its best: a transformation of the self into something more and 
better than what is possible alone, the result of what “not even the best education” can 
give. Elizabeth and Darcy have this sort of marriage.  
 
The Bennets probably could not have reached this kind of intimacy and mutual 
acceptance, due to the degree of difference in their temperaments. They might have come 
closer to it, though, if Mr. Bennet had not given up on the marriage once he realized how 
mistaken he had been in his evaluation of Mrs. Bennet’s character. The Collinses never 
desired this kind of relationship: Mr. Collins is too self important to ever admit anyone 
else fully into his thoughts, and Mrs. Collins, Charlotte, is satisfied with managing him, 
in return for her social standing as his wife. Their happiness lies in her ability to manage 
him without rancor, and will last as long as Charlotte can continue to tolerate his 
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foolishness with grace. The Wickhams, with their mutual inability to control their 
passions, never had a chance at such mutual acceptance, though they were happy for a 
time with the physical version of intimacy.  
 
I began this lecture by quoting the sentence that starts the novel, and considering two 
interpretations of it: one that rested on the witty acknowledgement of human greed and 
self deception and one that rested on a straightforward recognition of our need for each 
other, specifically with respect to marriage. Something like a synthesis of these two 
attitudes occurs in the marriage of Elizabeth and Darcy. Elizabeth, having grown up with 
Mr. Bennet as her favorite parent, likes to laugh at human weakness, but has had little 
authoritative example in her life of straightforward moral goodness. Elizabeth benefits 
from her marriage in having a living example of steadfast and straightforward goodness 
in her life. Darcy doesn’t laugh at human folly: he shuns it. This became a problem for 
him when he himself, because of the folly of his overweening pride, treated the woman 
he loves with contempt, as he did in his initial proposal to Elizabeth. He cannot forgive 
himself for this behavior without Elizabeth’s example of teaching him to “be laughed at.” 
(p. 310) Wit comes in handy when a straightforward understanding of our own failings is 
overwhelming.  
 
Pride and Prejudice is not a pure social critique, nor a romance, nor a morality tale.  It 
has some resemblance to all of these genres, though. As we have seen, wit and 
playfulness, passion, folly, reason, love of virtue, gratitude and forgiveness are all deftly 
woven into the story of Elizabeth and Darcy. In the process, we are given a glimpse of 
how one might transcend the universal faults of self interest, greed, pride, and prejudice, 
not by banishing or losing them, which is surely impossible, but by allowing them to lose 
their hold over us through intimacy with another human being who suits us; one we can 
love, work with, laugh at and laugh with. It is no surprise that such a possibility, 
presented with Austen’s consummate skill and grace, leaves the reader full of pleasure 
and joy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


