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Abstract: 
 

The concept of women empowerment has now been considered to a prerequisite for sustainable 

development of any given society. But this bitter truth has been ignored for generations till the end of  

the eighteenth century. The concept of ‘feminism’ can broadly be treated as the twentieth century  

phenomenon that comes to the mainstream narrative in the last decades of the nineteenth century.  

Until the early period of nineteenth century women were compelled to endure discrimination due to 

the dominance of patriarchy. Though this issue had been the subject of some of the prominent writers  

of the early nineteenth century, women were hardly granted any freedom of choice or expression. The 

present paper will focus on the theme of suppression of women, and their exploitation & deprivation 

as depicted by Jane Austen in the novel Pride and Prejudice. The novelist’s dealing with the question of 

women rights can be considered to be the precursor of feminist movement that gained legitimacy in  

the last decades of the nineteenth century. Austen uses her writings to change the mindset of her  

readers by portraying her characters as independent, strong, wise and bold enough to claim more  

equitable access to socio-political and economic power. 
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The tradition of the subjugation of a woman throughout generations has long been practiced 

in England without any disturbance until late eighteenth century. The beginning of the next 

century started witnessing women’s struggle, for equal rights & opportunities in education, 

politics and job market, which proved to be a massive challenge to maintain the status quo 

of the patriarchal society. In the early period of the 19th century, a woman was not supposed 

to pursue higher education and remained within the boundaries of the house since the 

concept of the ‘angel in the house’ had been predominant. In this connection we may agree 

with Mary Poovey who claimed that women had been expected to ‘appear unnaturally  

humble’ and ‘emotionally docile’ (Poovey21). But such traditional worldview regarding the 

women started to be challenged. Women were striving to improve their status and utility in 

the society which gave birth to women movement. The movement, according to Nancy F  

Cott, aims at certain objectives such as “to initiate measures of charitable benevolence,  

temperance, and social welfare, and struggle for civic rights, social freedoms, higher 

education, remunerative occupations, and the ballot” (03). Although a woman of good  

fortune had certain rights to raise her voice to have some power & scope in certain areas, the 

women belonging to middle & lower classes have hardly any scope to raise their concerns. 

During the period, a woman was fully dependent on her husband since she was 

discriminated both socially and economically. She was not supposed to be a wage earner  

since it was quite unnatural for her to do so. As a result of consciousness and struggle, the 

conventional notion of womanhood started shifting from its patriarchal biasness towards  

more sophisticated society where the demands for the women rights were started gaining  

ground. This gradually gives legitimacy to the feminist movement in its various forms and 

in one stage it gives birth to the concept of ‘the new woman’ which focuses on the 

emancipation of women from social expectation and convention imposed upon them by the 

tradition of patriarchal society. Naturally, women’s struggle, their socio-economic condition, 

and the political atmosphere became one of the dominant topics in literature, and some of  

the intellectual personalities were in favour of women empowerment. Jane Austen is one of  

such writers who have been successful in representing the concerns of the women of the late 

eighteenth & the early nineteenth centuries in their creative writings. 

 
Jane Austen, one of the greatest novelists of the 19 th century occupies a significant place in 

the history of English literature with her subtle artistic caliber in imparting realism in her  

novels. Her father was an Oxford educated clergyman who was an enthusiastic learner and 

her mother was a humorous & aristocratic woman. Although Jane Austen was not able to 

receive formal education due to the then socio-political restrictions for the women of her age 

and financial crisis in the family, she was able to enrich herself through the access to the  

library of her father at a very young age. She was, indeed, very much passionate and 

devoted towards reading. Such kind of enthusiastic attachment towards reading was very 

rare, and even inappropriate to a young lady of Austen’s time. The affectionate and friendly 

family circle offered Austen an inspiring and enkindling context for writing at the age of 



Consortium: An International Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies; Volume 1, Issue 1, June, 2021 36  

fifteen. Eventually, she came to be known as one of the leading novelists of all ages.  

Although English literature witnessed the emergence of novel in the first half of 18th century, 

it took its modern shape through the pen of Austen in its treatment of everyday life in a 

realistic fashion. 

 
Austen was interested to situate her novels within the local context which was far from the 

heat & turmoil of the political upheavals happening in and around England. She was 

basically motivated by personal, artistic & social considerations and kept herself aloof from  

commenting on the world affairs. She never did venture in an area which was unknown to  

her and used to pick up the theme within the range of her experiences. In her novels, Austen 

has minutely portrayed the concerns of the women belonged to the middle class. As already 

been mention, the society was led by patriarchal conventions in which men held the 

economic and social power. In such a society, marriage was the sole option for women to 

have financial success and if a woman wanted to remain single, the surrounding atmosphere 

would often go beyond her capacity to bear with. Austen’s heroines are lively and 

courageous enough to overcome insurmountable hardships in their resolution not to marry 

merely for monetary security but for love though they never disregard the pleasure of  

comfortable living. Austen uses humour & social commentary to give a realistic touch on the 

subjugation & the exploitation of the women. She is basically recognized for her faithful  

observation of the subject, unbiased representation of the same in the writing with a firm  

conviction though her range is very limited. The discussion of the present paper will be 

focused on Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and will show how the heroine Elizabeth goes 

against the conventional tradition in her pursuit of suitable husband. In the present novel  

Elizabeth becomes the champion in the cause of emancipation of the women though she 

accepts her role to become the wife of his soul mate Mr. Darcy by rectifying each other. She 

embodies the underlying trend of the new women who are eager to be emancipated and 

empowered. In fact, through her Jane Austen conveys a thought- provoking message against 

the discriminatory traditions of patriarchy which seemed to have an echo in John Stuart  

Mill’s who once claimed, “What is now called the nature of women is an eminently artificial 

thing – the result of forced repression in some directions, unnaturally stimulation in others” 

(Mill 26). 

 
The main plot of the present novel centres round the love- story of Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy 

which turns into a blissful marriage after overcoming a series of obstacles and personal  

biasness against each other. If one goes through the novel, one will come across various 

customs & traditions as depicted by Austen. It talks about a society where a woman is  

treated as a saleable commodity in the market of matrimony; therefore, she is always  

expected to represent herself in a fashionable manner. Elizabeth never hesitates to tread 

down the conventional norms that go against her will. For instance, when her mother  

reminds of her bad appearance if she walks three miles to Netherfield through dust, she 
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replies “I shall be very fit to see Jane – which is all I want” (Austen 24). She gives little 

importance to her own appearance since she is more concerned about the health condition of 

her sister Jane than what the others would thought about her ‘lineage’ & ‘upbringings’. The 

most striking think about Elizabeth’s character is her deliberate use of wit in a humorous  

way which makes her favourite to her father and least favourite to her mother. She is quite 

confident & outspoken which help her draw the attention of Mr. Darcy. Despite belonging 

to a comparatively lower class Miss Elizabeth dares Lady Catherine with her subtle 

commentary that causes her disapproval and contempt. But at the same time, she gains  

admiration from Mr. Darcy. She is very interesting & jolly character and likes to laugh at the 

follies& vanities of anyone else. Although she possesses critical mind and is very accurate in 

summing up the most people around her, she fails to do the same in case of Mr. Darcy and 

Mr. Wickham because of the incorrect information she receives. But in rest cases she is quite 

right in recognizing the other characters. For example, she easily recognizes Mr. Collins as a 

fool, Lady Catherine as a tyrant and Caroline Bingley as nasty piece of work. It is her power 

of self-sufficiency that makes her character appealing & charismatic. 

 
Austen in the present novel addresses the issue of the class distinction and reveals how the  

people used to draw barriers based on economic & social positions. The people in the upper 

class were reluctant to approve any kind of relationship with the people belonging to lower 

rung of societal ladder. That’s why Mr. Darcy initially hesitates to offer Elizabeth marriage  

proposal though he became mesmerized with her dazzling beauty. Pride of a man of wealth 

and his class consciousness compel him not to mix up with the people belonging to other  

classes. He is also seen to deny dancing with Elizabeth who, is mentally superior to most  

other young ladies of her age, takes revenge on him by denying his first marriage proposal. 

When Lady Catherine comes to know about the planning of her nephew to marry Elizabeth, 

she directly arrives at Longbourn House to remind Elizabeth of her ‘low connect’ that would 

belittle Mr. Darcy among his friends & relatives. But Elizabeth replies her in a very strong 

way, 

 
No principle of either, would be violated by my marriage with Mr. Darcy. 

And with regard to the resentment his family, or the indignation of the 

world, if the former were excited by his marrying me, it would not give me 

one moment’s concern – and the world in general would have to much sense 

to join in the scorn (Austen 346). 

 
The present novel captures the glimpses of a time when the British economy was the 

fastest growing economy of the world due to the rapid expansion of the British colonial 

power across the world. The condition of England was ‘favourable in every sector including 

agriculture, industry, transport and foreign trade’ (Court, 1965: 03). Naturally, there came  

into existence a middle class who aspired to gain more social & political establishment. The 

lifestyle of the emerging section was quite similar to the upper class. As a result the exiting 
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elite section saw them as a threat to their own relevance & existence. Consequently, they 

wanted to maintain the social status quo and looked down upon the rest. They are also 

conscious of their specific feature & distinction. In this novel, Miss Bingley and her sister  

underestimate Bennet family because they are not equally wealthy. The people in the upper 

class were snobbish & boastful. Being brought up under the care of governess was 

considered to be a sign of aristocracy whereas those brought up without governess were 

thought to be ignorant of the world. During her conversation with Elizabeth Lady Catherine 

gets surprised and says, “Then who taught you? Who attended to you? Without a 

governess, you must have been neglected” (Austen 207). Darcy has been brought up to be  

proud & conceited person since he belongs to the aristocratic society. In the opening section 

of the novel, he is seen to defend his stand but Elizabeth’s refusal of his proposal becomes an 

eye-opener for him. He gradually understands the drawbacks of such attitude and succeeds 

in turning himself into an amicable & acceptable to all, and willfully stretches his helping 

hands towards others. Both Mr. Darcy and Miss Elizabeth, in the final section of the novel,  

have been successful in proving themselves to be an ideal couple made for each other. As  

her partner he deserves as much attention as Elizabeth does despite the fact that the novel is 

written from the female perspective. He becomes an embodiment of an ideal husband who 

possesses various qualities including intelligence, rationality, the ability to do right action 

and truthfulness. 

 
Interestingly enough Elizabeth’s mother is seen to uphold the values patriarchy whereas her 

father inspires & ignites Elizabeth to challenge such traditional norms by using logic & 

reason. Consequently, she has been accustomed to question everything around her, and this 

seems to be part & parcel of her daily life. She is now very prompt in applying a mode of  

resistance to put aside the discriminatory social conventions. Such type of resistance & 

questioning gave birth to feminist moment that came to be prominently visible in the last 

decades of the nineteenth century. Therefore, it can be inferred from the analysis that the  

origin of the ‘feminist movement’ can be traced back in the intellectual & literary output of  

the in the late eighteenth century &beginning of the nineteenth century. In this connection  

the example of Mary Wollstonecraft can be taken into consideration. She raised her concern  

about the suppression of women of the contemporary society, and was in favour of granting 

rights to the women. She wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) which came as a 

reaction to those philosophers of the 18 th century who opined that women should not be 

given rational education. She argued that women deserved equal opportunity in education 

as fundamental right just like their male counterparts. Besides, it has national importance 

since they have the responsibility of taking care & rising up the children who would be the 

stakeholders of the nation in the years to come. She argued, “Make women rational 

creatures, and free citizens, and they will quickly become good wives and mothers” 

(Wollstonecraft 209). 
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As has already been mentioned, Elizabeth unlike her contemporary young ladies never  

wishes to marry a person solely for gaining social rank and monetary success. Naturally she 

at once denies the marriage proposal of Mr. Collins. The incident of rejection shows the  

strength of her determination and she does not move even an inch despite drawing wrath of 

her mother. This is very rare and even unimaginable in the nineteenth century. She believes 

that the man she does not like cannot bring happiness in marriage. That’s why she did not  

hesitate to deny Mr. Collins without any delay. She replies him in a very polite but boldly 

manner: 

I do assure you that I am not one of those young ladies (if such young ladies  

there are) who are so daring as to risk their happiness on the chance of being 

asked a second time. I am perfectly serious in my refusal. You could not  

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

who could make you so (Austen 134). 

 
She does not subscribe the traditional view that a woman should accept the roles imposed 

upon them by the social convention and act as ‘an angel in the house’ without any question. 

In this connection we may agree with Lorna Ellis who pointed out that Elizabeth 

“demonstrate alienation from social expectation that she should always consider herself the 

potential object of courtship and thus of male gaze” (116). She has been successful in  

proving that she is not a commodity rather she has the caliber to be an equal shareholder to  

her male counterpart. 

 
The existence of the close family bonding used to play a vital role in the daily affairs of the 

people in this era. It may either help or obstruct in the development of a given character. In  

this regard, the attachment of the Bennet sisters can be taken into consideration. They are  

very interactive in their thick & thin, and such sort of bonding can be seen between 

Elizabeth & Jane who encourage and support one another. But same familial attachment  

became a burden if something is imposed upon one. In the present novel Mrs. Bennet is  

found to be very much eager to retain family fortune by giving her consent to Mr. Collins to 

marry one of her daughters despite her daughters are reluctance to marry the gentleman.  

Therefore, this became an obstacle in the way of Elizabeth’s prospect to have a conjugal  

relationship with Mr. Darcy who also faces same sort of problem (from his family) in his 

willingness to unite with Elizabeth. 

 
In the course of time, Elizabeth has become gradually matured, and has grown 

consciousness to have control over her own tongue though she used to comment on anyone 

without any hesitation. After the incident of the elopement of her younger sister Lydia with 

Mr. Wickham family reputation gets contaminated. She makes calculated steps to resolve 

the matter. Elizabeth can comfortably counter Mr. Darcy with befitting reply despite the fact 

that she is without any formal education from any academic institution. She reminds Mr.  

Darcy that “Every person… has some special fault of character which even the best 
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education cannot entirely cure” (Austen 340). Her argumentation reflects her firm conviction 

that in no way a woman is inferior to her male counterpart provided that she is given proper 

care & congenial ambiance. She is very much realistic in her approach to love & courtship.  

She does not consider the courtship a right process to get married. She is in favour of 

knowing thoroughly the person she is going to engage with. When she comes to know about 

Charlotte’s engagement to Mr. Collins she reacted that such union is quite ‘impossible’ (!) in 

the ideal sense of the term. She opines that Charlotte enters into the wedlock with Mr. 

Collins because of gaining material prosperity which is nothing but ‘a fair compromise’. On 

the other hand, while she is able to clear her doubts regarding Mr. Darcy, she gives her  

consent to marry him. Their relationship takes its full-fledged form when they start 

understanding each other with affection & care. The ending of the present novel shows that 

she is the happiest person on the surface of this planet. In order to reach at this stage, she has 

to undergo drastic changes but at the same time she has been successful in changing Mr.  

Darcy through benevolent warmth of love & careful tenderness. 

 
In fine, it can be conferred that Jane Austen has tried to uphold the belief that every human  

being should be given equal opportunity to do everything irrespective of class, race and sex. 

No one should be deprived from exercising equal opportunity for the development of one’s 

future. Her heroine Elizabeth appears to be her mouthpiece who seems to echo Austen’s 

believe that men & women are equally independent, therefore, should have freedom to  

decide their ‘own destiny’. Through Elizabeth Austen makes her audience conscious that  

time has come up for abandoning the age-old conceptions that women are inefficient, 

subordinate and inferior to their male counterparts. Austen is, thus, quite successful in her  

attempt to point out the faults in the system of power structure of the society by questioning 

the prevalent values of the English society. But in Jane Austen there are several conflicting 

situation regarding her position towards women struggle for equal rights & opportunities.  

But such types of shortcomings can be overlooked by considering the socio-political and 

cultural ambiance of Jane Austen’s time. In this connection the authority of Laura Dabundo 

can be taken into consideration. She once claimed that Jane Austen is, in fact, a “product of  

her times, even as she looks beyond them” (Dabundo 47). Nevertheless, the heroine 

Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice has been succeeded to be a pioneer of the ‘new women’ in  

her endeavour to fight against the discriminatory societal norms and will remain as a vital  

source of inspiration for the generations yet to come. 
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