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   Question 1
   Manners and Society in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
   In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen presents a wide spectrum of
   manners such that though it might appear that Jane Bennet is the
   best-mannered representative of middle-class femininity, it is
   actually Elizabeth Bennet who achieves a better balance between the
   two ends of the spectrum that defines manners – expression and
   constraint. On the one hand, there is excess expression of desire, as
   seen in Mrs Bennet and Lydia Bennet, which makes them seem vulgar. On
   the other hand, there is excess virtue, as in the case of Jane, which
   results in her lacking agency. In both cases, there would be an
   absence of social mobility without outside interference. Perfect
   middle-class manners, however, would entail just the correct balance
   between the desire/virtue binary, as well as between
   expression/constraint binary to remain true to oneself while achieving
   social mobility. Such a perfect balance is not seen in any character
   in Pride and Prejudice but rather we get characters that fall along
   different points in the spectrum at various points in the novel, with
   Elizabeth coming closest to it by the end.
   Jane is seen by the rest of society as the perfect embodiment of
   middle-class manners because she allows a role to be imposed upon her.
   From the very beginning, there is evidence of Jane intentionally
   stifling her desires to maintain a certain profile amongst society.
   For example, after the first ball, where Bingley singles her out by
   dancing with her twice, it is only when she is with Elizabeth that she
   expresses how she feels about him – “When Jane and Elizabeth were
   alone, the former, who had been cautious in her praise of Mr Bingley
   before, expressed to her sister how very much she admired him” (9).
   Such a guarded response is apparently a familiar one from Jane.
   Similarly, Elizabeth’s remark, “You have liked many a stupider
   person,” indicates that it is not a lack of feeling but a lack of
   expression that has resulted in Jane being unmarried at twenty-three.
   Even Elizabeth, who steadfastly defends her sister in every way, at
   one point “[feels] that Jane’s feelings, though fervent, were little
   displayed, and that there was a constant complacency in her air and
   manner, not often united with great sensibility” (160).
   As the novel progresses, it is interesting to note that it is
   eventually Elizabeth’s convictions about Jane, and not Jane’s manners,
   that change Darcy’s mind, and he encourages his friend to propose. In
   fact, Jane’s minimal expressivity is partly responsible for the ease
   with which Darcy initially convinces Bingley that she feels nothing
   for him. Without Elizabeth to express Jane’s feelings, then, Bingley
   would never have proposed. Jane’s first fault in this case is her
   indelible adherence to sense over sensibility because of which she
   fails to distinguish herself from the rest of the rising middle-class
   women whose avarice would lead them to do anything to achieve social
   success. From Jane’s interactions with Elizabeth, it is clear that she
   has interests other than just financial in Bingley – love – but she
   fails to distinguish herself from those whose primary interest would
   be his large income and estate. Her second fault is that she fails to
   make her feelings clear to Bingley, and as such she enables Darcy to
   interfere without much effort. She values conformity so much that she
   represses her desires to the extent that she loses her individuality.
   And it is clear even towards the end that this fear of ruffling the
   feathers of society is still prevalent in Jane – “I am glad of one
   thing; that [Mr Bingley returns to Netherfield alone]; because we
   shall see the less of him. Not that I am afraid of myself, but I dread
   other people’s remarks” (252). At this point, though Jane clearly
   still has feelings for Bingley, her stifled feelings make themselves
   known, as she “[is not] able to hear of his coming, without changing
   colour” (252). Yet she manages to convince herself that she doesn’t:
   “In spite of her sister’s declared, and really believed to be her
   feelings, in the expectation of [Bingley’s] arrival…” (252).
   Despite being proved wrong on various occasions, most notably in her
   estimation of Wickham and Miss Bingley, Jane steadfastly refuses to
   change her philosophy. She is inclined to see everyone’s intentions as
   being essentially good. It is only Miss Bingley’s unmistakeable
   coldness towards her when she is in London that “allows Jane to
   deceive herself no longer” and though she “endeavoured to persuade
   herself that she did not regret it; she could no longer be blind to
   Miss Bingley’s inattention” (114). She herself admits, when discussing
   Miss Bingley’s behaviour towards her, “I do not at all comprehend her
   reason for wishing to be intimate with me, but if the same
   circumstances were to happen again, I am sure I should be deceived
   again” (114). This proves to be true, for she is shocked when
   Elizabeth tells her of Wickham’s behaviour to Darcy’s sister, and
   tries unsuccessfully to absolve both parties from any blame: “What a
   stroke this was for poor Jane! Who would willingly have gone through
   the world without believing that so much wickedness existed in the
   whole race of mankind, as was here collected in one individual” (171).
   And later on, she thinks that disclosing Wickham’s character sooner
   would not have prevented Lydia’s predicament and would have been
   unfair on Wickham. When Elizabeth suggests they should have spoken out
   earlier, she says, “Perhaps it would have been better. But to expose
   the former faults of any person, without knowing what their present
   feelings were, seemed unjustifiable” (220). Her conviction in the
   intrinsic goodness of human beings is admirable, but naïve. As a
   result, she is in danger of constantly being taken advantage of as
   implied by Mr Bennet’s comment towards the end, “I have not a doubt of
   [Jane and Bingley’s] doing very well together. Your tempers are by no
   means unlike. You are each of you so complying, that nothing will ever
   be resolved on; so easy, that every servant will cheat you; and so
   generous, that you will always exceed your income” (265-266). Though
   meant to be humorous, there is no doubt truth in this statement.
   Such a reluctance to change makes Jane more of a static character than
   Elizabeth, who I will argue, changes considerably throughout the
   novel, moving from near the “overly expressive” end of the spectrum
   towards the “balanced” position. She is initially portrayed as
   possessing excessive feelings and desires. Her energy is first
   observed at the time when Mr Darcy snubs her at the first ball. Her
   irrepressible energy is evident when we are told, “…Elizabeth remained
   with no very cordial feelings towards [Mr Darcy]. She told the story
   however with great spirit among her friends; for she had a lively,
   playful disposition, which delighted in any thing ridiculous” (8). At
   this point, Elizabeth is still someone who values feelings more than
   social decorum, albeit not as openly as Lydia.
   It is hard to imagine that the later, more proper Elizabeth not being
   hurt by Darcy’s open rejection. By the end, she has become more aware
   of social rules, and though she does not succumb to them, she
   nevertheless tempers her feelings in accordance with them. For
   example, there are more incidents of Elizabeth starts “colouring”
   towards the end of the book – a sign of repressed feelings. Her
   excessive shame is also evident in her reaction to her mother – she
   can no longer laugh at her embarrassing actions as she used to because
   she knows that her mother’s behaviour will affect her social mobility.
   Her expressivity has been moderated to fit into society. However, that
   her energy still remains as strong as ever is evident in her
   interactions with Lady Catherine de Burgh. It is here that the
   synthesis of Elizabeth’s energy and expression, and the restraint that
   was initially missing occurs. This time, she notices that Lady
   Catherine is excessively rude – even more so than before, as she
   enters the room “more than usually ungracious” (268). Elizabeth’s
   reaction here is “to make no effort for conversation with a woman, who
   was now more than usually insolent and disagreeable” (269). She
   refuses to be put down, and evades questioning deftly while always
   remaining just within the boundaries of politeness. At one point, she
   even says, “…You may ask questions, which I shall choose not to
   answer” (270). In response to Lady Catherine’s questioning of her
   family’s status, Elizabeth replies, “Whatever my connections may be,
   if your nephew does not object to them, they can be nothing to you”
   (273). It is Elizabeth in this exchange who is better mannered, which
   is generally something the upper-class prides itself in being. And it
   is this energy that Darcy later says, “taught [him] to hope” when he
   learns of it from Lady Catherine (280).
   If one were to define middle-class manners as a way of showing
   compliance with social rules and gaining the respect of society, and
   thus achieving upward social mobility, while at the same time
   retaining the integrity of the Self, then it is Elizabeth not Jane,
   who embodies perfect manners by virtue of a better balance between
   desires and virtue. Then there is Lydia, whose desires come before
   most social rules, leaving her floundering on the edges of society and
   unable to advance upwards in the social hierarchy. When you look at it
   from an individual point of view, Lydia has better integrity of the
   Self than Jane, but lacks social authority. For Lydia, conformity is
   second to desires at the expense of upward social mobility. Whereas
   Jane has perfect manners, has social influence, but nevertheless lacks
   social mobility as she loses her individuality and becomes, as Mill
   terms, ‘mediocre’.
   Work Cited
   Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. Ed. James Kinsley. New York: Oxford
   University Press, 2004.
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