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PRIDE AND PREJUDICE



Introduction

Pride and Prejudice is the story of a young man and a girl.
He is proud — although attracted to her, he thinks himself
too good for the girl and her family. She is prejudiced —
having once formed an opinion of him, she refuses to
change it.

A lot of the book is about marriage: about marrying
for true love, or false love, or money, or safety, or rank
or because other people expect it. It is also about how
people make marriages and live together in families , and
how people should and should not behave to each other.

But the main point about Pride and Prejudice is that it
is very funny. There are not many books like this in which
all the jokes are as easy to understand now as when they
were written nearly two hundred years ago. This is because
the people Jane Austen laughs at can be found in every
time and place.

Even as a child, Jane Austen was known in her family
for imitating people, the way they spoke, the way they
looked. She wrote little plays, and also enjoyed acting
with her family and friends. In summer they put on plays
in a wooden building in the garden, and in winter in the
dining-room. Her books are full of imitations. Imitations
of silly people saying silly things in their own special ways.
In this book Mrs Bennet, Mr Collins and Lady Catherine
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are good examples.

Jane Austen was born in 1775 in a small village in the
south of England. Her father was, like Mr Collins in this
. book, the village parson. However, unlike Mr Collins he
was a man of character and intelligence who passed on his
education to all his seven children.

Jane, the youngest, learnt French and some Italian.
She sang and played the piano and was good at needle-
work. But above all she read a great deal of English litera-
ture.

She started writing herself as a child, and in 1796 fin-
ished her first book, which, when re-written some years
later, was to become Pride and Prejudice. Her father, who
always encouraged her writing, tried to have it printed,
but without success. In fact, it was not until 1811 that her
first book was printed, and two years after that Pride and
Prejudice in its final form appeared. Altogether she com-
pleted six books before she died in 1817.

To understand the world of Pride and Prejudice we
need to understand the world in which its writer lived.
Southern England/in her time was a land of small farms
worked by labourers who in turn worked for farmers.
These farmers often did not own their farms, but paid rent
four times a year to the landownersy These, the gentle-
men, lived in large houses surrounded by parks, or open
grassland with a few trees here and there and perhaps a
lake to make them more beautiful. Some, like Mr Bennet
in this story, would live comfortably without being very
rich(Others might own many farms, and have a house in
London and a noble title. But as long as they owned land
they had a position in soéiety and were considered gentle-
men}ome were interested in books or in making their
houses and land beautiful. But most of them lived for
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country sports, hunting and shooting.

Village churches and their parsons were supported by
a special tax, and some parsons lived very comfortable
lives. Since landowners often had the right to give the job
of village parson to whoever they wished, they usually
chose someone who suited them, sometimes a younger son.
Thus in this book Mr Collins was the right kind of person
for Lady Catherine. On the other hand, Darcy did not
think Wickham would be a suitable person to be a parson.
In all cases, however, parsons were educated people and
considered to be of the class of gentlemen. Ghe Austens,
although they had very little money, were f this class,
and inas about this class and its world that Jane Austen
wrote.

It was a small world. She travelled little, met few in-
teresting people, and nothing very unusual happened to
her. She did not marry, and lived with her family in the
village where she was born until her father’s death in 1805,
then in the towns of Bath and Southampton, and finally in
a village again with her mother and only sister.

However, this does not mean that nothing of interest
was going on in the world around her. \For a large part of
her life England was at war with FranceﬁThe French hus-
band of a cousin whom she knew well had his head cut off
in 1789. Two of her brothers were officers in the navy and
reached high rank in the wars.K‘The country life she lived
was not as quiet and peaceful as the life she describes in her
books. Nor did people behave quite as politely as they do

ther 1/

i]n other words, in her books she made her own world,
which was not exactly the world around her. But that,
after all, is what the best writers do.\
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Chapter 1
A new neighbour

It is a well-known fact that a single man with plenty of
money must be in need of a wife. He may not know this,
but neighbours with unmarried daughters are quite sure of
it. So imagine the arrival in a neighbourhood of a man who
is single, rich and young. Imagine its effect on Mrs Ben-
net, who has four unmarried daughters.

“My dear Mr Bennet,” she said one day, “Netherfield
Hall has been let at last.”

Mr Bennet continued to read his newspaper.

“Don’t you want to know who’s taken ite

“You're determined to tell me, and I'm ready to hear
you,” he said. ;

“Well, then, it’s been taken by a rich young man
called Bingley,” she said excitedly.

“Is he married or single?”

“Why single, my dear, and with £5, 000 a year.
What a fine thing for our girls.”

“Indeed, and how can it affect them?”

“My dear Mr Bennet, how can you be so annoying?
You must know that I’'m hoping he’ll marry one of them. 4

“Is that his intention in settling here?”

“Intention? Nonsense,” exclaimed his wife. “But it’s
surely quite likely that he may fall in love with one of
them, and so you must visit him.”

Mr Bennet returned to his paper. “I don’t see

8
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the need. You and the girls can go. I’ll write him a note to
say that I agree to his marrying whichever of the girls he
chooses. Though perhaps I ought to recommend Elizabeth
to him. They are all silly girls, but she has a little more
sense than her sisters.”

Mrs Bennet complained that it was impossible for her
to call on a single gentleman. But her husband would not
agree to visit Mr Bingley. He was a strange mixture of
clever jokes and long silences. Even after twenty-three
years of marriage she did not understand him or his jokes.
But, then, she was not as clever or educated as himn. She
was also easily upset. Her one aim in life was to find hus-
bands for her daughters — Jane, Elizabeth, Catherine and
Lydia. Her pleasures were visiting, talking and clothes.

Mr Bennet was one of the first to visit-Mr Bingley the next
morning. He had always intended to go, but he had been
determined not to tell his wife. Nor did he tell her af ter his
return. But as he sat with his family that evening he talked
continually of dances, of Mr Bingley, of introductions. At
last his wife could bear it no longer.

“I'm tired of Mr Bingley! I don’t ever want to hear his
name again,” she said.

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” her husband replied. “But
why didn’t you tell me before? If I’d known this morning I
wouldn’t have called on him. But since I have, we can’t
now escape knowing him.”

Mrs Bennet’s joy can be imagined. But her husband
did not stay to observe it. Nor could she find out from him
what Mr Bingley was like. For this, annoying though it
was, she had to go to her friend and neighbour, Lady Lu-
cas. From her she learnt that he was good-looking, charm-
ing and fond of dancing. And that was not all. He planned

10



