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PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
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Grade Level: 9th-12th
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Recommended hours: 20 

INTRODUCTION
Although Pride and Prejudice is largely character driven, it does raise important issues, many 
of them related to property and class. Just a few points of interest seem appropriately mentioned 
here. These remarks are for the teacher’s sake and should not be given to the students in the 
form of a lecture. This material emerges within the story itself, and the teacher needs to be 
sensitive to these matters and direct the students to notice them when they naturally arise 
internal to the text. 

One important characteristic of the setting Austen has chosen is the manner in which property is 
inherited; problems of inheritance drive much of the narrative. The settlement of Mr. Bennet’s 
estate away from the female line (his only offspring are his five daughters) is a topic of frequent 
discussion internal to the story. It is unclear how common this form of inheritance is for the time, 
but it serves Austen’s purposes well. Given these circumstances, Austen’s female characters 
who cannot inherit must seek to improve their circumstances by marrying into wealth with 
the hope of securing their futures. If a woman has the misfortune of not finding a suitable 
match within or above her class, she might well sink into far less comfortable conditions and 
maybe even poverty. To add another layer of responsibility to the marriage contract among the 
Bennet sisters is the concern for the entire family’s future welfare. If the sisters fail in their
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marital aspirations, their family will directly suffer. Jane’s successful marriage to Bingley, for 
example, secures the fortunes of the entire family in anticipation of Mr. Bennet’s inevitable 
death and the passing of the inheritance to Mr. Collins. As it is, Mr. Collins’ awareness of this 
arrangement is precisely what brings him to Longbourn. He hopes (and presumes) that the 
fact of his inheritance of the Bennet property will secure him a favorable marriage contract 
with one of the more desirable Bennet sisters. 

The clear distinction between social classes is prevalent throughout. In general, those who 
have to work for a living are not considered gentlemen; men who inherit their fortunes are 
considered gentlemen, as are their offspring. Yet, even among those classified as gentlemen, 
distinction of rank and wealth exists. The Darcy and Bingley families are far wealthier than 
the Bennets, despite the fact that they are all members of the gentry class. Lady Catherine de 
Bourgh, possessing a title, is higher still than those two social groups. Marriage does take place 
across social lines, yet to marry outside one’s social class could also be seen as corrupting 
the family lineage. Men of fortune can be somewhat more independent than women, but 
even men are expected to marry within the parameters of their lineage (see Lady Catherine’s 
interference in Darcy and Elizabeth’s rumored relationship). By contrast, a woman has less 
freedom and depends upon her future husband for her livelihood, especially if her father’s 
estate is settled away from the female line; and a woman of considerable wealth may be 
preyed upon by unscrupulous suitors. In such cases, her relatives will seek to protect her and 
her reputation from these predators. All of this, it goes without saying, contrasts sharply with 
what contemporary students regard as the proper grounds for romance and marriage. This will 
need to be addressed in company with the investigation of the text. 

Likewise, the day to day activity of the characters in the story may seem foreign to contemporary 
students, but they are not uncommon for the time. Their lives consist in no small measure 
of various social gatherings: dinner parties, visits to friends, and private and public balls. 
The manners, customs, and societal expectations that govern these interactions are crucial 
to sustaining peace and order in the community. The students will need to take note of these 
expectations and the thick layer of manners that govern relations between the classes and 
between the sexes. 

This guide includes the following:

•   A brief biography

•   A glossary of terms

•   Discussion questions for seminar discussions

•   Broader questions suitable for closing discussions and essay assignments
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

The discussion questions are intended for the teacher’s use only. These questions should not 
be given to the students, nor should they be used as the basis for comprehension quizzes or 
tests. Rather, the questions are intended to help the teacher lead lively, penetrating discussions 
that spark the imaginations of the students.

The list of broader questions at the close of the guide should be consulted occasionally, for 
their relevance may arise in the discussions earlier than anticipated. They are suitable both 
for richer, broader discussions and essay assignments. (Please see Cana Academy’s Guide A 
Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the Seminar Method for a more detailed explanation of 
several different kinds of seminar discussions.)

SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Chapter 1 - Chapter 7

1. The opening line of the book is one of Austen’s most famous: “It is a truth universally 
acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” 
What do these words mean? Is Austen being ironic or serious? How does it immediately set 
the tone for the story?

2. Who are the characters so far? Keep track of them.

3. What can you tell about the character of Mr. Bennet so far? Characterize  his relationship 
with his wife. Characterize his relationship with his daughters. Give textual evidence. 

4. What can we tell about the character of Mrs. Bennet? Give evidence.

5. Why does Mr. Bennet go right away to visit Mr. Bingley, despite adamantly resisting his 
wife’s urgent demands?

6. What kinds of social customs, manners, and expected behavior are described in these 
chapters? Give specific examples. 

7. Describe Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy. Compare and contrast their characters. What do 
people think of each of them and why? Why are they friends?

8. Characterize Jane and Elizabeth. What interests them? What motivates their words and 
actions? How are they alike? How are they different?

9. What evokes Charlotte’s comment about Darcy’s pride? And Mary’s comment about pride 
and vanity? Begin tracing the discussion of pride.

10. What is Elizabeth’s opinion of the Bingley sisters? What is Jane’s? Why?



11. What does Charlotte say about love and marriage? Why does she say this? What do these 
remarks reveal about her character and her motivations? What is Elizabeth’s response to 
her? How does this conversation expose the similarities and differences between Elizabeth, 
Charlotte and Jane?

12.What characteristics of the other three sisters—Catherine, Mary, and Lydia—can we 
identify so far?

IMAGES USED IN THIS GUIDE

Jane Austen, 1873, based on an engraving by William Home Lizard, which was in turn 
based on a watercolour by James Andrews of Maidenhead based on an unfinished work by 
Cassandra Austen. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at 
Austin.
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