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October 2, 2008

EN 323 – Victorian Lit

The Blushing Balance: An Analysis of Perfect Style in Pride and Prejudice
In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, the situation of a woman is the situation of the middle class. This situation requires a balance of virtue and desire, which would render perfect style. Perfect style can be more clearly defined as the expression of ones desires existing in perfect congruence with the expectations that others place upon the self. The challenge of unifying the self and how others perceive it presented the challenge that women, and the middle class faced during Jane Austen’s era. Along with achieving this balance, there was a responsibility placed on the middle class to constantly maintain that they were neither overly virtuous, or proud, nor that their desires were too aggressive. If those of the more virtuous upper class detected too much assertion, it would be apparent that the inferior middle class lacked both the manners and restraint necessary for perfect style. When manners did not adequately conceal the desires of the lower class, a physically manifested expression characterized by illness or blushing could betray those desires. In Pride and Prejudice, both Jane and Elizabeth demonstrate the struggle between the manners necessary to have perfect style, and the physical expressions of desire that the body is incapable of concealing.

Both Jane’s and Elizabeth’s prominent display of physical expression suggests that their struggles with balancing virtue and desire are both the most intense, and the most effective at the attempt to achieve perfect style. Although both sisters suffer from some level of illness and they both blush, their physical symptoms do not code for the same emotions. Therefore, when Jane blushes it does not mean the same thing as when Elizabeth blushes. When Jane blushes, she expresses desire, when Elizabeth blushes it reflects her shame. The sisters’ illnesses are correlated with these respective emotions as well. 

Jane has a desire for expression that her impeccable manners work hard to conceal. Her illness at Netherfield betrays what her passivity cannot, which is that she fully understands that Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst are false friends. Mrs. Hurst affirms this notion stating, “ ‘I have an excessive regard for Jane Bennet, she really is a very sweet girl, and I wish with all my heart she were well settled. But with such a father and mother, and such low connections, I am afraid there is no chance of it’ ”(31). Jane’s comprehension of the ladies’ disdain, along with her desire to develop a relationship with Mr. Bingley move her to put on the most cheerful visage that she possibly can. Jane can mask her true feelings to everyone but Elizabeth, who can see through Jane’s cheerfulness; “She was now, on being settled at home, at leisure to observe the real state of her sister’s spirits. Jane was not happy”(201). By appearing cheerful Jane does not allow for any self expression, therefore she falls ill as a physical response to her inability to express herself. 

Jane’s physical expressivity is not limited to her illness at Netherfield, as she blushes throughout the text in response to her desires for Bingley. Elizabeth can clearly see that her sister still has feelings for Bingley as Jane attempts to deny the truth; “ ‘You doubt me,’ cried Jane, slightly colouring; ‘indeed you have no reason. He may live in my memory as the most amiable man of my acquaintance, but that is all…”(120). The validity of Jane’s affections for Bingley is reinforced after the Bennets hear of his return to Netherfield; “Miss Bennet had not been able to hear of his coming, without changing colour”(293). Jane’s blushes continue to imply her desires for Mr. Bingley, but when Mr. Darcy cites Jane’s indifference toward Bingley as the reason for his having discouraged his friend from such a match, it is questionable whether Jane blushes enough. Jane’s ability to restrain her emotions gets her too close to perfect style in Darcy’s eyes, as he cannot detect any genuine desire that she may have for his friend. Elizabeth recognizes Jane’s indifference as well, after Darcy identifies it; “–Neither could she deny the justice of his description of Jane. –She felt 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”(185). Although Jane’s feelings for Bingley are determined to be authentic, her perceived indifference indicates that her manners are stronger than her desires.

In contrast to Jane, Elizabeth expresses herself freely and frankly. She is bold and passionate, most notably so in her interaction with Mr. Darcy as he confesses his love for her and his disappointment at her status; “ ‘Could you expect me to rejoice in the inferiority of your connections? To congratulate myself on the hope of relations, whose condition in life is so decidedly beneath my own?’ ”(171). Elizabeth retaliates, “ ‘You are mistaken Mr. Darcy, if you suppose that the mode of your declaration affected me in any other way, than as it spared me the concern which I might have felt in refusing you, had you behaved in a more gentleman-like manner’ ”(171). Elizabeth holds nothing back, targeting Darcy’s trademark propriety. This same exclamation of expression haunts Elizabeth after Darcy tells her the truth about Wickham and Bingley. Realizing that she had been “wretchedly blind”, Elizabeth “grew absolutely ashamed of herself. – Of neither Darcy nor Wickham could she think, without feeling that she had been blind, partial, prejudiced, absurd”(185). Only after she becomes ashamed of whom she is does Elizabeth begin to mask her feelings of shame with a blush.

Elizabeth’s blushing is the clearest indication of her intense struggle at gaining perfect style as it reflects both her desire for expression, and the consequent shame that she feels for her family’s lack of propriety. After Elizabeth learns the truth about Darcy, a paradox arises; she desires Darcy and the Pemberley life he leads more than ever, while at the same time attempting to restrain that desire as much as possible in order to achieve perfect manners. This paradox presents itself during Elizabeth’s visit to Pemberley as she walks with Darcy: 


…She began, as they met, to admire the beauty of the place; but she had not got beyond the words ‘delightful,’ and ‘charming,’ when some unlucky recollections obtruded, and she fancied that praise of Pemberley from her, might be mischievously construed. Her colour changed, and she said no more. (224)

Elizabeth’s blushing demonstrates that her struggle for perfect style is the root of her problem, the problem of women, and the problem of the middle class in Pride and Prejudice. Elizabeth cannot appear as though she is trying too hard. If she looks like she has too much desire, it accentuates her lower class status and heightens her own sense of shame. At the same time she cannot lose all sense of desire, expressivity, and self, lest she may appear as “indifferent” as Jane had been perceived. 


Elizabeth is clearly divided. Elizabeth has the ability to be two women; she can be witty and impertinent while expressing herself without restraint, but she can also feel shame for that expression, and compensate by acting with impeccable manners. Elizabeth can turn her virtue off and on. During her conversation with Lady Catherine De Bourgh regarding Mr. Darcy, it is obvious that Elizabeth maintains her wit and vigor as she takes a very impertinent tone with the Lady; “ ‘I do not pretend to possess equal frankness with your ladyship. You may ask questions, which I shall choose not to answer’ ”(314). Elizabeth clearly defies her superior and goes so far as to express her blatant disregard for the Lady’s concerns that Darcy will not marry her daughter; “That will make your ladyship’s situation at present more pitiable; but it will have not effect on me’ ”(316). When Elizabeth and Darcy later discuss the conversation which took place with the Lady it is obvious that Elizabeth is ashamed that he knows she can still be brash; “Elizabeth coloured and laughed as she replied, ‘Yes, you know enough of my frankness to believe me capable of that’ ”(320). Elizabeth cannot reconcile the part of herself that wants to speak her mind with the part of herself that wants the Pemberley-proper life, and her inability to unite these two selves makes her ultimate quest for perfect style impossible to truly attain.

Elizabeth and Jane both struggle as they attempt to achieve perfect style. Their virtues and their desires are constantly at odds with one another. Jane’s desires are ultimately fulfilled as she and Bingley make a life together at Netherfield. She is perfectly content, and no longer has to mask her expressivity with cheerfulness, or a blush. Jane has united her own perception of herself with how others perceive her, and in doing so has come the closest to achieving perfect style. Elizabeth admits that she can never be as happy as Jane (or have as close to perfect manners) stating, “Till I have your disposition, your goodness, I can never have your happiness”(310). Elizabeth cannot come as close to this goal because she is divided. She cannot abandon the rebellious Lizzie that thrives on wit and expression, nor can she abandon the shameful, blushing Elizabeth that falls in love with Pemberley. Elizabeth can only exist as one of these versions of herself at a time. She can only be desirous or she can only be virtuous. Elizabeth’s all or nothing existence will never be balanced, therefore neither variation of her self will ever have perfect style.
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