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Abstract 

The institution of marriage came into existence, perhaps, to regulate 

relationships. This basic contract between two parties not only binds them to 

respect the terms and conditions to which they agree but also inculcates in them 

a sense of belonging and respect for each other. The more they adhere to this 

agreement the more contented they live. A life based on mutual understanding is 

a contented life while that based on intellectual comradeship is perhaps an ideal 

one. Those who want to experience ―domestic felicity‖ have to sacrifice personal 

preferences over general good will. People marry for different reasons; some for 

status, some for money, some to follow the social norms and some fall for beauty. 

All of them sooner or later experience discontentment and feel a void in their 

relationship with their spouses. In no time, it leads result to alienation. Which is 

why there begins a cold war of power dynamics between the partners. The family 

dynamics and strained relationships we find in Austen, still persist. Austen 

explores the reasons of this rift which results in far reaching harm to the children 

of such parents.  

Keywords: Marriage, Relationship, Contract, Marriageship. Contentment, Power, 

Economic Stability, Sacrifices 

Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance. If the dispositions of the parties are 

ever so well known to each other or ever so similar beforehand, it does not advance their 

felicity in the least. They always continue to grow sufficiently unlike afterwards to have 

their share of vexation; and it is better to know as little as possible of the defects of the 

person with whom you are to pass your life (Austen, 20). 

Marriage without love and respect for the partner is bound to be boring, and cold. In 

Austen‘s Pride and Prejudice,
1
 Charlotte and Collins, and Mr. and Mrs. Bennet are a 

good example of this. ―Domestic felicity‖ (51) and happy married life are possible only if 

the bond between the two is based on mental affinity, spiritual kinship, understanding the 

personality of the other partner, and mutual respect. Otherwise the relationship is a sham 

in which one tries to exercise power over the other. This ultimately results in a sort of 

alienation. That is to say that the two might be living under the same roof but 
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psychologically they are divorced. Charlotte confines herself to a ―backwards‖ room in 

order to avoid meeting Mr. Collins frequently; and Mr. Bennet prefers to stay in his 

―study‖. And thus goes a cold war between the two partners who, instead of 

supplementing and complementing each other, become a burden or a baggage that each 

has to bear in life. Such relationships are likely to end up in the form of divorce or 

separation or worse still, living together without physically and emotionally 

acknowledging each other‘s presence as we see in the case of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet.   

A few questions in this context seem to persist in Austen‘s novels, especially in P & P, 

about dynamics of domestic happiness through marriage. Does consciousness of power 

result in domestic happiness, provision of harmony and peace in the house? Are women 

aware of the power that they have and can exercise? How does the uneven distribution of 

power affect domestic happiness in P & P? 

Though apparently subdued and quiet, Charlotte Lucas is a strong woman. She is one of 

the several children of Mr. and Mrs. Lucas, and lives in a house ―denominated‖ as ―Lucas 

Lodge‖ (15) from the time the family moves in after making a ―tolerable fortune‖ and 

Mr. Lucas receives ―knighthood‖ (14). And Charlotte Lucas lives a life of pretension, 

wealth, and status thereafter. The new name given to their house is symbolic of the new 

identity her family acquires. Their money and status change quite a few things for the 

members of the Lucas family. Sir Lucas acquires the mannerism of the landed gentry—a 

class which itself is in transition. Miss Lucas, a twenty-seven-year-old ―sensible, [and] 

intelligent young woman‖ wants to get married which she believes is the ultimate object 

of life otherwise she does not think very ―highly either of men or matrimony‖ (15 and 

117).  

Like many women, Charlotte too dreads the thought of ―dying an old maid‖ (117). She 

does not realize that getting married is not an easy thing. Little does she know that it is a 

process full of politics, and effectively and successfully maneuvering the tactics of 

―gentlemen‖ in questions and the women related to them. Charlotte Lucas, it seems, 

needs to get married to have the freedom that society denies to unmarried women. She 

does not want to be known as the ―wretched one‖ as unmarried woman was popularly 

called in the nineteenth century.
2
 In order to get ―a comfortable home‖ (120), as she tells 

Elizabeth, Charlotte does all that it takes to ―secure‖ (19) Mr. Collins. She becomes very 

active after she learns that Elizabeth has turned down Mr. Collins‘ proposal. She makes 

her moves very skillfully. She makes sure Elizabeth and Collins do not get back together, 

nor does she give him any time to recover from the shock. Charlotte gives him the 

attention he hopes to get from Elizabeth, and thus Mr. Collins‘ emotional focus shifts 

from Elizabeth to Charlotte. Like an intelligent predator, Charlotte plans her moves and is 

always a step or two ahead of Mr. Collins. She waits for him in the window very early in 

the morning, and pretends to have run into him by chance in the lane when she sees him 

coming towards her house. She ―instantly set out to meet him accidentally in the lane‖ 

(116). The emotional vacuum in Mr. Collins‘ life is filled, and Charlotte‘s tactics win her 

the man she wants to secure for herself. And, Mr. Collins literally and metaphorically 
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―throw[s] himself at her feet‖ (116). Charlotte, with her cunning and intelligence, sucks 

Mr. Collins into her world where perhaps domestic felicity is not an object; economic and 

social security is. The struggle to acquire a master is in fact a desire to become a mistress; 

establish a domain where the woman is able to exert her power without the interference 

of the society; and without the impact of the external power that hinders and restricts 

one‘s wishes. The idea of an ideal marriage in P & P does not favour the power of a 

single individual over another. It rather revolves around the synthesis of the desires of 

two individuals who must learn to respect each other and play complementary roles in the 

growth of their relationship. Given the nature of Charlotte‘s relation with Mr. Collins, she 

does not achieve a good marriage; she only gets the power associated with marriage—

something that she wants. 

Charlotte‘s power over others is imperceptible; a person as shrewd and intelligent as 

Lady Catherine fails to see it. She handles the formidable Lady Catherine well, who often 

invites Charlotte to dinner; condescension is reserved for her. She deals with Collins even 

more tactfully, and keeps him at bay; Mr. Collins hardly ever becomes conscious of her 

dominance. He very proudly says, ―My dear Charlotte and I have but one mind and one 

way of thinking‖ (203), which ironically is so true: things have to happen the way 

Charlotte wants them or they don‘t happen. Catherine manipulates Collins in a manner 

that he has to follow the line that she draws for him. Her accomplishments are unique and 

she exploits her power admirably. Her use of power politics goes mostly undetected; 

Elizabeth is the only one who understands the way Charlotte functions and makes people 

around her function. In Charlotte, Elizabeth finds a person who wants to secure a man, 

and to settle down in order to satisfy the wagging tongues of the society critics and to 

avoid the pity of those who consider unmarried girls a burden on the society. But now 

that she was married, she was fighting with herself as if convincing herself that she had 

all that she wanted from marriage though deep i9n her heart realizing that she in fact did 

not. 

We understand Charlotte‘s motives to get married only after we know the social mores of 

the world of P & P.
3
 We learn that though Charlotte considers Mr. Collin‘s society to be 

―irksome‖ and that his ―attachment to her must be imaginary, but still he would be her 

husband‖ and ―marriage had always been her object, it was the only honorable provision 

for well educated young women of small fortune and however uncertain of giving 

happiness, must be their pleasantest preservation from want‖ (117). These lines fully 

explain the power struggle of the sexes in P & P as well as the social security that women 

of that era desired most. Marriage gives an identity to women though it is an acquired 

identity. She is to be known as Mrs. Collins. The same desire of identity we see in Lydia 

when she imagines herself ―sign my name Lydia Wickham‖ (273) and thinks that it will 

make her relatives happy.  

Charlotte Lucas is the only other woman in the novel who equals Elizabeth‘s intelligence. 

While the rest of the Meryton Assembly censures Darcy‘s behaviour, these two consider 

his pride justified. They know more about human nature and realize that being ―so very 
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fine a young man, with family, fortune, everything in his favour, should think highly of 

himself.‖ He is the only, wealthy, independent son of an established family and even 

Elizabeth ―could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine‖ (16, 17). All this, 

the two ladies believe, justifies Darcy‘s claim to a degree of exclusivity among the 

Meryton assembly. 

Marriage gives women a social identity which in turn gives them respectability and a 

considerable position in the society. For women in the world of P & P, it is some kind of 

certificate showing their desirability and acceptance by men as worthy of making home. 

Getting married gives them the status which then makes them strut around. Most of the 

female characters in the novel are conscious of this social status. It seems that being 

married brands them to some kind of superiority. This is why Lydia, after getting 

married, flaunts her position as a married woman by letting her ―hand just rest upon the 

window-frame, so that he might see the ring‖ (297). Elizabeth, on the other hand, does 

not subscribe to this school of thought.  Her idea of marriage is different than that of the 

rest of the females in the novel. She is not the kind who would marry for the sake of 

having a man in her life or for being called a Mrs. Somebody. She is comfortable with 

herself, and does not give a damn about the taunts of the snobbish Lady Catherine, who 

considers her a social inferior to Darcy, by stating ―He is a gentleman and I am a 

gentleman‘s daughter‖ (336).
4
   

Austen‘s contemporary definition of desirability and beauty has gone through a drastic 

change and one of the latest feminist writers believe that ―as long as the definition of 

beauty comes from outside women; we will continue to be manipulated by it‖ (Wolf 

277). Charlotte, however, knows that only a man at his most vulnerable will take an 

interest in her and even then, if she makes the first move. The same advice she gives to 

Elizabeth in the matter regarding Jane‘s attachment to Bingley that ―a woman had better 

show more affection than she feels‖ (18) otherwise she would leave him in doubt.  For 

herself she waits for her chance. Charlotte knows what men need and how to attract their 

attention hence her advice for Jane is to ―make the most of every half-hour in which she 

can command his attention‖ (19). She warns Elizabeth that if Jane is not communicative 

she will not be able to hold Bingley in her power and we soon learn how true she has 

been. Conscious of the approval of the society she would not mind resorting to a scheme 

while keeping her graces intact.  

The consciousness of society‘s disapproval is reflected very strongly in P & P by those 

ladies that belong to the upper class while the females of the other classes consider it with 

less intensity. Lady Catherine may consider Elizabeth‘s marriage to Darcy, as pollution 

of ―shades of Pemberley‖ but Elizabeth is ―resolved to act in that manner, which 

will…constitute my happiness‖ (338). For women in general being free enough to make 

one‘s own decisions, is like entering an unknown territory so terrifying that it is better to 

avoid it. While some believe, that this freedom of choice ―gives human beings, whether 

in isolation or in concert, the capacity to start over, to form new habits, even to establish 

spontaneously a new constitution of the soul or of society‖ (Miller 96).  
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Though socially a success among the Meryton crowd Elizabeth is practically a nobody 

among Darcy‘s or Bingley‘s class; she has no ―dowry‖ and no ―connections‖. She has to 

make a place for herself through her moral promotion by remaining unpolluted from the 

hypocrisies of the society; in short by remaining who she is. Elizabeth‘s social elevation 

is granted to her when she morally elevates Darcy by making him see his own defects. 

Darcy‘s rise begins when he tries to bring order to the disorder created by Wickham and 

finally acknowledges Elizabeth‘s part in this endeavor. ―You shewed me how insufficient 

were all my pretensions to please a woman worthy of being pleased‖ (349).  

Yet, Elizabeth is not understood by her people because they are not acquainted with her 

real worth; for them she is only a ―desirable partner‖ (23), and even her mother fails to 

understand the reason why she refuses to marry Collins. Though her father had earlier 

disapproved her decision of not marrying Mr. Collins, yet he fails to understand her 

decision to marry Darcy. Darcy understands her well because he has learned to look at 

the world from her perspective. She unconsciously becomes his mentor.  

Darcy has to make a social contract to have Elizabeth agree to a sexual one. He has to 

accept her as an individual with an identity. He must learn to respect her connections and 

disregard her ―country-town indifference to decorum‖ (32), and instead learn to 

appreciate her independence. According to Rousseau the woman‘s education must ―be 

planned in relation to man. To be pleasing in his sight‖ (Rousseau 342) which Elizabeth‘s 

notions seem to defy vehemently. The Bingley sisters criticize her physical strength as 

she walks knee deep in mud to meet her sick sister. Such criticism according to 

Wollstonecraft is born out of a false system of education that considered women as 

―women rather than human creatures‖ and men have been ―anxious to make them 

alluring mistresses than affectionate wives and rational mothers‖ (1). Elizabeth‘s 

assertion that she prefers to read whatever she likes seems to reflect Wollstonecraft‘s idea 

of equal opportunities of education for men and women so that ―the improvement must 

be mutual for both‖ and if this is not done then it will ―not improve women but deprave 

them‖ (192). The old concept of separate education for women was based on submission 

and they were to follow set social norms while men explored the world. 

Elizabeth needs to share her social powers with Darcy and get out of ―self-isolating 

discourses‖ to a ―public discourse‖ 
5
 and achieve her objective, i.e., self-respect.  It is the 

freedom given to her by her father that she learns to rely on her judgment whether right 

or wrong. In the beginning Darcy appears to be highly conscious of self-importance 

because society has given him a certain preference over the others in Meryton. With a 

free will, only bridled by social status, all his expectations of a life partner are those as 

are expected of him; but Elizabeth challenges them all with the force and power of her 

character. Her strong personality makes him review his earlier stated qualities of a 

desirable woman. Although he approves the prevalent list of accomplishments i.e. 

knowledge of music, dancing, modern languages, manners of walking and carriage etc., 

he wants in his life a partner who has ―something more substantial, in the improvement of 

her mind‖. He does not fully realize what that improvement could be; he restricts it to 
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―extensive reading‖ (36). Considering the list of accomplishments one is led to pity the 

mental state of the people of that time, for all the above mentioned qualities are 

superficially acquired. They lack substance and practicality. The qualities that may bring 

happiness to the spouse; a superior understanding of the other; are not counted among 

desirable traits. Interestingly, he still finds Elizabeth attractive, though she loudly claims 

―I am not a great reader‖ (33).  

Besides power, marriage also gives financial stability to women. We notice in P & P, 

how women from middle class are striving for rich husbands for material comforts and 

how men with tolerable finances are in the lookout for wealthy girls. Even Austen‘s own 

letters reveal this fact. According to the norm of that society the position of the females 

was very vulnerable
6
and men increased their fortunes through marriage contracts that 

gave them authority over the dowry of their wives. Charlotte observes the rising interest 

of Col. Fitzwilliam in Elizabeth but realizes that it does not go beyond superficial 

appreciation; Elizabeth being no heiress. The Colonel knows his limitations and regrets 

that ―A younger son, you know, must be inured to self-denial and dependence‖ because 

according to him the ―habits of expense make us too dependent, and there are not many 

in my rank of life who can afford to marry without some attention to money‖ (173). 

In the world of P & P, we deal with the obsession of acquiring ―wealth‖ and ―eligible 

bachelors‖. It‘s a world where the females are left to the mercy of circumstances and a 

wild run for happiness. In P & P the females are on their own to acquire happiness, which 

is shallow for it depends on fulfillment of puny desires. Is there a daring person who 

would break these barriers and be able to lift high and appreciate inner contentment?  

True happiness we observe is achieved by those who possess moral and intellectual 

supremacy. 

Wealth enhances the desirability of women and hence we observe that a single woman, if 

rich, is as much desirable as she is undesirable if poor; and hence we observe in some 

other novels of Austen‘s that in order to become noticeable women have to exert extra 

charms and rely on cheap schemes to make their presence felt. In Sense and Sensibility 

and Northanger Abbey we come across Steele sisters and Isabella Thorpe respectively, 

whose only obsession in life is to accomplish the task of getting a good catch in the form 

of a wealthy husband. They resort to politics of cunning schemes which deprives them of 

―prudence‖—the main weapon in their fight for a decent survival, and unfortunately only 

a few are able to achieve their end.  According to Philogomus, ―Marriage is a sort of 

Lottery; nor can all the Precautions in the World insure its certain Happiness‖.
7
 Women 

have to struggle hard for a decent survival and yet they remain uncertain of happiness. 

Yet, Elizabeth and her other counterparts in the Austen novels would not marry solely for 

the sake of an ―honourable provision‖ (117). Elizabeth‘s refusal to marry solely for the 

sake of money: first, Collins, and then Darcy; and of Fanny Price, in Mansfield Park, are 

evidence of the change and diversion from the concept of traditional relationship between 

men and women.  Men as rulers and female as ruled is a concept that was taken for 
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granted in Austeneon times
8
 and continues to be the accepted norm in most societies to 

date.  

With men, in P & P, the marriage perspective becomes comparatively different especially 

if they turn out to be rich. Bingley and Darcy can afford to fall in love and prefer 

domestic felicity over money. Their social status allows them to indulge in such schemes 

whereas gentlemen like Wickham and Colonel Fitzwilliam have to consider monetary 

considerations before they decide whom to marry. Wickham, who is poor and under a lot 

of financial strain and gets panicky in utter desperation, realizes that he has nothing to 

offer except his looks. This is why he makes blunders. He loses Georgiana and Miss King 

because he does not know how to use his power intelligently. Colonel Fitzwilliam, on the 

other hand, is very sensible and does not make mistakes even when he could have made 

some progress with Lady Catherine‘s daughter. Interestingly he does not hide his 

intentions from Elizabeth, as if that was the course of event he had to follow, and 

Elizabeth understood all that he was saying and doing.  

Elizabeth listens to Fitzwilliam‘s conversation seriously and seems to understand his 

point of view to some extent. She knows well that the power of her beauty cannot 

compete with the power of money.  She knows that the Colonel‘s conversation and the 

explanation are meant for her and hence; she gets ―coloured‖ (173) with shame. The 

matters of ―great weight‖ are none but the emotional attachment but Fitzwilliam has to 

succumb before his ―want of money‖ (173). Being a realistic and a true gentleman he 

does not want to misuse his sexual power no matter how much Elizabeth may attract him; 

all he could do is to wait for her for ―at least an hour‖ (198) before leaving Rosings. He 

seems to respect Elizabeth‘s freedom of opinion. 

The idea of freedom in P & P is a new one. Its novelty seems to frighten women and they 

do not know how to approach it. The Bingley sisters consider it ―an abominable sort of 

conceited independence‖ as they watch Elizabeth enjoying its bliss. Instead of 

appreciating her Caroline tries to frighten Darcy by saying, ―you would not wish to see 

your sister make such an exhibition‖ (32). When Elizabeth marries the formidable Darcy 

she surprises Georgiana ―who listened with an astonishment bordering on alarm at her 

lively, sportive manner of talking to her brother. He, who had always inspired in herself a 

respect, which almost overcame her affection, she now saw the object of open 

pleasantry.‖ Soon she receives liberal education from Elizabeth that ―a woman may take 

liberties with her husband‖ (367). This new idea of relationship based on comradeship is 

Elizabeth‘s power: an achievement not easily attained.  She has to counter the opposition 

of the society to retain it. 
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