ENGLISH: PRIDE AND PREJUDICE/LETTERS TO ALICE

Connections enrich understanding in the pairs of texts set for study. To what extent is this
made evident in the texts you have studied?

(Thesis: The connections between texts shape and reshape our perception of the texts as individual
creative works, and our enriched understanding of the texts allow us to reflect upon their respective
contexts, as well as our own.)

Through exploring the connections between Jane Austen’s canonical Pride and Prejudice and Fay
Weldon’s Letters to Alice on First Reading Jane Austen, readers’ perceptions of these texts are
shaped and reshaped as an enriched understanding of the texts allows for reflection upon the texts’
respective contexts, as well as our own. Although Austen and Weldon voice their perceptions and
criticisms of society in different ways, they both explore women’s position and the expectations of
women in society, whilst also exploring women’s journey towards independence and self-
development through a common use of letters and Weldon’s exploration of the value of literature.

Both Austen and Weldon make perceptions and criticisms of their societies although both authors
omit the political and economic events of their times “surely from choice rather than ignorance”.
Furthermore, Weldon is able to criticise Austen’s society more harshly than Austen could as she is
“‘looking at a society from the outside in, not the inside out.” Weldon also critiques her own society
as can be seen through the repetition of ‘too’ in “you are, | suspect... too secure in your opinions to
care much about what goes on in your society”. It is here we see the irony of Weldon’s didactic
criticism of Alice’s generation; she accuses Alice’s generation of being unaware of the conditions of
her society even though she herself makes little reference to these conditions. This examination of
the ways in which both authors criticise their societies enables reflection upon the texts’ and
authors’ individual societal contexts.

One main category under which perceptions of the author’s societies are made is through both an
implicit and explicit exploration of women’s position and their inequality and dependence on men
within their societies. Weldon’s explanation of women’s position in Austen’s society is that “women
inherited only through their husbands... and lived well only by their husbands’ favour.” Shifts in the
values held by society are seen in Weldon’s work as we read of the rights gained by women in
England in the 1980s. They were no longer under societal pressure to marry and were virtually
equal to men in terms of educational and career opportunities. This shift is emphasised through
Weldon’s didacticism in regard to Alice in “Child, you don’t know how lucky you are.” Through this,
the audience also reflects upon the changes in society’s values between the 1980s and now.

Another connection between Pride and Prejudice and Letters to Alice is that both Austen and
Weldon explore the expectations of women in regard to marriage and education in their respective
societies. In Pride and Prejudice, marriage was generally for stability rather than love, as conveyed
through Charlotte Lucas’ belief that Mr Collins’ position in society meant that her “chance of
happiness with him [was] as fair as most people can boast on entering the marriage state”.
Furthermore, a contextual shift in regard to the type of education that women should receive exists
in Austen and Weldon’s contexts. In Austen’s society, women were educated on how to run a
household and learnt skills such as needlework and music, whereas in Weldon’s context, education
meant equal opportunities for men and women to attend school and university. Weldon’s diction of
‘standards’ in “by your standards, it was a horrible time to be alive” emphasises the reshaping of the
expectations of women from Austen’s to Weldon’s society.

Another main connection explored in both texts is the journey towards independence and liberation
that the main characters of Elizabeth Bennet and Alice take in their respective texts. This is
particularly evident with Elizabeth’s attitude towards marrying for love rather than stability, “[a truth]
that was not so observable at the time.” This display of independence is emphasised through the
diction of ‘better’ as she speaks of Charlotte Lucas’ marriage to Mr Collins when she says “she
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could not have supposed it possible that when called into action, she [Charlotte] would have
sacrificed every better feeling to worldly advantage.”

Weldon’s Letters to Alice explores Alice’s journey towards liberation that ultimately leads to her
success and liberation from her Aunt at the end of the text. The extent of Aunt Fay’s didacticism is
ironically conveyed when even after Alice’s success, Aunt Fay continues to provide Alice with
reading lists; “I hope you don’t think this is patronising of me. You have sold more copies of The
Wife’s Revenge in three months than | have of all my novels put together...” The reshaped context
between the texts connects movement towards liberation for both Elizabeth and Alice and results in
an enhanced understanding of the pair of texts.

An explicit connection between Pride and Prejudice and Letters to Alice is the use of the letter form,
despite the differing purpose of letters in each text. In Pride and Prejudice there are twenty-one
letters, their purpose being to reveal character and to forward the plot, as can be seen in Mr Darcy’s
letter to Elizabeth; “but whatever may be the sentiments which Mr Wickham has created, a
suspicion of their nature shall not prevent me from unfolding his real character.” Contrastingly
Letters to Alice’s epistolary form acts as a framing device through which Aunt Fay’s didactic
instruction of Alice is evident, particularly her assertion of the value of reading and literature; “You
must read, Alice, before it's too late.”

Finally, in both Austen’s and Weldon’s texts there is significant emphasis on the literary canon, the
value of reading and the consideration of an audience response. Austen’s Pride and Prejudice is
itself a canonical text and according to Weldon, has endured over time due to its ability to enlighten
its readers because “it’s Literature, with a capital ‘L’, as opposed to just books.” The value of reading
is emphasised through Weldon’s repetition of Alice’s need to “become acquainted with” the City of
Invention as well as the “writers that Austen read.” Additionally, in Letters to Alice, the juxtaposition
of the “stirrings, sighings and coughing of [Austen’s] audience” and the modern method through
which writers “learn by cutting their teeth on screen or TV or radio plays” serves to demonstrate how
Austen and Weldon’s contexts influenced the ways in which they considered the responses of their
audiences.

Through exploring the connections that exist between Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Weldon’s

Letters to Alice, readers gain a better understanding of the way in which the reshaping of values
according to context allows for an enriched understanding of the texts together.
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