HOW DOES ELIZABETH'S VIEW ON HUMAN NATURE CHANGE
THROUGHOUT THE NOVEL?

Austen’s Pride and Prejudice depicts her protagonist trapped within a world dictated by a
rigid class structure, unfair rules and unrealistic expectations. Surrounded by an influenced
majority, Elizabeth’s dissatisfaction is brought about by her continual exposure to those who
conform to its expectations and even endorse its values. Further adding to her
discontentment, Elizabeth possesses the tendency to focus her view of human nature
predominantly on its fallibility. Although this view cannot be contradicted and is held by
Elizabeth throughout the entirety of the narrative, its focus is instead redirected. Only
through properly understanding herself and accepting the nature of her society, can
Elizabeth overcome her negative world view. She ultimately learns that her appraisal must
change focus, in order for her to find happiness in a world where all humans are fallible.

Caroline Bingley is one of the many who fall victim to Elizabeth’s harsh judgments, which
emanate from her initial view of society. Highly prizing a ‘thorough knowledge of music,
singing, dancing, drawing and the modern languages,” Miss Bingley’s surface level values
contrast that of Elizabeth’s. Here, Elizabeth immediately identifies Miss Bingley’s conformity
to society, resulting in Elizabeth’s rejection of her claiming that she ‘never saw such a
woman’ who has all these qualities. This further illustrates her initial view centring upon the
‘inconsistencies of all human characters’ which Austen highlights in order to criticise her
society. However, emphasizing the danger of focusing solely upon human nature’s fallibility
when perceiving others, is Austen’s actual aim. She illuminates how this focus can only lead
to dissatisfaction, which is demonstrated through Elizabeth, who discovers that ‘there are
very few people’ whom she really loves. Here, Austen ultimately conveys how profusely a
person’s view of the world impacts on their quality of life. She further stresses that a
negative outlook, like Elizabeth’s, rarely leads its possessor to happiness.

Through deep self-reflection, Elizabeth is forced to acknowledge her own inconsistencies.
After labelling Charlotte and Collins’ marriage as ‘unaccountable!’, even Jane’s sisterly
advice expressing that she does not ‘make allowance enough for difference of situation and
temper’ does little to sway Elizabeth’s prejudiced opinions. Instead, self-reassessment of her
actions in the ‘solitude of her chamber’ is required. Only upon her reflection of Charlotte’s
‘degree of contentment’ can Elizabeth truly understand herself and the cause behind her
previous judgments. Here, a fresh perspective is awakened. She comes to realise that
although Charlotte’s actions, and values in marriage, are in conformation with that of her
society, it does not necessarily mean they are errors in her character. Instead Elizabeth
identifies Charlotte’s choices as rational, according to the society in which she lives. Through
this emphasis on Elizabeth’s psychological growth, Austen illuminates to readers that once
true understanding of one’s self is gained, all people have the ability to change their view of
the world.

Whilst her previous convictions remain the same, those bound by the confining societal
pressures, Elizabeth comes to see in a different light. As a result of her re-evaluation and
reluctantly recognising her mistaken prejudices, Elizabeth is able to admit her
‘prepossession and ignorance’ which she not only courted towards Darcy, but towards most
others in her society. By the end of the novel, Elizabeth’s new attitude is evidence of her
personal growth and new perception of her world. This is expressed towards Darcy, where
she states that ‘through her ease and liveliness’ Darcy’s ‘mind might have been softened, his
manners improved’ illuminating Elizabeth’s acceptance of his imperfections and new
understanding of his ability to change. This further proves that though, her belief in the
fallibility of human nature still inhibits her perceptions, it no longer is the focal point. Now
filled with hope for humanity, Elizabeth comes to believe that people should not be defined
by their failings. Instead, the way in which they learn from their mistakes is what truly
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expresses their nature. Here, Austen endorses the potential all people have, through
recognising and learning from their faults, to grow and become better people.

Although it does not entirely change, Elizabeth’s view of human nature throughout Pride and
Prejudice is instead refocused. From the beginning of the narrative her understanding of all
humans’ inconsistencies strongly taints Elizabeth’s view of the world. Therefore, she courts
prepossession which significantly contributes to her dissatisfaction. As the novel progresses
Elizabeth is forced to acknowledge her own faults through deep reflection in solitude. Here
she finally comes to understand herself and realise how greatly a person’s outlook of the
world impacts on their behaviour and thus, their happiness. Consequentially, she comes to
accept her previous view, and ultimately redirect it. This enables Austen to provide hope for
her readers. She highlights that through truly understanding the cause behind one’s
discontentment and faults, they too can refocus their view of human nature and attain
happiness, no matter the society in which they exist.
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