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Abstract

This study investigates the childrearing skills of the fictional characters Mr. And Mrs. 

Bennet in Jane Austen's novel Pride and Prejudice, as well as their impact on the story 

in general and on their children in particular. The spouses are first presented and 

described individually, then as a married couple and finally as parents. This final and 

major part of the discussion conentrates on the oldest and the youngest of the Bennet 

daughters especially, but touches briefly upon the other three as well. In performing this 

analysis, behaviouristic and psychoanalytical theories have been employed, in addition 

to biographic material on the author and historical accounts on childrearing, in order to 

determine what aspects of the Bennet children's personalities and conduct should be 

ascribed to their parents' handling of them. The results show that the Bennet parets fail 

almost completely in raising their daughters into healthy individuals, which should be 

their aim according to the psychoanalytical model, and also in training them to become 

the functional, marriable ladies that they would have to be for their parents to be 

considered successful from a behaviouristic perspective. Their failure to secure a stable 

economy for their daughters adds to this. Not all the Bennet couple's efforts result in 

failure, however, and they both have traits to recommend them. Still, their treatment of 

their daughters affect both them and the course of events in the novel negativelly. 

Keywords: childrearing, parents, daughters, conditioning, role models, literature.
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The notion of 'good' and 'bad' parents has been the stuff of books, lectures and gossip for 

centuries. In modern times, an abundance of literature on the subject is at the disposal of new and 

experienced parents alike, to aid and to ail with subjectively sound sapience. The idea of certain 

norms concerning child-rearing is not new, and certainly not confined to real life situations; in 

fiction, as well as in reality, one can be sure to recurrently run into examples of both good and bad 

parenting with, though the world of literature without doubt offers up a wealth of amazing mothers 

and fathers, the 'bad' parents often outnumbering the good. Likewise frequently these same 

insufficient child-rearing skills strongly contribute to driving the plot in said stories forward. 

Readers have seen it hundreds of times over the years: in Cinderella's cruel stepmother and absent 

father, in Dickens' peculiar fathers and malicious mothers, in modern detective novels – the 

phenomenon is even present in Disney. Readers love to hate these deficient parents, probably 

somewhere deep inside holding the awareness and anger about their apparent failings as proof of 

the readers' own sense and virtue. Authors throughout history have used literature as a means of 

expressing their own views of parents and their roles, and undeniably sometimes of venting their 

frustrations about their own wanting matrons and patrons as well. 

Hence regency period author Jane Austen is neither the first, nor the last, in a long line of authors 

of fiction to, however subtly, address the subject of parents' effect on their children's welfare, 

conduct and future lives – and the responsibility this carries with it. Peter W. Graham observes in 

his book Jane Austen & Charles Darwin: Naturalists and Novelists that Austen's

dysfunctional gallery includes optimistic Mrs Dashwood, noisy Sir 

John and cold, empty Lady Middleton, cynically detached Mr Bennet, 

obstreperously vulgar Mrs Bennet, the lightweight Lucases, 

domineering Lady Catherine De Bourgh, stern and worldly if 

principled sir Thomas Bertram and his unbelievably passive Lady … 

the over-fertile, under-funded, far-from-shipshape Prices, dim and 

timid Mr Woodhouse, calculating, tyrannical General Tilney, and vain, 

stupid Sir Walter Elliot”. (Graham 68)

This text will discuss the supposedly “cynically detached” and “obstreperously vulgar” father 
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and mother of Austen's renowned novel Pride and Prejudice, in an effort to discover in what ways 

Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, as parents, affect their children and the story's final outcome. 



Smedbakken 4

Method

Attention is here paid to the teachings of and comparisons between American psychologist John 

B. Watson and Austrian-American psychologist Bruno Bettelheim – the former one of the major 

names behind the psychological school of behaviourism and the latter highly inspired by the 

teachings of Sigmund Freud – as well as modern guidebooks for child-rearing and historical 

accounts on the subject. Theory from these sources will be presented in the next section, to establish 

a benchmark from which to approach the subsequent discussion on the subject. 

The otherwise unnamed Mr. and Mrs. Bennet will then be introduced, analysed and familiarised 

separately, in order to briefly define and understand them as individual characters before moving on 

to their intermutual relationship and the state and foundation of their marriage. Quotes from the 

novel will be studied in these sections and secondary sources will be consulted in order to acquire 

an understanding and draw a credible image of the fictional spouses and their (dys)functions as a 

couple. 

This done, focus moves on to the centre-stage question – namely that of how the Bennets 

function as parents, and to what degree their accomplishments or failings affect their children and 

the outcome of the plot. This is where the psychological theory previously introduced will be put to 

most extensive use, as attention is now given to the state of the Bennet children, and the parents' 

influence over their lives and conduct. The state of the Bennets' marriage, as concluded in the 

preceding section, will here be addressed as well. What events in the storyline of Pride and 

Prejudice must be viewed as being direct consequences of either or both parents' actions or 

inactions, what misfortunes could have been avoided through the parents' interference or an 

alteration in their conduct, and what 'faults' and virtues in their children should be ascribed the 

Bennet couple's nurturing (or lack thereof) of them? These are questions that will be considered and 

discussed in this major section of the text. Textual analysis and close reading will be performed, and 

conclusions will finally be drawn based on empirical findings and comparisons with the presented 

theory. 

Thenceforth follows summary and conclusion, where what has been done to examine the subject, 

and what was finally concluded from the investigation will be briefly reviewed. Hopefully this 

analytical study will be able to shed some light upon the functions and consequences of the 

obstinate Mrs. Bennet and her elusive husband – and perhaps also discover some truths about them 

not widely acknowledged. 



Smedbakken 5

Theory

As previously explained, this analysis will employ the works of the psychologists John B. 

Watson and Bruno Bettelheim as a basis for unravelling in what ways the Bennet spouses' different 

parenting styles affect their children and the outcome of the plot. These specific theorists have been 

chosen because they each represent one distinct view on the human psyche and how it is affected 

and influenced. Watson's behaviourist theories claim that studies of a person's mind and mental state 

are generally uninteresting, since they cannot be measured by scientific means – instead he 

advocates critical scrutinising of human behaviour, and the causes behind every action and reaction. 

Seen in this way, human beings are no more complex than advanced automatons reacting to direct 

stimulus. Bettelheim on the other hand, though agreeing that a person is affected by his or her 

surroundings, is highly influenced by Freud's psychoanalytical ideas, and instead promotes a view 

where a person's mental state, actions and deviations from 'normative behaviour' are all results of 

events sometimes taking place as far back as in early childhood. According to this view, human 

mentality is tremendously more complex, and incidents befalling a person at one point in his life 

might turn out to affect his or her thoughts, emotions and actions ten or more years later. 

Two brief biographies of Jane Austen herself, both also drawing a crude image for the reader of 

the state of society and norms during her time, have been consulted in an effort to determine how 

much of the characteristics of this study's subjects should be considered the author's reaction to her 

own family situation. They will also assist in sorting out how much of the characters' actions that 

would today be considered 'bad' parenting would have also been viewed as such by Austen's 

contemporaries, and how much should simply be ascribed to changes in perspective that have 

occurred since then. Other sources giving advice on child-rearing will also be used, such as 

summaries of famous educationalists over the years as well as studies of the historical treatment of 

children in Europe. However, since these sources will only be used briefly, in an ad hoc fashion, in 

order to strengthen arguments and shed light on events, their work and theories will not be 

studiously presented here. Instead, space will be afforded an account of the ideas of Watson and 

Bettelheim most central and relevant to this investigation, in order to establish common ground for 

the subsequent analyses.  

John B. Watson (1878-1958) was a psychology teacher and one of the pioneers within the 

behaviouristic field. He himself defined behaviourism as “a natural science that takes the whole 

field of human adjustments as its own”,  and compared it to physiology save for the difference that  

behaviourism “is intrinsically interested in what the whole animal will do from morning to night 

and form night to morning”. The behaviourist, he explained, “wants to control man's reactions as 

physical scientists want to control and manipulate other natural phenomena … to predict and to 

control human activity [and] predict, given the stimulus, what reaction will take place, or, given the 
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reaction, state what the situation or stimulus is that has caused the reaction” (Watson 11).

Watson criticised 'conventional' psychology for dealing all too much with uncertainties and 

speculations concerning the human mind and psyche, and ended up claiming that the very notion of 

a 'mind' by and large is a philosophical convention, impossible to study or scientifically quantify. 

He promoted instead the view that human beings are nothing but the sum of the stimuli and 

response that they have been subjected to during their lifetimes, up until any given point in their 

lives. By 'stimuli' he means all the input picked up by our senses, as well as the visceral behaviour 

of our bodies – simply speaking anything that affects a human being over the course of his or her 

life. It can be bodily signals such as hunger and fatigue, but also sensations such as pain, cold, 

excitement, a sound, a smell, the sight of something etcetera. 'Response', consequently, is the 

individual's reaction to the stimulus given. The stimulus 'hunger' might trigger the response 'eating' 

– but it might also, when eating is not an option, trigger a response meant to distract the attention 

away from the stimulus, such as 'taking a walk' or 'go to sleep'. Watson calls the state where the 

individual, through a response either aimed at getting rid of the stimulus (such as 'eating') or moving 

out of its reach (for example through 'distracting oneself') adjustment. If the same kind of 

adjustment is performed several times, over an extended period, the individual finally will not even 

need to experience the stimulus in order to respond – he does so by himself out of habit. Consider 

the custom of having lunch and dinner at set times every day – even though one is not always 

hungry at those times. That is how habits in people are formed. 

However, matters are somewhat more complicated than that. There is what Watson and other 

behaviourists call conditioning. Watson describes this phenomenon as “the procedure by means of 

which we can get stimuli which do not ordinarily call out responses to call them out” (Watson 13). 

Basically, this is a practice in which a person is repeatedly (or just once, depending on the intensity 

and shock factor of the experience) subjected to a stimulus that triggers a certain response, 

simultaneously as another stimuli is presented, which would not normally trigger that very same 

response, in order to create an association. Watson is, for example, famous and infamous for his 

experiments with a little child, where every time the child was confronted with a certain kind of 

animal, a loud noise would be made just behind the child's head, scaring the child. In time, the child 

would come to associate the animal with the fear that the sudden, loud noise produced in him, thus 

ending up fearing the animal in question, seemingly without a rational reason. 

According to Watson, “all healthy individuals … start out equal” (Watson 217). It was his 

opinion that, save for children born with handicaps, there is at the moment of nascency no 

personality differences whatsoever between two children, wherever and under whatever conditions 

they are born. However, differences start to develop as soon as the child comes into existence, 

depending on its experiences from the moment it draws its first breath. Stimuli lead to responses, in 
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turn leading to habit formation and consequently resulting in a personality (defined by Watson 

simply as “the end product of out habit systems”) (Watson 220). In considering this claim, it must 

be remembered that virtually everything that a person is subjected to is stimuli – even the ostensible 

absence of stimuli is a perfectly qualified stimulus in its own right. 

There is no belief within behaviourism that a child genetically inherits skills and behaviour from 

his parents; he might inherit physical traits such as large hands or a deep voice, but that does not 

mean that he has inherited his father's skill for playing the piano, or for conducting speeches. Those 

skills come through training and encouragement – and the son of a famous pianist or politician 

would certainly be expected to receive both from his proud father, eager as he probably is for his 

son to walk in his footsteps. Quite to the opposite of the hereditary view, Watson made the by now 

world famous claim: “Give me a dozen healthy infants … and I'll guarantee to take any one at 

random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select … yes, even beggar-man and 

thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors” 

(Watson 82). This rather strong claim, especially controversial in light of the convictions of the day, 

is still highly informative about the views of the behaviourist on human nature. 

From this perspective, all the more responsibility for a child's supposed failures in living up to 

societal conventions falls upon the parents. One such failure would, for example, be the classical 

carry overs; bad behaviour that carries over from childhood and continues into adulthood, as a 

result of the parents' not doing enough to correct it, or straight-out ignoring or encouraging it 

(Watson 240, 241). Watson informs his audience that the fact “[t]hat both children and adults do 

things which do not correspond with the standards of behaviour set up by the home or by the group, 

is due to the fact that the home and the group have not sufficiently trained the individual during the 

formative period” (Watson 144). This statement would predict rather sombre possibilities for said 

parents, if not for the subsequent assurance that “[s]ince the formative period is coextensive with 

life, social training should be continuous throughout life”. In other words, even though “the child or 

adult has to do what he does do” in line with the behaviouristic cause-and-effect principle of human 

behaviour (a person can not act in any other way than the way he has been taught to act), it is 

normally never too late to “untrain him and then to retrain him” (Watson 144). This procedure of 

untraining and retraining is to be carried out through the previously mentioned system of 

conditioning – and also through unconditioning, which is the reverse process by which associations 

between certain stimuli and responses in the subject are eliminated – until the unwanted conduct 

ceases to occur and the habit is altered. Hence, again, if adhering to Watson's behaviourism, it 

should be fully possible to mould a person in whichever way one might find desirable – if only the 

accurate stimuli can be found or created to cause the desirable responses and thus form the right 

habits. 
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Bruno Bettelheim, on the other hand, criticises the behaviouristic teachings for being untested 

and uncritically accepted, and for taking a stand against the better scientifically verified theories of 

evolution and heredity (Bettelheim 9). He describes childrearing as “a creative endeavour” 

(Bettelheim 14) rather than a science, and sides with hereditary research showing that a child's 

future potential is determined genetically at the moment of conception; children are not, despite 

Watson's heartfelt claims, equal at birth. Instead each child carries in its genes the result of a long 

process of human genetic evolution. This genetic legacy, inherited from the parents and their 

parents in turn, is highly determinant when it comes to the child's possibilities later in life. Two 

children, subjected to exactly the same education and upbringing, will not react in the same way to 

these variables; their genetic build determines and restricts each individual's possibilities to develop 

in any given direction – irrespective of the amount of stimuli that is thrown their way. 

Bettelheim takes Freud's part in maintaining that this genetic legacy, coupled with early life 

experience, determines an individual's subsequent development; although the heritage is constant, 

early experiences affect in which ways it will express itself – and this, somewhat simplified, is how 

personality is formed. Throughout his or her lifetime, a person is always  torn between his nature 

(determined by genetic constitution) and his own or others' wishes concerning how he should be. 

According to this claim, the individual will always suffer from the conflict between genetically 

conditioned urges such as selfishness and aggression, and a desire to live up to an altruistic self 

image imposed upon the individual by family, society and moral norms (Bettelheim 10). In 

childhood, when the individual is still adding to his or her first impressions of things in life, the 

foundation for his or her future self-image is effectively built. He or she is subjected to impressions 

that shape his or her understanding of him or herself and of the world, and this understanding in 

turn determines how later experiences, throughout his entire life, will be perceived and interpreted. 

In sum, it is during childhood that most of what is the person is moulded – not by conscious cause-

and-effect training as in behaviouristic theory, but through a coupling between hereditary ground 

material and mental impressions impossible to predict and quantify in a laboratory. 

Therefore, in Bettelheim's view, childhood plays a huge part in how an individual turns out. The 

genetic ground material still sets the boundaries and potential for each person's development, but 

(especially early) experience creates the foundation whereupon later opinions, attitudes and actions 

are based, and also affects how well individuals will be satisfied with themselves and their 

achievements. Bettelheim perceives it as a destructive and perilous business to try to 'condition' 

children into a, by the parents, desirable behaviour, since this will not help the child in developing 

his or her personality and a healthy self-image. Instead, he accentuates the importance of the parents 

helping children to further and promote their independence, through considerate assistance 
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throughout the initial stages where they starts to develop long-term thinking, self-discipline, 

autonomy from the parents and finally internalisation of environmental and societal demands into a 

functional superego (Bettelheim 11). The term 'superego', defined here for the purposes of later 

discussion, is one of the three basic psychological agencies used by Freud to define human 

personality, the other two being the id (another term for our instincts and urges) and the ego. The 

superego is defined by Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary as the part of a person's mind that 

“makes you aware of right and wrong and makes you feel guilt if you do wrong”, and consequently 

forms a person's conscience. 

It is also during the childhood period that a person is the most sensitive to lasting psychological 

injuria, if the parents' handling of him or her is not carried out in an understanding and sensitive 

way. The earlier the experience or event, the harder an impact it will have on the child and its future 

life. This because it is during this period that the conscious part of each person's mind – or the 'ego' 

– is in development. The conscious is always under influence of the unconscious (the Freudian term 

for the deeper recesses of the mind, where the previously defined super ego and its counterpart 'id' 

operate), and it is during childhood that the unconscious is at its most sensitive to outside impact 

since it is still reacting for the first time to the surroundings' values and norms. Bettelheim writes 

that the degree to which we are given the chance to interpret and process these early experiences, 

with help and support from our parents, will affect us later in life – taking the form of our future 

feelings concerning our own sufficiency and personality, but also  expressing itself through our 

ability to form meaningful relationships with others. This because we will always process every 

new impression and experience through the unconscious 'filter' that we developed during the first 

years of our lives (Bettelheim 12).

Bettelheim realises that this view of childrearing might create a situation where the parents, due 

to the stress of  potential failure in helping their child develop a healthy self-image and unconscious 

mind, actually perform worse in front of the child than necessary – thus worsening the situation 

needlessly. He tries to remedy this by suggesting that parents should concentrate mainly on their 

most important task: trying to acquire a sense for in what ways their different actions affect the 

child emotionally (e.g. by using their own memories from childhood as reference), so as to 

effectively avoid traumatic experiences for the child and provide it with a safe ground when helping 

it in its development (Bettelheim 14). They should do their best to show, not tell, what is right and 

what is wrong; that is, he promotes the old idea that a child will take after behaviour rather than 

admonitions from the parents – and failure in the parents to take this to heart risks subjecting the 

child to a difficult situation where it is not clear what the environment expects of it. Bettelheim 

underlines the importance of present, positive role models and a well-founded feeling of being 

appreciated and loved throughout the sensitive, developing time in a person's life. He writes that 
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“[p]arents ought, through their own behaviour and the values by which they live, to provide 

direction for their children” (Bettelheim 30). In this way the child acquires both a positive, secure 

self-image that will prevent it from running into psychological problems later in life, and also a 

constructive goal to live up to throughout its lifetime. For “[i]n what image can he form himself but 

that of the persons who act as parents to him?” (Bettelheim, p. 100).

In conclusion of this account, and for purposes of this investigation and its later analyses, 

definitions of certain terms from both of these psychological theory systems afford to be repeated. 

In Watson, behaviour is really the only thing worth studying in a human being. He believes that 

through observing what stimuli (all the input a person experiences in his life) produce what 

responses (the reactions performed by a person, triggered by said input), it is possible to grasp a 

person's personality. These responses can be altered through conditioning and unconditioning, the 

practice through which stimuli are caused to be associated with previously unrelated responses, or 

disassociated with previously related ones. If a stimulus-response pattern is repeated enough times 

by a person, a habit system is formed. Watson believes that skills and behaviour are not genetically 

inherited, and that all healthy children start out equal. With the right training, every single newborn 

child has the potential to become whatever the environment chooses to mould it into. A 

dysfunctional person is nothing but the result of faulty training: people have to do what they do, due 

to the training and conditioning (conscious or unconscious) they have been subjected to up until any 

given point in their lives. Unwanted behaviour can be effectively adjusted at any point in life, 

however, through the right kind of untraining and retraining. These processes basically amount to 

the individual's deviating behaviour being removed through conditioning and unconditioning 

experiments.

Bettelheim, on the other hand, has taken to heart the teachings of Sigmund Freud and believes 

that every person at birth comes endowed with a certain, individual genetic heritage, determined by 

the parents. The early years, and the treatment the child is subjected to during them, determine in 

what ways this genetic legacy will express itself later in life. The child's personality is shaped as its 

conscious mind develops under the influence of the still progressing unconscious, in response to the 

treatment of the child by its parents and the environment. Included in the unconscious are the id and 

the superego. The 'id' is a person's instincts and primal urges, and from it stems selfish impulses and 

drives. The 'superego' is, in short, the individual's conscience, and provides the conscious mind with 

ethic and moral input. Traumas and failures to establish a healthy self-image and positive role 

models during the childhood years will likely affect the individual later in life, expressing 

themselves through an inability to form constructive relationships with others, a skewed sense of 

societal ethics or personal morals, or simply a negative self-image. Therefore the responsibility that 
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falls upon the parents of a newborn child is an immense one, since it is through them the child will 

acquire its very first experiences, affecting how it will view and tackle impressions and obstacles 

later in life. In opposition to Watson, Bettelheim underlines the importance of parents refraining 

from their urges to shape their children into what they want them to be. Instead it is of utmost 

importance that they provide their child with love, support and positive role models, in order for the 

child to reach the potential that its genetic composition has provided it with. Once the critical initial 

years are over, it becomes much harder, if not impossible, to put right mental injuries contracted 

during childhood.

This established, it is now time to move on to the objects of this investigation: Mr. and Mrs. 

Bennet – first as individuals, then as a married couple and finally as parents. 
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Discussion

In order for the later analysis of the Bennets' parenting skills to be understandable, what will first 

be done is to establish some facts and views of their respective personalities, as presented in the 

novel. In this initial section, their individual traits will first be described separately, followed by an 

account of their marriage.

Mr. Bennet

- “For what do we live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?” 

(Austen 305) -

Mr. Bennet is established early – already in the first pages – as a witty and cynical man who 

loves to secretly (but sometimes not so subtly) amuse himself at his wife's expense, by confusing 

her in their conversation and let fall clever remarks about her to anyone with the inclination and 

intelligence to pick them up. He is described to be such an “odd mixture of quick parts, sarcastic 

humour, reserve, and caprice, that the experience of three and twenty years had been insufficient to 

make his wife understand his character”(Austen 3). He appears to harbour a deep prejudice against 

all who do not live up to his personal standards of intellect, and seldom lets fly a chance to make 

this known – counting upon his own labyrinthine formulations to protect himself from the victims 

finally lashing back at him, or, more likely, viewing them as so far inferior as to make their potential 

ill opinion of him unworthy of consideration. He uses the word 'foolish' a lot to describe people and 

behaviour which do not fall into the category of things he would term as rational. This negative 

view of his surroundings does not limit itself to people and events outside his own household, but 

mercilessly includes relatives and the majority of his own daughters as well. He describes his 

children as being “all silly and ignorant, like other girls” (Austen 2), and claims that they “have 

none of them much to recommend them”. The exception to this attitude is his second daughter, 

Elizabeth Bennet, whom he holds as a favourite for her wit and intelligence that seem to match his 

own; she “has something more of quickness than her sisters”.

Mr. Bennet is also the heir of a respectable, though not astronomical, fortune, including the estate 

of Longbourn and a yearly income sufficient to sustain him and his family without any need for him 

to work. And although the estate is entailed on the male line of his family (probably for three 

generations, as was custom, with him being the second in line), and he knows that his having had 

only daughters will cause it to pass on to a distant relation of his at his death, he has taken this 

opportunity to live the easy life without worrying about the future. He takes no visibly active part in 

his wife's labours to marry off their daughters, and often mocks her for putting such an effort into 

the affair. 

Further, he is described as being “fond of the country and of books; and from these tastes had 
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arisen his principal enjoyments” (Austen 198). In his pursuit of an easy, laid-back life, he spends a 

lot of time in his library, which seems to constitute a safe haven in the house where he can be 

“always sure of leisure and tranquillity; and though prepared … to meet with folly and conceit in 

every other room in the house, he [is] used to be free from them there” (Austen 60). Jane Austen's 

own father, Reverend George Austen, is described by biographer Maggie Lane in her Jane Austen's 

World as having had “a study at the back of the house, where he accumulated his library of 500 

volumes, wrote sermons and gave lessons” (Lane 25). Is is very likely that at least this part of Mr. 

Bennet's character derives from the inspiration the author received from her own father. 

When present in the scenes of the novel, Mr. Bennet often acts as a background element (apart 

from his witty remarks about the others' conversation) – but often he is absent, supposedly having 

withdrawn to his library as is frequently stated, or seeking refuge from duties and responsibilities 

somewhere else. H.J. Jackson in his article What was Mr. Bennet Doing in his Library, and What 

Does It Matter? describes this secluded place as “a zone of mystery, and eventually, of guilt”, and 

observes that Mr. Bennet “habitually goes there after breakfast and stays most of the day, coming 

out for dinner and tea but going back between tea and supper while the rest of the family might 

more sociably be reading aloud, playing backgammon, or having some music.” Jackson concludes 

however, after analysing the sparse descriptions of the furnishing of the room, that not all of Mr. 

Bennet's time is spent in idle passivity; while hiding away there “[he] reads and answers his mail in 

the library: that's what the writing table is for”. He dislikes being disturbed while in there, and 

bluntly or cunningly gets rid of both Mrs. Bennet and Mr. Collins during the course of the story, 

when they on separate occasions intrude on his private sphere (Austen 60, 95). His daughters, the 

less 'foolish' ones at least, seem to be welcome there; Jackson observes that “Elizabeth is welcome 

there and we are assured that all the girls had ready access to books and masters if they showed any 

disposition to learn”. Certainly Mary must have a relatively easy access to books to entertain such 

an impressive reading habit as she does. Another observation of Jackson's concerning Mr. Bennet's 

library, is that books – especially the kind of books suitable for a gentleman's library – at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century were not cheap. Rather, they were expensive luxuries, and Mr. 

Bennet's yearly income of £2000 must have at least partly gone into keeping his collection up to 

date – especially since we learn that he has not put aside any money at all for the retaining of his 

family after his own demise (Austen 257).  And since his library seems to constitute such a large 

part of Mr. Bennet's life, Jackson's assumption that much of the time of a man in his position, when 

locked up in his library, goes to planning his collection, sending new acquisitions away for binding, 

or reading and cataloguing his books, does not seem at all far-fetched. 

From all this can be concluded that Mr. Bennet is a man whose own cynical intellect prevents 

him form taking people seriously, and also from feeling that their troubles concern him. This 
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disassociation extends to the majority of his own family, the exceptions being Elizabeth and to a 

degree also Jane due to their lesser tendency to fall into 'girlish' or 'foolish' behaviour. His treatment 

of them, and especially the former, is therefore slightly more committed than that of anyone else – 

stretching as far as him actually giving Elizabeth affective advice at one point in the story (Austen 

317). He has always had easy access to resources due to his inheritance, and has probably never had 

to worry much about anything. This attitude has carried over into his habits when dealing with 

family matters, and he seems unwilling to get mixed up in domestic concerns if he at all can help it. 

His three major joys in life seem to constitute amusing himself at other people's expense, enjoying 

the few sufficiently intellectual conversations his environment can muster up, and spending time in 

and adding to his library (something he must know he is doing for the good of noone in his family 

but himself, since the house and all its interior will pass on to Mr. Collins as soon as he himself is 

dead). In the novel he is put forth as a likeable character, and a welcome and intelligent contrast to 

his obnoxious wife. However, at a closer look he comes about as a difficult, misunderstood man 

who is reluctant about direct confrontations and uses his library as an impersonal substitute for real, 

human objects for commitment and involvement. And although in the end, after realising that his 

conduct has caused his daughters harm he “learns regret for his failure”, he still does not show “too 

much regret – not so much that he ceases to be Mr. Bennet” (Rubinstein 27).

Mrs. Bennet

- “If I can but see one of my daughters happily settled at Netherfield … and all the others equally 

well married, I shall have nothing to wish for” (Austen 6) -

In comparison to her husband, the reader is told that “[Mrs. Bennet's] mind [is] less difficult to 

develop”, and that “[s]he [is] a woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain 

temper. When she [is] discontented, she [fancies] herself nervous”. This often quoted description, 

coupled with the information that “[t]he business of her life [is] to get her daughters married; its 

solace [is] visiting and news” gives a rather clear understanding about her character that the rest of 

the novel simply works to enforce (Austen 3). 

Mrs. Bennet's character holds no great mystery, apart from the unavoidable question of what 

kind of parents would manage to raise such an eccentric, 'foolish' and self-centred daughter. The 

reader is told that “[h]er father had been an attorney in Meryton, and had left her four thousand 

pounds” (Austen 22), that she has “a sister married to a Mr Philips, who had been a clerk to their 

father and succeeded him in the business, and a brother settled in London in a respectable line of 

trade”. Her sister, Mrs. Philips, proves to be in possession of very similar personal traits as Mrs. 

Bennet herself, whereas her brother, Mr. Gardiner, is made up of altogether different material, being 

described as “a sensible, gentleman-like man, greatly superior to his sister, as well by nature as 
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education” (Austen 117). Perhaps it is safe to assume, within the logic of this story, that the mother 

of the Gardiner children (if that was Mrs. Bennet's maiden name) was a woman with characteristics 

close to those exhibited by her daughters, while the father was a more rational kind of man. The 

mention of Mr. Gardiner's superiority of education would certainly suggest that he was raised in a 

much more elaborate way than his sisters. That would partly explain the total lack of likeness 

between the male and female siblings. This riddle, however, is not the object of this discussion. 

Maggie Lane, in her biography Jane Austen's World, describes the author's own mother, 

Cassandra, as a woman who “delighted in word-play and all her life maintained the habit of writing 

occasional verse for her own and others' amusement. She expressed herself more forthrightly and 

epigramatically than her mild husband, and prided herself on her common sense: what she herself 

called the 'spraek wit'” (Lane 23). From this description it would seem clear that the unintelligent 

Mrs. Bennet was not created as a reaction by Jane Austen to her own mother. However, the 

possibility still exists that she might have been created as a critique of some other woman in Jane 

Austen's vicinity, as the attitudes she displays, though perhaps in their less exaggerated form, are 

not unlikely to appear in a person pretentious for attention. Another biographer, M. C Sullivan, in 

this line of argument observes that “[t]he moral that runs through all Jane Austen's novels is that we 

should control our own selfish impulses, be regardful of other people's feelings and make the best of 

whatever life happens to bring us”. Sullivan also notes that “[i]n her novels, the characters who 

incur their author's disapproval are almost all careless of the comfort of the people among whom 

they happen to live” (Sullivan 16). This would certainly secure Mrs. Bennet's position as a 

conscious warning example form the author's side.

Mrs. Bennet is well aware of the entail on Mr. Bennet's inheritance, even though she does not 

seem to fully understand its details, and therefore worries extensively about the future. It would 

seem fully possible that the awareness of her siblings' success in securing a safe spot in life, while 

she herself presumably still has to struggle for future survival, is a thorn in the side for Mrs. Bennet; 

she viciously lashes out at Mr. Darcy when she takes it that he is criticising out-of-town living, and 

is highly satisfied when she is given the mistaken notion that her brother has expensively financed 

the recovery of her daughter Lydia, loudly exclaiming that “[i]f he had not had a family of his own, 

[she] and [her] children must have had all his money” and that this “is the first time [they] have ever 

had any thing from him, except a few presents” (Austen 256). In order to remedy this inconsistency, 

Mrs. Bennet dedicates virtually all her time to the task of securing a stable position for herself, most 

often through the effort of getting her daughters well married. Sullivan describes her as “a 

housekeeper who exceeds her income in her efforts to impress her neighbours … Having married 

above her station, she suffers from social insecurity, which she attempts to allay with her boasts” 

(Sullivan 43). Her endeavour to marry off her daughters, however, is repeatedly jeopardised by her 
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own lack of prudence and temperance, and Mr. Darcy at one point declares that “the situation of 

[Mrs. Bennet's] family, though objectionable, [is] nothing in comparison of that total want of 

propriety so frequently, so almost uniformly betrayed by herself” (Austen 166). Both her schemes 

and her interpersonal behaviour border on and often also cross over to the rude, but she seems 

incapable of noticing this. 

She is also highly prone to swift changes of opinion concerning people, as soon as they start or 

cease being in a position to benefit her. Mr. Darcy, for example, is marked by her as a distasteful 

person when he happens to insult Elizabeth at their first meeting. As soon as it is made clear that he 

intends to marry her daughter, however, Mrs. Bennet's opinion of him changes drastically for the 

better. Mr. Bingley, likewise, is her favourite until it seems that he will not marry Jane, whereupon 

he instantly sinks in her regard – but is equally swiftly taken back into her favour again when it 

turns out he is intent on returning to Netherfield. Mr. Collins is another example; whereas her 

husband loves to make fun of this man for his stupidity and strange manners, Mrs. Bennet only sees 

the good in him up until the very moment when she is effectively convinced by his marrying 

Charlotte Lucas that she and her daughters have nothing whatsoever to gain from him. Another 

aspect of this attitude of hers is her habit of falling into obsequious manners as soon as someone she 

considers as being of higher rank is present – a trait she shares with many secondary characters in 

the novel and which gives birth to several entertaining scenes throughout the book. 

Another marked characteristic of hers, as already stated as part of her introduction, is Mrs. 

Bennet's lack of the wit and intelligence displayed by her husband. She is frequently made sport of, 

both by him and by the author, due to her inability to understand what is being said to her, and her 

comically faulty reactions thereto. She “is giddy, almost like a girl, and indeed Mr Bennet is witty 

enough to suggest that Bingley might fancy her instead of one of her daughters” (Handley 77, 78). 

She is also highly insensitive to others' opinions of her, and has her own view of what is important. 

For example, she is said to have been “more alive to the disgrace, which her want of new clothes 

must reflect on her daughter's nuptials, than to any sense of shame at the eloping and living with 

Wickham a fortnight before they took place” (Austen 259). In other words, habits and events which 

would naturally attract sideways glances during this time period have no power over her, due to her 

inability to understand the import of anything not to do with her crusade to find husbands for her 

daughters – with no regard in the end for the suitableness of the match. 

All this, together with an overall highly immature personality, sums up into a character which the 

author must have intended to be little else than unsympathetic and comical. We see a woman who 

“[quarrels] with no compliments” (Austen 54) and who, after in youth marrying into fortune, comes 

to realise that her husband's inheritance is not such as to be capable of sustaining her after his 

demise. After trying for a son for the longest time, and realising finally a son will never come, she 
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decides to make the best of it through making it her life's quest to marry off her daughters richly. 

Handley argues that her reaction to the news of Elizabeth's engagement to Mr. Darcy “really 

conveys the essential Mrs Bennet – mercenary, hypocritical, snobbish, having no moral measure but 

a ready allowance of words which can fit the favourable occasion and show just how shallow she is 

… always [putting] her own troubles first, and these are for the most part imaginary ones” (Handley 

77). She finds joy in life through living out through her youngest daughter, Lydia, who in character 

resembles her the most of all the Bennet children, but also in gossiping about less successful 

families and boasting her own victories in front of her friends – especially in front of Mrs. Lucas, 

who is said to be “a very good kind of woman, not too clever to be a valuable neighbour to Mrs. 

Bennet” (Austen 13). The effort of getting her daughters married, however, she is herself constantly 

sabotaging with her own bad manners, lack of propriety and low intelligence, and she finds no 

assistance in her husband who is constantly making confusing utterances and hiding away in his 

library. 

The next section will take a closer look at the Bennets as a couple, and how they function and 

interact as husband and wife throughout the novel. 

The Bennets as Spouses

- “...where other powers of entertainment are wanting, the true philosopher will derive benefit 

from such as are given” (Austen 198) -

Natalie J. McKnight in her book Suffering Mothers in Mid-Victorian Novels at one point refers to 

Andrew Halliday's statement that “novelists are wise to end most novels at the point of marriage for 

that might be the last chance for a happy ending – after that event ... misery begins” (McKnight 12). 

Now Pride and Prejudice  is obviously no mid-Victorian novel, but in the case of Mr. and Mrs. 

Bennet this assertion certainly holds true. The Bennets' marriage is summarised spot on at the 

beginning of Chapter forty-two, where the reader learns that even Mr. Bennet's favourite daughter is 

painfully aware of her father's failures and both parents' infelicity:

Had Elizabeth's opinion been all drawn from her own family, she 

could not have formed a very pleasing picture of conjugal felicity or 

domestic comfort. Her father, captivated by youth and beauty, and that 

appearance of good humour which youth and beauty generally give, 

had married a woman whose weak understanding and illiberal mind 

had very early in their marriage put an end to all real affection for her. 

Respect, esteem, and confidence had vanished for ever; and all his 

views of domestic happiness were overthrown. (Austen 198)
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The reader successively learns throughout the novel to appreciate the full width of the 

discontentment that resides within the Longbourn estate. The spouses have separate chambers, and 

Mrs. Bennet's rooms are the very last place the daughters would go look for their father, as made 

clear in the scene where Mr. Bennet has received news about Lydia having been found (Austen 

251). 

Mr. Bennet, as previously concluded a care-free and irresponsible man who probably has never 

had to lift a finger in all his life, in youth married a girl without taking the time to get to know her 

better. When the first spell wore off, he quickly noticed that her personality was nothing to match 

her looks, and her intellect certainly not such a one as capable of matching his. Disappointment on 

his part was a given.

Mrs. Bennet, as well, married expecting something different. Her siblings had both managed to 

prepare good lives for themselves – her brother by managing his own business, and her sister 

through marrying their father's accountant and thus harvesting the fruits of both the family business 

and the father's selection of a trustworthy man. Since the only accepted means for a woman to 

support herself during this time was marriage, if she did not want to become a governess or a 

schoolteacher, Mrs. Bennet's only option as the respectable lady she wanted to be regarded as was 

finding a rich husband. Mr. Bennet certainly lived up to this sole criterion, and so she allowed 

herself to be swept off her feet by this intelligent man who promised inherited money and an easy 

life on an estate with an annual income. When she was told about the entail, however, she 

understood that her fight was not yet over; a son would save the situation and still secure for her the 

stable gentry life she was aiming for. Five daughters later, however, no more children came. The 

only card left for her to play at this point was to try best to get her daughters well (and richly) 

married. 

Her disappointment, however, did not consist solely of the elusive fortune; she would soon 

discover that in her endeavour to marry off her daughters, she could expect no assistance from her 

husband, who did not even endeavour to put aside savings to provide for her and the children after 

he was gone. Once married to her, she must have noticed how quickly his regards for and attentions 

to her lessened and finally degraded into something close to contempt. Or as formulated by Jan 

Fergus in his Jane Austen and the Didactic Novel: “Mr Bennet's wit displays his contempt for his 

wife and provokes her to expose herself before their children” (Fergus 107). Although it is highly 

questionable whether she actually understands the degree to which her husband taunts and abuses 

her, she does not avoid noticing his lack of commitment to the family and to her own emotions. 

“[N]obody is on my side, nobody takes part with me, I am cruelly used, nobody feels for my poor 

nerves” (Austen 96), is her testimony on the subject in front of Charlotte Lucas, after she is 

convinced once and for all that she is alone in her efforts to secure a safe future for herself and her 
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daughters. 

Mr. Bennet is described as being “little otherwise indebted [to his wife], than as her ignorance 

and folly contributed to his amusement”, and Elizabeth Bennet “had never been blind to the 

impropriety of her father's behaviour as a husband” or his “continual breach of conjugal obligation 

and decorum which, in exposing his wife to the contempt of her own children, was so highly 

reprehensible” (Austen 198). So while Mrs. Bennet is drawn up as being a tiresome wife who 

makes life difficult for her husband who only wants to live a quiet life with his books and he, in 

turn, is portrayed as an intelligent man, highly likeable, who tries to fend off his wife's attacks 

through witty comebacks and remarks, the picture becomes totally different at a closer look. 

Mr. Bennet rashly married a beautiful girl, but was disappointed with her personality and 

intelligence when he got to know her better. This disappointment, probably coupled with a spoilt, 

care-free attitude, caused him to abandon all pretence at domestic and interpersonal responsibility 

once the initial crush had died, and now leaves it to his wife to mind her own business – with the 

interruption of the occasional indulgence of his in the pleasure of making sport of her, of course. 

Not even his favourite daughter is able to excuse his treatment of her mother. It is not hard as a 

reader of the novel to interpret Mr. Bennet's abuse of his wife, and his refusal to partake in domestic 

affairs, as an immature punishment of her for his own disappointment in his misjudgement of her 

and the way his life has turned out. He never tells his wife anything until the very last minute, as in 

the scene when Mr. Collins is coming to visit for the first time, or at the very beginning of the novel 

when he informs her finally of his secretly having gone to call on Mr. Bingley at Netherfield, and 

never misses out on a chance to ridicule her in front of other people.

So while Mrs. Bennet certainly is not portrayed as the perfect wife, she might be viewed as more 

of a victim than her husband. She probably married for money, judging by her later attitude towards 

her daughters' choices of spouses, but in those times this alone could not have been viewed as a 

mortal fault in a woman; what other options did she have? Her only other 'crime' as a wife is her 

being shallow and superficial – but looking at other members of the novel's female cast, this trait 

seems to be the norm rather than a deviation from it. She tries to socialise with her husband, but he 

intently confuses her and rejects her efforts. She tries to establish matches for her daughters, but her 

husband declares her attempts as silly and refuses to aid her. In her own way, though perhaps for 

selfish ends, she does everything in her power to support the family (her limited intelligence and 

etiquette constituting the boundaries of these powers), and goes to great lengths to get her husband 

to participate in her efforts – to no avail. She might be a tiresome person, but she is not idle.

This sums up in a marriage founded on disappointed expectations, where greed, irresponsibility 

and naivety have been and are still collaborating in creating one of the worst matches possible. 

Maggie Lane in her biography of Jane Austen, however, effectively subdues all suggestions that the 
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Bennets would in any way be a portrait of Austen's own parents and their marriage. She writes that 

“Jane's parents, the Reverend George Austen and his wife Cassandra, née Leigh, were well matched 

in character and intellect” (Lane 22), and that theirs “was a hardworking and highly successful 

partnership, providing an exemplary foundation for family life” (Lane 23). Thus can be concluded 

that what Jane Austen wanted to say with these characters at least had nothing to do with any will to 

criticise her own parents' relationship. Still, Brodie's Notes on Pride and Prejudice underlines that 

“[o]ne theme [in Pride and Prejudice] involves the presentation of marriage … the underlying 

moral comment being that marriages must be based on love, respect [and] compatibility of feelings 

and interests”, and that Mr. and Mrs. Bennet's relationship is to be viewed as a direct warning 

example from the author's side (Handley 12, 13). They both should have chosen someone with an 

intellect and a temper better matching their own – and this, perhaps, is the Bennet couple's biggest 

problem. Theirs is not a happy marriage, but contrary to first impressions, the fault lies perhaps 

more with Mr. Bennet than with his wife. He chose her to be his wife, and though she turned out to 

be nothing of what he expected, still he should be able to live with his choice. Her 'silliness' is part 

of her personality, after all, and the least that can be expected of him as a husband is for him to treat 

her fairly and with respect. Mrs. Bennet can not be expected to change her personality – especially 

not if in judgement adhering to Watson's claim that a person “has to do what he does do” – but Mr. 

Bennet should be capable of not actively treating her badly and forsaking all his responsibility 

towards her and their family. “[N]either her idiocy nor her blindness can excuse him”, as justly 

ruled by Fergus (107). The offence is on his side, but realising this does not make their marriage a 

happier one in the least since he is hurting her because, being trapped in their “ill judged marriage” 

(Lascelles xi), he is hurting himself. 

The Bennets as Parents

- “Jane's disappointment had in fact been the work of her nearest relations” (Austen 175) -

Having established the Bennets as individuals and as a married couple, the time has now come to 

take a closer look at their skills as parents. Eva Bergenlöv, in her book Drabbade Barn ('Beset 

Children') writes that “counselling literature from the 18th century underlines the immense 

importance of childrearing. Upbringing is the foundation of society and what separates man from 

the animals, the most beautiful and beneficial of all duties” (Bergenlöv 68).1 Judging from this, the 

idea of the importance of training and raising one's children with consideration is not a new one, 

and mothers and fathers during the time period of Pride and Prejudice thus had no exemption 

warrant from the struggle of being good parents. 

There is no denying that the Bennet daughters, perhaps with the exception of the fractious Lydia, 

1 This and all subsequent quotes from Bergenlöv translated from Swedish by Christina Smedbakken
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wind up doing quite well for themselves at the end of the novel – but how much of that should be 

ascribed to the parents is a different question altogether. It is true that were it not for Mrs. Bennet 

and her plotting, Jane would probably not have been so easily acquainted with Mr. Bingley – and 

had not Elizabeth been so completely assured of her father's support in choosing a husband for 

herself, there is a risk of her having ended up marrying Mr. Collins against her will. However, 

raising five daughters within a strained marriage, with gloomy prospects for their economic future, 

is a challenge even for the best of parents, and Mr. and Mrs. Bennet would probably not be counted 

amongst their number in a million years. 

Reading Pride and Prejudice with an analytical eye reveals several occasions where the progress 

of the plot can be traced directly back to the Bennet couple's treatment of their children. It is not 

hard to imagine that this is just what was intended by the author, who is described by Lane as 

having been “a didactic novelist – that is, one who created her imaginary worlds not only for the 

delight of creation, but to put forward certain moral values. Part of her purpose in writing was to be 

a good influence on her readers and therefore, in some small way, on her society” (Lane 16). In the 

case of the Bennets, her aim for the moral lesson is not hard to interpret. On several accounts their 

parenting techniques, if at all techniques they can be termed, must be found wanting. Many of these 

failings stem from their apparent inability to agree on virtually any point, but some of them seem to 

originate from the Bennets' own personalities and thus from their own upbringing or training – 

depending on what psychological model one looks to for support. In this section the theoretical base 

established at the beginning of this text will be put to use, in an effort to pinpoint instances where 

the Bennets' parenting goes wrong and in what ways these wrongs affect their children and their 

actions. 

The five Bennet children show such contrasting personalities, with such differing values, that 

neither a behaviourist nor a psychoanalyst could reasonably claim that the Bennets have been 

consequent in their rearing. Notwithstanding this, however, stands the fact that the two eldest 

daughters show high levels of understanding of both moral and logical matters, whereas the third is 

a bookish recluse, the youngest is short sighted, spontaneous and uncontrollable, and the next to 

youngest is an easily lead, initiativeless young girl with a tendency to follow whoever is willing to 

lead (which is most often her younger sister). Part of these differences, according to Bettelheim and 

the psychoanalytical school, must be ascribed to their respective genetic compositions, whereas 

Watson would claim that they all five were equal at birth. Both Bettelheim and Watson, however, 

would agree that a large part, if not the entirety, of the girls' personalities is the direct result of the 

parents and the differences between how the girls have been raised. What remains to be settled is in 

what ways their upbringings differ, and this will be accomplished through taking a closer look at the 

Bennet daughters in general, and the eldest and the youngest – Jane and Lydia – in particular. 
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Before any individual analyses can commence, however, there is one very important aspect that 

needs be pointed out. As has been already established, Mr. Bennet is absent from family life most of 

the time throughout the novel – mostly keeping to himself within his library and leaving it for his 

wife to keep track of their daughters. This refuge must no doubt seem the perfect haven for a man 

so totally unable to stand his spouse, but growing up without the involvement and attention of a 

concrete father figure has its consequences, irrespective of which model of explanation is consulted. 

Adhering to Watson's view, and taking into account the differences in personality and 

intelligence between the Bennet parents that have previously been established, a logical inference 

would be to assume that Mr. Bennet was more actively involved in the rearing of the eldest 

children, successively losing interest as more and more daughters came into the picture. This would 

explain the two eldest daughters' superior intellect, since in this view no traits of the kind can be 

inherited genetically. In his Behaviorism Watson discusses the three sons of an economist, of whom 

one ended up successfully walking in the father's footsteps due to receiving most attention from the 

latter, whereas the middle brother was doted on by the mother and become a reputed socialite and 

the youngest, receiving insufficient attention from either parent, failed entirely and became a 

criminal (Watson 78). This same example model, serving as a display of the power over children's 

outcome inherent in differing degrees of parental attention, works perfectly fine to explain the 

Bennet situation, as will be seen.

Bettelheim, however, would underline the importance of Mr. Bennet's acting as a present father 

figure in his children's lives, and the impact his absence logically has on them in that it robs them of 

an important role model. This, in turn, risks causing a number of psychological problems with his 

children, some of which actually are displayed throughout the novel. This said, it is now time to 

take a look at the two most contrasting of the Bennet daughters in an effort to discover to what 

extent this and other aspects of their upbringing have an impact on their lives. 

Jane

- “I have an excessive regard for Jane Bennet, she is really 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” (Austen 29). -  

The eldest Bennet daughter also seems the most balanced of the five as far as parental influence 

goes; she is intelligent and strong, but only insomuch as she is also highly feminine and adherent to 

what is expected from a young lady of her time. She is also described as 'sweet-tempered' and 

unable to judge or speak ill of anyone. In sum, she would seem to be the image of the ideal 

daughter, and also an example of the result of highly successful parenting. Whether this image is 

representative of the truth, or just a shallow surface, remains to be seen.
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An equal amount of attention from the mother and the father, with Mr. Bennet contributing with 

intellectual and temperate influence and his wife encouraging her daughter to become ladylike and 

traditionally feminine, would be the behaviouristic explanation for her personality. Probably Jane 

was raised before Mrs. Bennet understood the full width of the entail and consequently became 

increasingly eccentric, causing her husband to pull away. The Bennet couple's relationship was very 

likely a lot better in those initial years, allowing for them to collaborate in the raising of their first 

daughter in a way which later became impossible. Also, this was before they grew desperate and 

despondent about finally having a son, and so this their first daughter was allowed to get their full, 

untainted attention as a newly wed couple. 

Jane was probably trained according to all the conventions of the trade and was conditioned into 

an equal mix of traditionally female calm and accomplishment, and a capacity for intelligent 

conversation. When she expressed behaviour unwanted in a young lady, the negative stimuli the 

parents gave her in response quickly changed her habits, and their undivided attention moulded her 

into an eldest daughters they could both be proud of and satisfied with. Judging by her modesty and 

unwillingness to speak rashly of other people, she was probably trained not to exhibit such 

unladylike features or, if she once had them, was untrained and retrained until they ceased. Her 

strong repulsion to such speech hints at her at some point having been strongly conditioned to 

associate such behaviour with something negative or unpleasant, perhaps a scolding or some other 

kind of punishment. All in all, behaviourism does not deal with a person's inner feelings as long as 

the behaviour is functional – and Mr. and Mrs. Bennet at least managed to raise Jane into a 

functional person with a, for the time period, satisfactory pattern of behaviour.

Bettelheim's more psychoanalytical disposition would suggest a truth somewhat similar, but 

where Watson concentrates on the power of direct conditioning, the Freudian school would 

underline the power and influence of stable and positive role models. Jane, being raised during the 

Bennet couple's presumably peaceful initial years as husband and wife, was not subjected in her 

early, sensitive years to the negatively chaotic influence of the parents' later contempt for one 

another, and neither was she without a father figure as Mr. Bennet had not yet felt a need to 

withdraw from the family. Assuming that Mrs. Bennet also had not yet had to face the full impact of 

the truth about the entail, she, too, would have been less prone to nervous outbursts; Jane's 

outwardly stable personality would certainly suggest that this was the case, if taking the Freudian 

outlook of Bettelheim as truth. 

However, the result here is a young woman with a highly dominant super ego, or conscience, that 

will not let her talk ill of anyone and makes her always ready to step in and help, as well as an id 

whose selfish urges seldom competes for control – almost to the brink of suppression. Although she 

is heartbroken when Mr. Bingley leaves her, when Elizabeth returns with news of Mr. Wickham and 
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Mr. Darcy, “she seeks to defend Wickham but also Darcy's integrity [and] puts aside her own inner 

worries in order to give Elizabeth the sympathetic ear she needs” (Handley 19), and later does the 

same in order to make up for her mother's absence. The impression is that Jane from a very early 

age has felt a pressure not to offend, and chances are that the Bennets, as first time parents, overdid 

it in their effort of raising her to become a lady. 

Jane is highly committed to the family, and actually takes care of the whole household when 

Mrs. Bennet takes to her chambers as a result of Lydia running away. The impression is that she 

feels responsible for the whole family, and thinks very seldom of herself. Using Bettelheim's 

perspective, this selflessness in her is probably grounded in some kind of guilt or obligation 

impressed upon her in childhood. One possible background would be that her mother, Mrs. Bennet, 

presented her with an ideal that she is having trouble living up to. However, this seems unlikely 

since Mrs. Bennet is not known for being a selfless character. Instead, a more likely alternative is 

Jane having had to take care of heavy responsibilities from a very early age, causing her to feel in 

later life that the duty of being helpful and caring rests on her shoulders, lest people will think ill of 

her or things will fall apart due to her failure in upholding them. One very likely cause for this 

would be that she as a child was forced to pick up the pieces when the Bennet couple's relationship 

finally started to break apart. This would be an explanation for both her selflessness, her 

unwillingness to judge people and the speed with which she accepts and takes upon herself the 

responsibility of caring for the family when Mrs. Bennet takes to her bed after Lydia's elopement. 

There is also reason to believe that this is not the first time that Jane has had to step in for her 

mother when the latter is overwhelmed by the circumstances; Sullivan actually terms the nervous 

Mrs. Bennet a hypochondriac (Sullivan 78), and chances are that this behaviour has repeated itself 

over the years, probably as far back as the Bennet couple's initial falling out, always forcing Jane to 

act as her mother's proxy in order for the family to function. Moreover, Jane was also the first of the 

Bennet daughters to be subjected to Mrs. Bennet's mania about marriage, and has probably had the 

fact imposed upon her from the time she reached puberty that it is her responsibility to find a 

husband and thus 'save' the family from future economic ruin. When internalising rules and ethics 

into her superego, which as previously stated always influences the ego and thus the personality, 

these impressions of her carrying the final responsibility for the family's functionality, and having to 

prove her worth in her mother's eyes through marriage, were thus internalised as well.

All this would indicate an unbalance between her id and her superego, caused by Jane suffering 

from an inner conflict where she in every thing she does unconsciously struggles to meet the 

expectations and the requirements of her direct environment and in so doing also sacrifices her own, 

personal wishes and would-be opinions. Mordecai Marcus' observation in his essay A Major 

Thematic Pattern in Pride and Prejudice that “Jane's diffidence towards Bingley and her quickness 
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to believe that he has lost interest in her show inability to assert personal claims and to resist 

excessive social claims” (Rubinstein 86), would certainly support this theory. Seen from this 

perspective, Mrs. and Mr. Bennet have not succeeded very well in bringing her up, since this kind 

of imbalance between her urges and her conscience will very likely have consequences for the 

duration of her entire life, even after marrying Mr. Bingley and having children of her own. 

Lydia

- “Have you seen any pleasant men? Have you had any flirting? ... Lord, how ashamed I should 

be of not being married before three-and-twenty!” (Austen 185) -

The Bennet couple's youngest daughter, Lydia, was probably raised long after her parents' 

relationship broke down. At the time of her birth, Mr. Bennet must have had already pulled away 

from his wife and his family, giving Mrs. Bennet free reins to raise her youngest daughter as she 

pleased (as given away by Lydia's conduct and personality). The reader is told that Lydia is “a 

favourite with her mother, whose affection [has] brought her into public at an early age” (Austen 

37), a quote bearing witness of Lydia's having been given rather free reins herself, by her mother. 

Compared to that of her eldest sister, Lydia's upbringing seems to have been virtually spared from 

moral lessons of responsibility, propriety and ethics. Throughout the novel she is put forth as an 

irresponsible young woman with little interest in preserving her own or her family's face and 

reputation. She flirts rampantly with whatever man happens to endow her with a moment's 

attention, and seems to have little understanding of what is proper to say or do and what is not. 

Graham Handley in his Notes observes that “[l]ike her mother, [Lydia] is insensitive and vulgar and 

has 'a sort of natural self-consequence' … which is going to get her attention and trouble” (Handley 

24). Overall, she is the daughter displaying the least amount of intelligence and the most distinct 

likeness to the ways, traits and attitudes of her mother of all the sisters.

The behaviouristic view would suggest that Lydia's habit-personality is the direct result of her 

mother training her. Whereas Jane must have received training from both parents, Lydia's total 

absence of tact suggests that Mr. Bennet has had no active part in conditioning her (although it 

might be questioned if Mr. Bennet would have been a better model for tactful behaviour himself). 

On the contrary, Mrs. Bennet as the closest parent has throughout Lydia's entire life been in a 

position to subject her to stimuli where a favourable response equalled mimicking her own eccentric 

behaviour, resulting in her present habit pattern. Mrs. Bennet probably rewarded her youngest 

daughter for showing interest in clothing and jewellery, and everything else she herself found 

attractive and appealing. Taking into account the mother's fixation with her daughters' marrying, her 

favourite daughter has naturally come to associate flirting and fraternising with men with positive 

response. The entire relationship between mother and daughter has become a vicious cycle, with the 
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mother providing stimuli in the form of encouragement and the daughter responding by exhibiting 

herself in public. This, in turn, becomes a stimuli for Mrs. Bennet, who responds by praising her 

daughter, who again responds by even more outrageous behaviour. 

Lydia is also allowed to be 'out' much earlier than what was normally considered as proper, as 

illustrated by Lady Catherine's outburst at learning from Elizabeth of all her sisters' having been 

already introduced to society. This has given Lydia both the platform and the stimuli needed to 

produce in her a system of habits hard to break; she has simply adjusted to the stimuli and 

requirements presented, thus forming habits in line with what was expected of her. It is undoubtedly 

the case that Mrs. Bennet also refrained from punishing or correcting her favourite daughter when 

the latter exhibited behaviour deviating from societal conventions – probably because Mrs. Bennet 

was and is not totally aware about these conventions herself. Susan Peck McDonald in her essay 

Passivity and the Female Role in Pride and Prejudice notices this and observes that “[i]n Lydia and 

her mother … Austen presents the dangers of expression without self-control or regulation; Lydia 

does not see the dangers for herself, and Mrs. Bennet does not see the dangers for her family”, and 

adds that “Lydia and her mother lack the self-esteem which is supported by prudence” (McDonald 

37).

The reader is, however, never given to believe for a second that Mrs. Bennet regrets the outcome 

of her daughter and her conduct, resulting in the forcing of the conclusion that the mother has 

(according to the behaviouristic view) succeeded fully in her intentions. Lydia is a success insofar 

as she is the exact image of all that her mother, who raised her, ever wanted her to be. But Lydia is 

also a behaviouristic failure since she does not display behaviour and habits fit for functioning in 

society, and here both parents are to blame. Lydia can never be expected to act any differently than 

how she has been trained to act, and since all newborn children according to Watson's view are 

blank sheets of paper dependent upon the parents and the environment to be filled, both Mrs. 

Bennet's faulty training and Mr. Bennet's refusal to take place in the training at all must be found at 

fault for her outcome. 

Bettelheim, employing the Freudian analysis model, would obviously agree that Lydia is a 

parental failure, but on completely different grounds. Again an imbalance between the id and the 

superego is at intense work, but this time it is the other way around. Lydia's apparent lack of 

positive role models during her childhood and early adolescence, and also an obvious shortage of 

ethical input as she internalised her environment's moral demands into her superego during this 

same period, has resulted in an individual being almost exclusively driven by her spontaneous urges 

and instincts. The only parent involved in her upbringing, and thus the only role model she was ever 

allowed to attach to, was her mother – and as already established, Mrs. Bennet's understanding and 

her moral and etiquette-related boundaries are virtually non-existent. With such a model Lydia 
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could not help becoming ignorant and shallow. 

As all the other Bennet daughters, with the possible exception of Mary, Lydia must also have felt 

the pressure of getting married as soon as possible in order to secure the family's economic future. 

She, however, seems to enjoy the hunt as much as, if not more than the thought of the end itself. 

She is allowed to do almost anything she pleases, and the reader is never really convinced that 

Lydia has not in reality lost her virtue long before Wickham comes into the picture; all that 

unaccounted for time spent at the regiment leaves plenty to be feared, after all. 

Here the issue of Mr. Bennet's absence powerfully plays in as well. Bettelheim accentuates the 

immense importance of positive role models during childhood, and as has already been established, 

Mrs. Bennet does not fill that requirement. However, while Mrs. Bennet might not be a positive role 

model, at least she is a present parent. Lydia at least has her to look up to and seek approval from, 

resulting in her adopting a style of personality and conduct leastwise desirable to her. The lack of a 

present father figure, on the other hand, arguably affects her more negatively than her mother's 

irresponsible rearing of her could ever do; Bettelheim explains that where role models are lacking, 

the child is likely to go looking for substitutes elsewhere, and that a “child who neither admires his 

parents nor wishes to emulate them may very well find some other person to look up to and in 

whose image to form himself”. He writes that “the danger here is that a child who has failed to 

acquire self-control at an early age by emulating his parents and has grown into an unruly 

adolescent will still be propelled by his need for a master he can emulate and may now seek and 

find an undisciplined master … with disastrous consequences for the youngster and for society”. He 

adds that “they might admire such a person for what most of us would consider bad reasons [and 

that] [o]n some level, a youngster may know this, however dimly, but his need for attaching himself 

to someone whom he can admire, and who seems to offer acceptance and security in return, is so 

great that it drowns out the voice of reason” (Bettelheim 101). This kind of behaviour – seeking 

replacements for a parent who is never there – can, according to Bettelheim, carry over into 

adulthood, resulting in a dependent individual always looking for acknowledgement and recognition 

wherever these may be acquired. There is reason to argue that this is exactly what Lydia is 

attempting in always seeking out the officers, and attaching herself to whatever man is willing to 

grant her attention for the moment. Her destructive quest for a male role model, or father figure, to 

look up to culminates in her catastrophic affair with Wickham which proves once and for all that 

she would fall desperately in love with any man as long as he can convince her of his affection for 

her. When Wickham was apparently interested in Elizabeth, Lydia showed no more than a fleeting 

interest in him – but as soon as he was alone with her, and thus made the best of the situation by 

switching his attentions over to her, she could suddenly not think of a man more interesting and 

lovable. 
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Bishop and Lane, informed by Freud's theories, write in their article Father Absence and the 

Attitude of Entitlement that “[e]mpirical research comparing single-parent, usually mother-headed 

families, with two-parent families has demonstrated various negative outcomes for children in 

single-parent homes. Many of these symptoms, such as deficits in cognitive and social competence, 

as well as internalizing and externalizing behavioral problems, have underlying psychodynamic 

bases in disturbances in object relations, separation-individuation, aggression, and sexual identity, 

all of which influence personal identity and self cohesion. These disturbances stem from the lack of 

certain functions performed by a dependable, nurturing father-figure, as well as the reaction of the 

mother to his absence. If the mother's [sic] reacts to this loss with over-investment and over-

valuation of the child for her own narcissistic needs, the child may feel special, but also, 

paradoxically, deprived” (150).  Mr. Bennet's detachment from his family would hence seem to be 

the major reason behind Lydia first behaving highly inappropriately by socialising with so many 

men without chaperonage at the regiment, and finally running away with Wickham at the slightest 

hint of his affection for her. Lydia ending up in an ultimately loveless, unfavourable marriage was 

finally the least negative outcome she could ever hope for, with the most likely alternative being her 

falling from grace completely with no chance of penance. Mr. Bennet is also at fault for alienating 

himself from his wife, forcing her to compensate through 'over-investment' in her youngest 

daughter and endowing her with favours that finally do her more harm than good.

In other words, the Bennets virtually drive their daughter into the arms of strangers and 

impostors. In Mrs. Bennet case this is done through letting her daughter run wild ever since 

childhood, encouraging her flirtation and, it can be argued, living out through her the fantasies she 

herself was never given the freedom to experience in youth due to marriage and obligation, and 

simultaneously compensating her husband's absence through an exaggerated doting on her favourite 

daughter. To this must be added the arguably only moral advice she ever bothered to imprint in her 

daughters' minds: namely that the only way for them to prove their worth in her eyes is finding a 

man and getting married. In Mr. Bennet's case the influence is much more subtle, since it affects his 

daughter unconsciously whereas his wife's influence is more intentional and pronounced. Lacking 

always the attention and approval of a father figure, Lydia's subconscious longing to be 

acknowledged by her father caused her to seek male attention elsewhere – resulting in destructive 

cycles and ultimately in an ill-judged but necessary marriage to conceal the truth of her frivolous 

conduct. So while not even the behaviouristic, intention-based analysis of Lydia's upbringing can 

excuse the Bennets more than partly, the Freudian outlook reveals that Lydia's problems lie at a 

much deeper level than what is initially visible, all due to the Bennet couple's total failure both as 

parents and spouses – each aspect fuelling and promoting the other.
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Having thus briefly analysed the two daughters forming the chronological and habitual extremes 

of the Bennets' progeny spectra, the three remaining children will be afforded a quick overlook as 

well. Elizabeth is Mr. Bennet's favourite, and this is why she has managed in developing an 

intelligence to match his. Mary, probably as a result of both parents already having a daughter each 

to dote on, receives little or no attention, and has had to respond with intense studies and 

accomplishments in order to adjust to the stimuli of inattention. Kitty probably tried to be like her 

eldest sister to gain their mother's attention, but when this failed she found refuge in the shadow of 

her younger sister, Lydia, who was more than willing to grant it in exchange for a loyal follower. 

These observations hold true no matter which psychological perspective is favoured. They confirm 

Watson's example with the three sons who turn out different depending on the parents' unequal 

attention, and also underline Bettelheim's warning about the impact of the examples of the parents 

as role models. On this subject, Bettelheim writes that “[t]he younger the child, the more he admires 

his parents [and] needs to believe in their perfection in order to feel safe” (Bettelheim 101). In the 

cases of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, the effort required from the children in order to believe these parents 

perfect would potentially cause trauma in and of itself. 

Observations of the daughters also pinpoint another of the Bennet couple's parental errors. Their 

discrimination between the children would seem to affect them negatively in a number of ways, one 

of the more prominent ones of course being the fact that two of the children, Kitty and Mary, with 

the latter being perhaps most beset of them all, end up almost totally devoid of parental love and 

attention. Discrimination in such an obvious way between one's children is very dangerous, 

according to Bettelheim. He observes that “[e]very child wishes to believe that he is his parents' 

favorite; the fear that he might not be is the root of sibling rivalry”, and adds that “[n]aturally, 

parents do sometimes prefer one child to the others [but] [e]very child suffers when he feels that he 

is not the favorite. But if there are enough times when he may rightly feel that he is, this will usually 

suffice for him to maintain the belief that he is the favorite … Of course, all this works only if the 

child's wish to be if not the [favourite], at least one of his parents' most favorite persons, is not too 

often and too severely disappointed” (Bettelheim 100). In this specific case, it would be safe to 

claim that this line has been crossed a long time ago; the Bennets are so open about their differing 

and discriminating opinions of their daughters that even a person visiting the family for the first 

time would notice the fact. What now follows is a brief investigation of the remaining Bennet 

daughters, and the major ways in which they have been individually affected by their parents' 

treatment of them.

Mary is repeatedly described by the author as being 'plain', and it does not surprise the reader to 

discover that this is something Mrs. Bennet does not refrain from telling her daughter face to face as 

well. At the end of the novel Mary is told to be “obliged to mix more with the world” as a result of 
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Mrs. Bennet turning to her for company when all the other daughters have flown out, and that “as 

she was no longer mortified by comparisons between her sisters' beauty and her own, it was 

suspected by her father that she submitted to the change without much reluctance” (Austen 325). 

This information effectively convinces the reader that, within the logic of the story, Mary would not 

have pulled so furiously away from society and hidden amongst her books were it not for her 

mother's tendency to compare her to her sisters and declare her wanting. Mr. Bennet never helps, 

either, but chooses to ignore Mary's seclusion and even to laugh at it. In an obvious fashion the 

Bennet parent's treatment of their third daughter directly and effectively restrains her social 

possibilities, her self-image and her life.

Kitty's role in the novel is not a large one, and she is the second of the two daughters ending up 

unmarried at the end of the book – though her staying at Pemberley will certainly improve her 

chances for the future. The fact remains, however, that before she takes refuge at the Darcy estate, 

she seems very likely to turn out just as Lydia. Her lack of parental attention causes her, as in the 

case with Lydia and Wickham, always to search for role models to lead her (a behaviourist view 

would be that she has not received training enough to develop independent habits, always looking 

for direct stimuli to produce a response). Initially, she follows Lydia's every move and seems to 

genuinely share in her interests and joys. She looks up to her younger sister and is little described in 

the novel apart from being almost Lydia's less obstinate reflection. As soon as the youngest Bennet 

sister is out of the picture, however, Kitty turns to the more healthy role model Elizabeth for support 

and inspiration, and ultimately repents from her previous conduct as a result of the new, improved 

influence. She never was her mother's absolute favourite, as was the case with Lydia, and was thus 

never subjected to the same intense conditioning, or internalisation of negative values, as her. On 

the one hand this saved her from becoming as irreparably 'damaged' as her sister, but it also caused 

her to grow into an easily influenced, listless individual in constant need of a strong example to lead 

her. Luckily Elizabeth steps in and becomes such an example after Lydia is out of the picture, but in 

no way can this fortunate outcome be justly attributed to the parents. 

In the case of Elizabeth, as well, the neglect of one parent has been at work in the shaping of the 

personality. Mr. Bennet's doting on her, and his aversion for his wife, causes Elizabeth to view him 

as a positive example and pull away from her mother. Mrs. Bennet, in turn, chooses to take a stand 

against Elizabeth due to her being the husbands favourite, and as a means of getting to him she 

constantly criticises Elizabeth's most prominent traits because they reflect Mr. Bennet's own 

personality. Elizabeth is said to be “the least dear to her of all her children” (Austen 88), and Mr. 

Bennet's apparent dislike of everything that reminds him of his wife also carries over to her, causing 

Elizabeth to feel the same – more easily, perhaps, than she would have done if her mother had 

shown her more affection. His cynicism affects and influences her and her perspective on things, 
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and this together with both parents' enmity for one another effectively robs her of the important role 

model that her mother should have been. Actually, none of the parents acts as an example for 

Elizabeth, nor for any other of their children. As noted by E. Rubinstein in his collection Twentieth 

Century Interpretations of Pride and Prejudice, “[m]indless Mrs. Bennet lacks the natural 

equipment even to understand her daughter's needs, let alone to sympathize with her scruples. Mr. 

Bennet, on the other hand, may possess the intelligence and the sympathy, but instead of providing 

counsel and discipline, he chooses to hide behind his shield of brittle irony. Inadequately prepared 

by her elders for the great adventure of courtship, inadequately supported during its unfolding, 

Elizabeth (like her sister Jane) must look entirely to herself as she negotiates the stormy channel 

between the Scylla of spinsterhood and the Charybdis of a disastrous marriage” (Rubinstein 9). This 

accurate observation holds true for all the Bennet children, and makes for even more insecurity on 

their part as they get no guidance whatsoever through the period of emotional turmoil that naturally 

accompanies growing up into a young woman. Apart from affecting them negatively in the present, 

the psychoanalytical theory would suggest that this risks afflicting them with far-reaching future 

issues as well, such as insecurity about their own personalities and sexualities, or their ability to 

succeed as individuals. Had Elizabeth, furthermore, gotten real parental guidance through this new, 

difficult period of her life, she might not have been so easily duped by the unreliable Mr. Wickham, 

thus sparing her the indignation of having added his false story to her case against Mr. Darcy. 

Mr. and Mrs. Bennet also both play their children out against the other, setting the stage for a 

very dysfunctional family life. The idea that such behaviour is bad for the child is not a new one; 

Christian Gotthilf Salzmann, one of the most important educational pioneers who was active during 

the later half of the 18th century, explicitly underlined the danger of parents trying to win their 

children over while quarrelling. In his Krebsbüchlein ('The small crayfish book') he describes just  

such a situation, with the final outcome that “[t]he children inwardly gave them both right and 

though, that both were mean people. It went so far that they finally did not care what the parents 

said and these in turn could not understand why this was so” (Simmons-Christenson 106, 107).2 

Thus the Bennets, again, cannot excuse themselves with any pretence that this kind of knowledge 

was unthought of during their time. If their behaviour does not cause their children to hate both of 

them, which would be an understandable reaction, it would most likely at least cause them to take a 

stand against one of their parents. 

In Elizabeth's case this makes it hard for her to adapt to societal conventions for women, because 

they 'belong' to her mother and the husband-hunting she expects her daughters to engage in. In the 

novel Elizabeth is accused by Mrs, Hurst of showing “an abominable sort of conceited 

independence [and] a most country-town indifference to decorum” (Austen 29), and she also 

2 This and all subsequent quotes from Simmons-Christenson translated from Swedish by Christina Smedbakken
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refrains from the obsequiousness displayed by other women in the novel when seeking the attention 

of a man. Her partiality with her father results in her taking a stand against her mother through 

adopting behaviour rather unusual in a young woman, being cynical, independent and unwilling to 

accept a slight. And though this singularity of hers is one of the things that ultimately causes Mr. 

Darcy to feel drawn to her, with another man it could well have caused him to pull away. And 

because Elizabeth, in contrast to her father, is highly dependent upon finding means of support, his 

allowing her to mimic his unfriendly behaviour towards other people, however ignorant, is not the 

best of ideas. Again, only chance and fictional convention prevents yet another of the Bennet 

daughters' upbringing from having fatal consequences. 

Overall the Bennet couple's enmity towards one another prevent them from providing their 

children with a positive upbringing. They constantly fight or try to undermine one another's 

authority, never presenting a united front or coming to a mutual decision. As already observed, this, 

to the contrary perhaps from their own beliefs, only works to make the children aware of both 

parents' weaknesses, causing them to disrespect their judgement. Even Elizabeth, who seems to 

appreciate her father extensively, is well aware of his failings as a husband and father. Had, for 

example, the parents been united in the decision about whether to go on a family trip to Brighton or 

not, perhaps Lydia would have been content with the decision instead of pressing for permission to 

go on her own – and thus preventing her from shaming herself. Handley shares this view, and 

argues that her going on this trip is what “gives Lydia the opportunity for temptation, reveals the 

active connivance of Mrs Bennet in promoting her daughter's schemes, and finds Mr Bennet 

singularly lacking in a right sense of moral perspective” (Handley 50). Had Elizabeth, likewise, not 

been so sure that her father would rule against Mrs. Bennet's demand that she marry Mr. Collins, 

she would probably have consented (placing her, of course, in a marriage against her will, but at the 

same time securing her economic future – which should unquestionably be one of the Bennet 

parent's major goals given the circumstances). It must of course be admitted that the parents' failure 

to present a united front in this case ultimately leads to Elizabeth finding happiness and sustentation 

in Mr. Darcy – however, as in so many other cases concerning their parenting, this is but a lucky 

streak in the face of the threat of poverty looming over the female members of the family.

Furthermore the Bennets have not done nearly enough in order to provide their daughters with 

sufficient education. Elizabeth explains to the bewildered Lady Catherine that they “never had any 

governess” but that they were “always encouraged to read [but] [t]hose who chose to be idle, 

certainly might” (Austen 138, 139), getting surprise and incredulity as a response from the latter. 

The literature consulted for this analysis concerning the rearing of children underlines the 

importance of giving them a proper education, such as 17th century educationalist Comenius' 

observation that “[t]hose parents perform … not their duty, who solely teach their children to eat, 
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walk, speak, and dress, for this merely avails the body, which is not the human being herself but 

merely her earthly cover” (Simmons-Christenson 72). Biographers of Jane Austen and her times, as 

well, agree on the significance of a young woman being knowledgeable and accomplished in order 

to attract suitors and respectability. Lane points out that “young women were expected to be 

accomplished in the various arts which could make a contribution to social life, especially music. 

Their education, unlike that of boys, was directed toward making them good value in the evening 

circle” (Lane 39), also adding that “[a]t every level of society except the very highest, it was the 

unquestionable duty of every woman to be able to run a house efficiently” (42). In both the case of 

accomplishment, and that of education in housekeeping, the Bennet couple's training of their 

children must thus be found highly wanting since they have not been trained for their present and 

future duties at all. 

Mary is the only one of the daughters, save perhaps for Jane of whose accomplishments the 

reader is told little, parading substantial proof of accomplishment, and the discussions on the subject 

carried out at Netherfield and Rosings bear witness of the gravity of this fact. The Bennets certainly 

are not going out of their way in preparing their daughters for marriage. Of course Mrs. Bennet is 

contributing the most in this area, through at least prompting them to make themselves agreeable to 

the men they meet – but this in itself does not guarantee a favourable outcome since the daughters 

have never been taught the conventional secrets of the trade. Elizabeth's revelation to Lady 

Catherine that those of the Bennet children who wanted to study certainly could have, but those 

who so chose could very well be allowed refrain from it, is a fact which would in most cases not 

result in children or adolescents taking interest in study when more entertaining alternatives – like 

fashion and gossip – are presented. This failure does not seem to affect the outcome or plot of the 

story directly, apart from occasional remarks from secondary characters condemning the fact. 

However, this lack of education, training and accomplishment in the Bennet family certainly does 

not work in favour of their reputation, and although it is not directly revealed in the novel, chances 

are that judgement of them and their 'connections' would not have been as severe had the daughters 

at least tried to conform to these conventions. As it now is, they are never given a fair chance to do 

this. 

Watson would term this a failure by the parents to assist their children in forming conventional 

habits. Bettelheim would condemn instead the lack of role models to encourage the children to 

internalise into their superego a realistic understanding of what is expected of them from society, in 

order to function in it. In either case the Bennet children's lack of education is a failure with the 

parents, as they by depriving their daughters of such, or at least by not imposing upon them the 

importance of it, effectively also deprive them of traits that would make their interacting with their 

environment so much easier, and their chances of acquiring husbands so much likelier. Or as 
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pointed out by Lane: although Mrs. Bennet “brags that unlike the family of Sir William Lucas, her 

daughters have nothing to do in the kitchen ... she is doing them no favours; how will Lydia, for 

example, ever manage a house on a small income?” (Lane 43).

Something that does affect the plot and their daughters' mentalities, however, is the Bennet 

couples' refraining from showing emotions towards one another and their children. All that passes 

between the spouses throughout the book is part of their quarrelling, and neither Mr. nor Mrs. 

Bennet ever stop to award their children with loving praise so that they can hear it. The exception, 

of course, is Mr. Bennet's treatment of Elizabeth – but that rather underlines the absence of 

emotional display towards the other children than merits his love for her. None of the children have 

received any training or model for displaying emotions, apart from Mrs. Bennet's eccentric 

outbursts that have taught Lydia how to behave. This, again, has to do with role models, and 

definitely affects the plot since Jane's inability to show her feelings for Mr. Bingley is the major 

reason behind him accepting Mr. Darcy's suggestion that he leave Netherfield indefinitely. None of 

the daughters, apart from Lydia who has already been approached, are in the habit of displaying 

their emotions and passions – something that can be directly traced back to the Bennets and their 

loveless marriage. Mrs. Bennet is also pushing the daughters to get married, maybe causing them to 

believe unconsciously that they are not worthy of her emotional attentions if they fail in this 

endeavour. She treats them sternly when they act against her wishes, and if this has been her 

treatment of them since childhood, there is no wonder if that has resulted in trust and emotion 

related problems in the family. One example of this would be the scene when Jane and Elizabeth 

return from Netherfield after a week and are scolded by their mother for coming home at all, instead 

of staying there bonding with potential husbands. Mr. Bennet on this occasion exerts himself and 

shows his joy over their return, but this attention is also skewed since it grounds itself in his 

favouritism of these two daughters and his low regard of the rest  (Austen 50). 

There is of course the claim that this dispassionate relationship was intended by the author as a 

lesson for the young reader, suggesting that it was Jane Austen's own opinion that the best 

relationship is built on careful consideration rather than love at first sight (as attempted by the 

Bennets with a disastrous outcome). She is described as a person who, “[u]nlike some of the more 

desperate marriage-seekers in her novels, acted upon her belief that 'anything is preferable to 

marrying without affection'” (Lane 30),  and supposedly recoiled from the risk of putting oneself in 

such a situation through precipitately accepting a proposal. Sullivan notes that “Jane herself was 

faced with a similar choice when … the heir of a large estate, made her an offer of marriage … Jane 

actually did accept …, then changed her mind overnight, allowing us to be very sure of [her] 

opinion of marriages made only for financial motives” (Sullivan 109). The depiction of Mr. and 

Mrs. Bennet's marriage would certainly add to this claim, since it is a prime example of the 
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consequences risked when picking a partner out of momentary passion or monetary gain and 

without consideration. Mr. Bennet, as previously noted, actually voices this caution to Elizabeth as a 

means of making her reconsider her engagement to Darcy, and hints at his regret over having 

chosen a wife through love based on first impressions. In either case, the Bennet's inability to act as 

role models when it comes to the displaying of emotions certainly risks affecting their daughters 

negatively. Bettelheim writes that for a parent to fully understand the needs of his child, and thus 

also be able to heed to them, “requires familiarity with the whole range of one's own feelings, not 

only those of the moment, or those which are typically or habitually evoked in one” (Bettelheim 

88). Apart from this inability on the parents' part to understand the needs of their children, their 

unemotional approach also risks making for their daughters to grow up being insecure or ashamed, 

or even incapable, of displaying their feelings and emotions openly. 

Mr. Bennet's tendency towards frequently employing irony and sarcasm towards and in front of 

his children, as well, contributes in making them insecure about themselves and unsafe in their own 

home. Two obvious examples are his witty remark about Kitty coughing at the table, and his rude 

manners in asking Mary to stop singing at the Netherfield ball. In the long run, it might be claimed, 

a child being treated by its parent with sarcasm risks causing it to evolve into an individual with a 

very low sense of its own worth and sufficiency – especially when observing that irony is a very 

complicated stimulus which may confuse the child when trying to figure out the proper response. 

Also, as Bettelheim terms it, “[a]ny punishment – physical or emotional – sets us against the person 

who inflicts in on us. And here we must remember that the injury inflicted on feelings may be much 

more lastingly hurtful than physical pain” (Bettelheim 111). Hence, due to Mr. Bennet's frequent 

tendency to verbally punish his children through scoldings they potentially do not understand, the 

Bennet children are provided with an environment far from ideal when forming their ideals for how 

to be and whom to listen to. His rude manner coupled with that of his wife also makes for an 

unusually poor model for how to behave. Bergenlöv notes Salzmann's standpoint that “[t]he 

paramount reasons behind all faults, mischiefs and vice, one can detect in children, can be found 

again with the father or the mother, or both of them at once” (Bergenlöv 68). It would be ignorant 

not to notice how well this statement applies to the Bennets, and how their respective conduct 

carries over to their children.

In way of investigating the respective success of the Bennets in rearing their children, Mr. 

Bennet seems dissatisfied with most of his daughters, with Jane as a neutral and Elizabeth as an 

exception. Moreover, he does not refrain from displaying this fact in front of them – rather he seems 

to take delight in doing so. Apart from creating a very insecure atmosphere in the home 

environment for his daughters, this dissatisfaction also underlines his own failure as a parent; he has 

not put much effort into raising them, and so they grew up into displaying personal traits he is 
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unable to accept. And since in both the behaviouristic school and the psychoanalytical the 

responsibility for helping children develop functional and healthy personalities, irrespective of if 

this is done out of the wishes of the environment or in order to benefit the child mentally, rests with 

the parents, this must be viewed as a drastic failure on his part. 

Mrs. Bennet seems satisfied with her daughters, save for Elizabeth and maybe Mary who 

receives little attention whatsoever, and according to the behaviouristic view where children should 

be trained and conditioned to fit the requirements of the environment this would indicate something 

of a success. Mrs. Bennet cannot be expected to wish anything more from her daughters than what 

she has been conditioned and trained during her own upbringing to expect from childrearing. She 

turned out the way she did because of how her own parents raised her, and how the environment has 

responded to her during her adult life. Therefore, when she settles for and partly manages in raising 

her daughters into frivolous ladies, the reader must, from her apparent satisfaction, accept that this 

was her intention all along. And as such, at least those of the children of whom their mother seems 

the most proud should be viewed as a parental success on her part. Handley shares this view, and 

agrees that “[m]easured in terms of her ambitions she achieves what she wants” (Handley 77).

There are some who would claim, actually, that whereas Mrs. Bennet would seem to be the 

worse of the parents, she is actually the only one of the couple who actually tries to be a good one. 

Her husband puts no effort whatsoever into the rearing of their daughters (potentially with the 

exception of the two eldest, as has been discussed above), but still gets more reader credit because 

of his being ostensibly the more likeable of the two. Mrs. Bennet at least does her best in order to 

secure beneficial marriages for her daughters, and Sullivan observes that “Austen scholars have said 

that Mrs. Bennet is the real hero of Pride and Prejudice, because she alone seems to understand her 

daughters' desperate situation”, and that they “would argue that Mr. Bennet's indifferent ways and 

failure to plan for his daughters placed them in a difficult position, and Mrs. Bennet has every right 

to be angry with Elizabeth for refusing Mr. Collins” (Sullivan 116). Lane, as well, stretches as far as 

to agree that “the Bennet girls really will be homeless when their father dies, and Mrs. Bennet, for 

all her faults, should be given some credit for worrying about their future” (Lane 120). However, 

Mrs. Bennet, too, harshly expresses her disdain with the child least matching her ideal. Elizabeth 

has to face constant disapproval from her mother – an abuse which arguably culminates into Mrs. 

Bennet's reaction to her daughter's refusal of Mr. Collins' marriage proposal. Mrs. Bennet thinks 

that “Elizabeth was the real cause of the mischief [and] that she herself had been barbarously used 

by them all; and on these two points she principally dwelt during the rest of the day”. The reader is 

informed that “[n]othing could console and nothing appease her. Nor did that day wear out her 

resentment. A week elapsed before she could see Elizabeth without scolding her … and many 

months were gone before she could at all forgive their daughter” (Austen 108). Taking this definite 
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example of mental abuse into consideration, along with the fact that Mrs. Bennet's success in her 

intentional rearing of her other daughters actually harms them more than it does them good through 

making them both unfit for society and, as in Jane's case, causing them problems with balancing 

between id and superego, she suddenly does not appear so successful at all in raising her children. 

The absence of neglect would seem not always to be the opposite of failure, at least not in Mrs. 

Bennet's case.

All this – Mr. Bennet's absence, Mrs. Bennet's inability to understand what is best for the 

children, both spouses' irresponsibility in refraining from hiding their strife from the eyes and ears 

of their daughters and their mental abuse of the other's favourite child – not to mention the fact that 

they both parade the fact that they even keep one of their children as a favourite openly – would 

seem quite enough to judge them by. Certainly their tendency to play the children out against one 

another and to undermine each other's decisions not only makes the children disrespect both of 

them, as was made apparent by Salzmann's example, but also makes for an unequal upbringing of 

the children. Some of them get more favours than others, resulting potentially in jealousy, and 

others must be made to feel the disappointment of one parent saying yes and then the other saying 

no. 

However, something that must also be taken into consideration and which arguably makes up the 

whole foundation for all their other mistakes, is the Bennet couple's drastic failure in securing their 

daughters' economic future. Sullivan's observation is accurate that “[a] prudent father would have 

saved part of his yearly income to provide for his daughters, but Mr. Bennet had depended upon 

having a son to break the entailment and therefore did not save anything” (Sullivan 31). Mr. 

Bennet's fortune is entailed on Mr. Collins, and he is well aware of this. Even so he chose to marry a 

woman who would obviously be dependent on him for sustainment, without having a plan 

whatsoever for how to solve the problem of her life after his death. He relied upon the possibility of 

their having a son – something which must be considered as forgiveable – but when only daughters 

came, and many at that, he still did not sit down and plan for the future. Instead he chose to spend 

all his money on books and conveniences, and refrained from informing his wife about the full 

width of the problem until they had already been married for some time – and not even then did he 

bother to make her understand it fully, as demonstrated by her strange questions about the entail 

when it is brought up (Austen 112). 

Mrs. Bennet cannot really be blamed for her limited understanding of the entail (or of other 

things for that matter). Actually, she is the only one who is involved enough to at least be trying to 

solve the problem. She imposes upon her daughters the importance of getting married in order to 

avoid future poverty – but she seems to have no understanding of money judging by her willingness 

to throw away what they have on clothes and fancy communal balls. She is said to have inherited a 
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sum of money from her father, but “though ample for her situation in life, [it] could but ill supply 

the deficiency of his” (Austen 22). Were she a genuinely caring mother, she would have urged her 

husband to lay aside savings for the girls instead of relying solely on the daughters' finding rich 

husbands during his lifetime. For, as further observed by Sullivan, although “[t]he Bennet ladies 

[enjoy] a comfortable lifestyle while Mr. Bennet [lives] … they [are] placed at a disadvantage in the 

marriage market by having such small expectations”. Also, “[i]f they [remain] unmarried when Mr. 

Bennet [dies], they [will] be left without a home and very little money” (Sullivan 31). Moreover, 

Mrs. Bennet's wish to get her daughters married would seem to stem more from a selfish wish for 

security and respectability on her side, than from any real concern for their actual happiness. Thus 

to whatever degree her selfishness coincides with what would seem to be advantageous for her 

children, it can not be termed responsible behaviour or good parenting. 

Thus it becomes even more obvious that the Bennets are quite bad parents whose conduct 

actually harms their children. According to the behaviouristic view, the Bennet children are not 

given the right training at all to develop sound and functional habits to help them get on in society. 

Bettelheim would agree on their failure, claiming that they, by robbing the children of positive (or 

even present) role models, and also imposing upon them through sarcasm, comparison and 

unhealthy demands a development of imbalances between id and superego, effectively ruin their 

daughters' chances of evolving into sound, secure personalities without the need for further 

psychological assistance. 

Their failure as parents, apparently, affects the plot of the novel in many ways. While accepting 

of course that the plot is irrevocably set by the author, and that the characters are fictional, there is 

still proof to suggest that within the logic of the story events would have transpired differently were 

it not for the Bennet couple's faulty treatment of their daughters. Had she not in her childhood been 

convinced about the need for her to be always supportive, understanding and selfless (through 

having to take care of the family when her parents' marriage broke down, as argued above), Jane 

would probably not have been so restrained in showing her emotions for Mr. Bingley, thus saving 

her several months of suffering and heartbreak while he thought her indifferent. Elizabeth would 

probably have known to behave more in line with female convention had Mrs. Bennet not been 

such a warning example for her – as caused by her father's constant denigrating of her mother, and 

her mother's way of punishing Elizabeth to get back at him. This would of course have risked 

robbing her of Darcy's affection, and potentially placed her as the unwilling wife of Mr. Collins or 

some other unlikeable man, so at least in this case the parents' failure brought something good with 

it. Mary would definitely not have shut herself up were it not for her mother's constant comparisons 

between her and her sisters. It is hard to tell how this would have affected the plot and outcome of 

the story, but another active, intelligent example for the younger girls would definitely not have hurt 
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them. Kitty would probably not have been so keen on following the slightest suggestion from Lydia, 

or whoever was inclined to lead her, had she received more positive attention from her parents and 

been convinced that she was loved and important. This would have allowed her to inform her 

parents about Lydia's plans of running away with Wickham instead of keeping them a secret until it 

was too late, which would in turn have prevented this disastrous event from transpiring in the first 

place. Lastly Lydia, who is arguably the architect of the majority of the mischief  in the novel, 

would not have been so frivolous at all had she received a proper rearing. Mrs. Bennet's spoiling of 

her, in combination with Mr. Bennet's absence, are the major causes behind her being disobedient, 

regardless or oblivious about personal and familiar virtue and ultimately willing to be duped and led 

astray by a swindler. Had the Bennets followed the time period's conventions concerning the matter, 

and refrained from allowing their daughters to be 'out' from such an early age (a decision probably 

stemming from Mrs. Bennet's desperation to present them to society and find husbands for them 

before Mr. Bennet's death) Lydia would not even have been enticed to perform such a shameful 

escape. 

Finally, the Bennets' behaviour when in public certainly acts to scare potential suitors and 

beneficial connections away from them and their daughters. Mrs. Bennet's schemes in getting her 

daughters married, when exposed, often have the opposite effect, as when she orders it so that the 

family will have to wait for their carriage at Netherfield after the other guests have left, giving them 

the “time to see how heartily they were wished away by some of the party” (Austen 88). As 

observed by Elizabeth, not only her mother but also her father acts in a way highly inappropriate on 

several occasions, including the Netherfield ball where “it appeared, that had her family made an 

agreement to expose themselves as much as they could during the evening, it would have been 

impossible for them to play their parts with more spirit, or finer success” (Austen 86), and where, as 

Handley observes, “[o]nly Elizabeth and Jane acquit themselves well ..., for the rest of the family 

blight themselves in the eyes of Darcy and Bingley's sisters” - something which “undoubtedly leads 

Darcy to persuade Bingley to leave Netherfield later” (Handley 32).

Thus it could and should definitely be argued that not only the Bennet couple's rearing of their 

daughters, but also their own behaviour in public is highly determinant of the plot's flow and 

outcome. Without their interference and bad handling of their daughters, Jane would probably have 

been happily married to Mr. Bingley long before what was now the case, both through her not 

having to be so modest all the time, and through her parents not having scared Mr. Darcy into taking 

Bingley away. Elizabeth would maybe have risked missing out on Mr. Darcy's regard were it not for 

her having been raised into such a witty, unobsequious lady, so in this way, at least, Mr. and Mrs. 

Bennet's otherwise negative upbringing of their children happened to have a positive outcome. 

However, had Elizabeth's parents not acted so unwisely themselves, this romantic transaction, as 
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well, would have had a smoother outcome. Mary, as well, would have had a fairer chance to meet 

and socialise with other people, and maybe find a husband of her own, were it not for her parents' 

neglecting her and repeatedly comparing her to her sisters. This would probably have resulted in yet 

another positive role model for the younger girls to look up to, even further improving their 

chances. Kitty would not have turned out so easily led without her parents' faulty handling of her, 

which would in turn have prevented Lydia from absconding so easily, or from at all receiving the 

same amount of encouragement in her conduct by her idolising elder sister. Finally, the Bennets' 

rearing of Lydia made way for the predominant source of calamity in the story. Had it not been for 

their treatment of her from early childhood, again within the logic of the story, much of the 

misfortune that befalls the family in the novel could have been avoided. Also, had it not been for 

Lydia's tendency to always seek out the officers, Elizabeth's having at all been introduced to 

Wickham (and the misunderstandings and consequences following it) would never have taken 

place, sparing both her and the reader from much anguish concerning if and how the situation with 

the hurt Mr. Darcy would resolve itself. 

Apart from all this – how their rearing affects the girls' habits and behaviour – it has to be taken 

into consideration that the Bennet couple's handling of their five daughters highly affects their 

mental health as well (as discussed above). Taken together, these facts and observations not only 

render the Bennets as uncommonly bad parents, but also as exceedingly harmful to their children's 

habits, opportunities and health. 
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Summary and Conclusion

As has been made obvious by this analysis, the Bennet couple are not, as first appearance might 

imply, just eccentric and comical personalities. Rather, their actions and choices as parents to a 

considerable degree affect not only the course of the story, but their children's health and fortune as 

well. Their failure to provide their daughters with a secure and constructive upbringing makes for 

them growing up into insecure or dysfunctional individuals, in a time and environment where their 

being able to impress society in general and potential husbands in particular is crucial for their 

future survival. Mr. Bennet's voluntary distance from his wife and children robs them of a father 

figure and an intellectual influence that would have prevented them from several later difficulties, 

while Mrs. Bennet's superficialness, immaturity and selfishness prevents her from taking proper 

care of her daughters. They both favour one of their daughters respectively, which creates a 

situation of potential jealousy between the siblings, and also a feeling of competition which is 

demonstrably damaging for both those in favour and the others. 

They have trained or encouraged their children into behaviour that creates problems for them all, 

and where this is not enough to cause mischief, the spouses themselves are more than willing to step 

in to make up for the instances where their children fail to embarrass themselves. As if this was not 

bad enough, the Bennets have also failed in securing their daughter's economic situation, rendering 

them not only unattractive matches for wealthier potential households, but also putting them in a 

very real situation of risked impending poverty. This fault would seem to lie foremost with the 

father, but the mother, too, always refrained from trying to make her husband put away savings for 

the future. 

Some beneficial events in the story, it must be admitted, stem directly or indirectly from the 

Bennet couple's efforts or failures. Jane's having ever been so closely acquainted with Mr. Bingley 

must be attributed to Mrs. Bennet's insisting that they go see him early, as well a her schemes for 

having Jane go to Netherfield on horseback and then stay there when she falls ill. Elizabeth's 

upbringing, influenced mainly by her father and causing her to disaffiliate with her mother and 

everything associated with her, ultimately gains her the attention of Mr. Darcy, who is “sick of 

civility, of deference, of obvious attention [and] disgusted with women who were always speaking 

and looking, and thinking for [his] approbation alone” (Austen 320). However, apart from these 

lucky streaks on their part, there really is nothing to recommend them as parents based on the 

outcome of the story. They are both affectionate for their respective favourites, but as previously 

established, this underlines their disregard for the other daughters more than it merits their love for 

these favoured ones. 

Both Watson and Bettelheim would agree that the Bennet couple are not good, or even 

sufficiently functional, parents. In Watson's case, although it must be admitted that the Bennets 
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succeed partly in their endeavour because they seem to have managed in raising the children they 

actually care about into displaying habits with which the responsible parent is content, the 

daughters' failure in developing habits which benefit them in interaction with society must be 

deemed a failure on the parents' part. They simply have not provided their children with the proper 

assistance or conditioning. 

Bettelheim would condemn the Bennets as parents without pardon, from seeing how negatively 

their daughters are affected mentally by their handling of them. Here not only the Bennet children's 

conduct and habits are taken into consideration, but also their psychological health. The Bennets 

subject their children to a home situation where jealousy, competition, unrealistic demands, mental 

abuse, lack of positive role models and a deprivation of assistance in internalising societal values 

into the superego all work together in forming the worst possible conditions for developing a 

healthy self-image and an independent personality. The result is imbalanced personalities where id 

and superego frequently fight an unequal battle and where environmental demands are insufficiently 

or exaggeratedly internalised into the unconscious mind. In this home the lack of positive role 

models drive the daughters to go looking for substitutes elsewhere, and in the cases of Kitty and 

Lydia this fact is especially apparent and critical. 

In conclusion can thus be established that although some would claim that Mrs. Bennet is the 

better parent due to her at all trying to be there for (some of) her daughters, and the fact that a few 

of the Bennet couple's actions actually pay off in success for their children, the Bennets are not 

good parents even remotely. Jane Austen may have created them as comical reliefs, or with a deeper 

message about parenting and responsibility in mind, but in either case the fact stands that many of 

the misfortunes, if not all, taking place in the novel could and would have been avoided with  

stronger and more considerate parental efforts on their part. As it now is, the Bennets should count 

themselves extremely lucky that only one of their daughters ended up in total and permanent 

misfortune, and that the plot required a conventional, happy ending that effectively solved all of 

their economic problems without any need for them to exert themselves. For were it up to them, all 

their daughters would probably have ended up miserable, misunderstood and definitely devoid of 

husbands and fortunes altogether.
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