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Morality and Humor in Pride and Prejudice 

 Even at the beginning of Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen, Lizzy (Elizabeth 

Bennet) has a highly developed sense of humor. She can see the faults in others very 

clearly, and laughing at them gives her joy. However, by the end of the novel, she has 

learned to laugh in a new way. In a letter to her Aunt Gardner about her engagement, 

she says, "I am even happier than Jane: she smiles, I laugh” (ch.60, p. 361). Here she 

describes a sort of laughter without an object of criticism, one that reaches beyond 

merely seeing and (even in a lively, clever way) pointing out the ridiculous. Through 

following the growth of Lizzy's humor throughout the book, I hope to gain an 

understanding of this new sort of laughter she reaches, as well as how to use humor to 

laugh about and find joy in both folly and virtue, without raising folly too high in my 

esteem, nor lowering the place of virtue. 

 To begin, let's look at a conversation between Darcy and Elizabeth early on in the 
book: 

"Mr. Darcy is not to be laughed at!" cried Elizabeth. "That is an 
uncommon advantage, and uncommon I hope it will continue, for it 
would be a great loss to me to have much such acquaintance. I dearly 
love a laugh." 
"Miss Bingley," said he, "has given me credit for more than can be. 
The wisest and the best of men, nay, the wisest and best of their 
actions, maybe rendered ridiculous by a person whose first object in 
life is a joke." 
“Certainly,” replied Elizabeth – there are such people, but I hope I 
am not one of them. I hope I never ridicule what is wise or good. 
Follies and nonsense, whims and inconsistencies do divert me, I 
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own, and I laugh at them whenever I can. - But these, I suppose, are 
precisely what you are without.” 
(chap 11, pg 56) 

 This quote directly follows Miss Bingley's claim that one cannot laugh at Mr. 

Darcy, as it is impossible to laugh without an object of laughter. Here, Lizzy makes the 

joking claim that since she enjoys a laugh, a lack of material to laugh at is no pleasing 

characteristic. Darcy responds that, on the contrary, one can even laugh at the greatest 

wisdom and virtue if one's "first object in life is a joke." Both Mr. Darcy and Lizzy know 

that this is an insult and not an idle one, but one that must be addressed. Even Lizzy, 

who lives much of her life by laughing, does not want to be accused of mocking the 

virtuous, or living only to laugh at things. Mr. Darcy assumes that laughing at it will 

make even the good seem ridiculous. Lizzy must defend herself against this claim; her 

belief that she only laughs at the truly ridiculous is essential to her image of herself as 

clever and discerning. She believes that her laughter is not blind, and does not impose a 

false interpretation onto her subject. She wants to be both witty and clear-sighted, and 

her response says as much. It forces her to remind herself that she does care for 

morality, for what is "wise or good," beyond mere diversion. 

  

 Indeed, Lizzy's response to Darcy is in many ways just. She, in fact, does not wish 

to render ridiculous things that are not. She does not really take back her first claim, 

though, that she would rather pursue the ridiculous than the reasonable, as it gives her 

more joy. Lizzy's response is that she only gains diversion from laughing at what is 

ridiculous. But is this a real rebuttal? She claims that she finds her humorous diversion 

only in the critique of what is bad, and gives it a very little place amongst the good. She 
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defends herself against the claim that she makes a joke of the virtuous and the good by 

claiming that they have little to do with either laughter or diversion, and sneaks in an 

insulting suggestion that in his supposed lack of faults, Mr. Darcy may not be very much 

fun at all. Though it seems that she does not want to lower what is good, it is still 

possible that she doesn't know quite what to do with it. If laughter causes her diversion, 

and she only laughs at what she can be critical of, where does that leave her in relation 

to her enjoyment of what is good? 

 Lizzy does have good reason to take pride in her sense of humor and how she 

employs it. Her humor allows her to cope with her stressful home life without being 

filled with despair, succumbing to its ridiculousness, or completely refusing to associate 

with her family. More than just a means of amusement and complacency, her humor is a 

genuine way of staying open to and connecting with a family that is on a different level 

than herself. It shows an effort of caring, and a true desire to be integrated rather than 

apart and above, while still holding on to a correct idea of her greater intelligence and 

sense. 

 The positive aspects of Lizzy's laughter are more apparent when we compare it to 

that of the other two in her family who laugh the most – her youngest sister Lydia, and 

Mr. Bennet. Lydia laughs but does not do so intelligently or discerningly. Laughing 

indiscriminately at the good and the bad, and as frequently as possible, she has no 

judgment whatsoever, and pursues the worthy and the unworthy alike (e.g., chap 47). 

On the other hand, Mr. Bennet, like Lizzy, has a sense of real insight and discrimination 

in his humor. He is aware that Lizzy and Jane are less ridiculous than their sisters. 

However, unlike Lizzy, he uses his humor almost exclusively to keep himself above and 
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apart from his family. He is simply incapable of being in his family's society for long, 

and he must separate himself from them, both physically and symbolically, by 

frequently retreating into his library. His humor, instead of opening him to get along 

with his family better, merely allows him to pull away from them more. There is 

something cruel in his humor. By insultingly and loudly implying to Mary at the 

Netherfield ball that she ought to stop playing and leave some time for the other ladies 

to exhibit, he only adds to the embarrassing exhibit of the Bennet family. His choice to 

allow Lydia to go to Bath because "Lydia will never be easy till she has exposed herself in 

some public place or another, and we can never expect her to do it with so little expense 

or inconvenience to her family as under the present circumstances." (chap 41, pg 222) 

Shows how little he knows how to take anything seriously. He is unable to realize that 

the fact that he finds Lydia too silly to do anything serious does not mean that in the 

larger world, she cannot fall into serious trouble. This lack of care for his daughter, and 

of self-awareness on his part is disastrous, irresponsible, and perhaps immoral. 

 Lizzy, on the other hand, shows a good bit of self-awareness even early on in the 

novel. I was astounded by the way she responded in a conversation regarding Darcy's 

snub of her at the first dance (chap 3, pg 13). Afterward, when she and others are 

discussing Darcy's pride, Charlotte makes the suggestion that perhaps Mr. Darcy 

deserves to be as proud as he is. Lizzy responds to this by saying, "I could easily forgive 

his pride if he had not mortified mine.”(chap 5, pg 21) Here she cleverly shows that she 

is aware that her prejudice towards Darcy is largely due to his lack of preference for her, 

apart from how she might judge him otherwise. She displays the comical situation of 
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both recognizing that her judgment's accuracy is affected by her bias and yet owning her 

judgment all the same. Few would be able to have this level of self-awareness in the 

midst of their blind spite towards someone who had snubbed them. Lizzy's humor 

allows her to see and admit in the heat of her frustration and self-righteous indignation 

that she is acting out of hurt at being insulted. However, though her humor places the 

dichotomy in front of her, she does not allow her humor to take her further than this 

recognition. She merely dives back into that judgment full force. Is she not taking her 

own humor seriously enough? Laughter and humor led her to notice and even point out 

her own faults, but not in a way that is impactful enough to cause her to address them. 

In fact, it may perhaps do the opposite, as having pointed out her own error, she 

becomes content enough with herself to continue in it. She takes pride in the self-

awareness of her humor, rather than acting or reflecting on the flaw she has pointed out 

to herself and is therefore complaisant in it. 

 Later in the novel, however, on perceiving the same error of judgment clouded by 

vanity in herself for the second time, she no longer laughs, but mourns. The difference, 

in this case, is that the error is no longer presented to her safely in her own self-

perception, but comes to her through the hand of Mr. Darcy, in his letter to her 

following her rejection of him. 

 Having learned of Wickham's treachery in the letter, Lizzy is fully ashamed of 

herself for having ever admired him. And with this shame also comes this mortifying 

thought: 
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“She grew absolutely ashamed of herself. – Of neither Darcy nor 
Wickham could she think, without feeling that she had been blind, 
partial, prejudiced, absurd.” 
“How despicably have I acted!" she cried. – "I, who have prided me 
on my discernment! – I, who have valued me on my abilities! Who 
have often disdained the generous candor of my sister, and gratified 
my vanity, in useless or blamable mistrust. – How humiliating is this 
discovery! – Yet, how just a humiliation! – Had I been in love, I 
could not have been more wretchedly blind. But vanity, not love, has 
been my folly. – Pleased with the preference of one, and offended by 
the neglect of the other, on the very beginning of our acquaintance, I 
have courted prepossession and ignorance, and driven reason away, 
where either were concerned. Till this moment, I never knew 
myself.” 
(chap 36, pg 201) 

 Lizzy must read the letter several times before she comes to these conclusions. 

Now, with a more extreme viewing of the same prejudice and wounded pride that she 

had caught a glimpse of earlier, her absurdity comes to her in a different light. Her 

prejudice is no longer light enough to be laughed at. Perhaps she has carried her 

prejudice through long enough to really know how much of a mistake it was. Or the 

messenger has power now to open her eyes. Mr. Darcy had already accused her of 

placing humor over morality, and even of “willfully misunderstanding” people (chap 11, 

pg 57). These things must be in her mind. As she weighs Darcy's story against 

Wickham's she realizes more and more the extent of Darcy's goodness. For once she has 

not pointed out her own flaws, but instead they have been pointed out to her – and from 

a second party whose judgment she can neither ignore, nor ridicule. She is not used to 

taking criticism from anyone who may be both good and wise. A large part of the humor 

in her first claim that, “I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified 

mine,”(chap 5, pg 21) came from the fact that she was the one discovering and admitting 

this inconsistency to herself. When that part of the work is done for her, there is nothing 
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left in her mistake to congratulate herself for - which leaves her to face to face with her 

faults. 

 Timing may also play a part in the new realization that she makes regarding 

herself and her folly. Witty repartee is uttered and then gone. Lizzy’s sense of humor is 

very much tied to the ephemeral nature of conversation – she judges quickly so that she 

may respond in time. A letter, however, stands to be read more than once, and acts as a 

monologue with no need for immediate response. It does not require rapid 

interpretation for the sake of rebuttal, nor is it tied to the emotional color of the 

moment; it can be read again and again. As she reads and re-reads, Lizzy's follies 

become apparent to her in a way they have never been. “Till this moment, I never knew 

myself.” She has never before had to look at her mistakes as having moral significance. 

 It is especially impactful when she feels herself to be absurd, “I, who have prided 

myself on my discernment!” She has been under the belief that she was, if not better 

than most, at least wiser. She has not only been forced to see her own folly, but also to 

see that it has manifested itself in exactly the quality, her discernment, upon which she 

thought that she could depend for her perception of others as well! She is forced to see 

that she has been blind. 

 This recognition of her blindness leads to another crisis. Above, I noted the way 

in which Darcy's critique of her action leads her a step farther than she had been taken 

by her own humorous self-knowledge. Any future humor or critique must take into 

account her own fallibility more authentically than it had before. But also, because it is 

particularly her discernment that has failed her, a question arises as to how she can 

return to a sense of humor which depends on discernment so utterly. 
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 We can explore the question of the relationship of humor and discernment 

further through comparing the response of Lizzy and Mr. Bennet to another letter – one 

received by the latter from Mr. Collins regarding the rumor he has heard in the home of 

Lady Catherine that Elizabeth and Darcy are engaged. When Mr Bennet reads this aloud 

to Lizzy, she does not look as amused as he expects. Mr Bennet protests: 

“But, Lizzy, you look as if you did not enjoy it. You are not going to be 
Missish, I hope, and pretend to be affronted at an idle report. For 
what do we live but to make sport for our neighbors and laugh at 
them in our turn?” 
“Oh!” Cried Elizabeth, “I am excessively diverted. But it is so 
strange!” 
“Yes – that is what makes it so amusing. Had they fixed on any other 
man it would have been nothing; but his perfect indifference, and 
your pointed dislike, make it delightfully absurd! Much as I 
abominate writing, I would not give up Mr. Collins's correspondence 
for any consideration. Nay, when I can read a letter of his, I cannot 
help giving him the preference even over Wickham, much as I value 
the impudence and hypocrisy of my son in law. And pray, Lizzy, what 
said Lady Catherine about this report? Did she call to refuse her 
consent?” 
 To this question his daughter replied only with a laugh; and as it 
had been asked without the least suspicion, she was not distressed by 
his repeating it. Elizabeth had never been at more of a loss to make 
her feelings appear what they were not. It was necessary to laugh, 
when she would rather have cried. Her father had most cruelly 
mortified her, by what he had said of Mr. Darcy's indifference, and 
she could do nothing but wonder at such a want of penetration, or 
fear that perhaps, instead of his seeing too little, she might have 
fancied too much.” 
(chap 57, pg) 

             While Mr Bennet portrays himself very clearly and unabashedly as one of the 

people whose “primary object in life is a joke.” (to quote Mr. Darcy, chap11, pg 56), Lizzy 

is not immediately laughing along with him at the letter from Mr. Collins regarding her 

supposed attachment to Darcy. Mr. Bennet immediately chastises her. Instead of 

showing concern or trying to learn more from her of what she knows which could cause 
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her not to laugh, he tries to pull her along in his own joke. His laughter here overpowers 

his discernment, as in some occasions Lizzy's used to do. He is not able to see deeper 

subtleties because he is too busy teasing, and in seeking the comical he misses what is 

more significant about the letter that he received. 

 Lizzy's response to her father and the letter is at first difficult to read: “I am 

excessively diverted. But it is so strange!” Of course she is incredibly interested in the 

information her father is conveying to her. Does her use of the word “diverted” refer 

merely to that, indicating a fake participation in his joke, or on some level is she really 

seeing the comical even while she wonders very seriously at how strange it is? It is 

perhaps possible to do both. Regardless, her father continues by picking up on her more 

serious remark on how strange this all is, though not in a serious way. Where she sees 

something to provoke thought, he sees the juxtaposition of absurdities, “that is what 

makes it so amusing...” His form of humor does not bring him to thought that would 

lead to reconciling the claims or exploring them; rather he prefers to keep them as they 

are, poised to provide little information and much fun. 

 What makes this interaction particularly interesting is Austen's juxtaposition of 

Mr. Bennet's humor with a real life scenario, so that he is unwittingly laughing at the 

absurd impossibility of things which are indeed true. This creates a sort of duality 

between him and Lizzy, even in the same conversation. It is as if they exist on two 

different playing fields while interacting with the same material. If Mr. Bennet knew or 

thought the things he considers jests were true, I wonder if he could gain the same 

pleasure in them as he does from what he perceives as Mr. Collins's suggestions of the 

obviously impossible. His imaginary world of absurdities is the only playing field in 
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which he can really find amusement, while Lizzy is dealing now with these things he 

finds amusing as facts, causing her both joy and pain. For instance, we might ask why 

Lizzy laughs when Mr. Bennet raises the suggestion of why Lady Catherine might have 

come.  Is her laughter because she is at some level still participating on his playing field, 

even while she also exists in her own of the real world, and is therefore able to see the 

humor a bit even while she fully addresses the weight of the reality? Or perhaps part of 

the humor for her was that Mr. Bennet in fact did touch on the truth and she was 

laughing that the two worlds had lined up that his realm of absurdities had lined up with 

her real life. 

 The juxtaposition of the ridiculous and the real becomes most painful when Mr. 

Bennet calls “delightfully absurd” the idea of any possible romantic relation between 

Darcy and Lizzy. Lizzy is offended by this part of his speech, and hurt. “Her father had 

most cruelly mortified her, by what he had said of Mr. Darcy's indifference.” She, no 

doubt, takes seriously the idea that perhaps the possibility of she and Darcy being 

together is too absurd, and is deeply concerned. We of course know that this very 

relation actually exists, or at least soon will. Lizzy is able to hope for the attachment 

while recognizing to some degree its absurdity, and when the attachment truly does 

occur, she is able to enjoy the reality of her engagement even more than Mr. Bennet can 

appreciate its seeming absurd impossibility. And yet it cannot be that once she is 

engaged to Mr. Darcy, the absurdity and humor of the situation is completely lost on 

her. For Lizzy, the humor of contradiction is no longer tied to the impossible, and she 

can gain joy from the reality of contradictions, and appreciate the way they enhance 

relationships and the world. 
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 Darcy's second proposal comes in these words: “You are too generous to trifle 

with me. If your feeling are still what they were last April, tell me so at once.” (chap 58, 

pg 346) These words show a shift in his understanding of what it is to “trifle.” He has 

perhaps made a distinction between laughter and trifling with what is important. He 

knows now that though Lizzy laughs, he can trust her to be serious when she ought to 

be, and not to laugh at his extremity of emotion. A disposition inclined to laughter can 

also be a generous one. In the conversation following, Lizzy laughs, in self-aware 

embarrassment, and once checks herself from teasing Mr. Darcy, realizing that he is not 

quite ready for it yet. We see here the slow development of humor mixed with self-aware 

humility, and a prioritizing of what is kind, though it perhaps lacks some of the 

liveliness it had before. 

 As our investigation comes to a close, let us consider one final letter. This is the 

letter, briefly quoted at the beginning of the essay, in which Lizzy writes to tell her Aunt 

Gardner that she is engaged to Mr. Darcy. 

“I would have thanked you before, my dear aunt, as I ought to have 
done, for your long, kind, satisfactory, detail of particulars; but to say 
the truth, I was too cross to write. You supposed more than really 
existed. But now suppose as much as you chuse; give a loose to your 
fancy, indulge your imagination in every possible flight which the 
subject will afford, and unless you believe me actually married, you 
cannot greatly err. You must write again very soon, and praise him a 
great deal more than you did in your last. I thank you, again and 
again, for not going to the lakes. How could I be so silly as to wish it! 
Your idea of the ponies is delightful. We will go round the park every 
day. I am the happiest creature in the world. Perhaps other people 
have said so before, but not one with such justice. I am happier even 
than Jane; she only smiles, I laugh. Mr. Darcy sends you all the love 
in the world, that he can spare from me. You are all to come to 
Pemberley at Christmas. Yours, &c." 
(chap 60, pg 361) 
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 Lizzy's humor here has all of the liveliness it did in the early part of the novel, but now 

there is more of the whimsical and less of the satirical. There is hardly an object of her 

critique unless it is her own joy in being carried away from herself. She sees that she is 

nearly ridiculous in the extent of her praise of Mr. Darcy, that she has left reason and 

moderation behind in her adoration, but she does not care. Yet this is not the lack of 

care that we saw before. Before, she was proud of her ability to point out her flaws. Here, 

her humor instead detracts from her pride, and her bragging is tempered with the joking 

knowledge that she has been a bit carried away. 

 We see this humor and self-knowledge tempered by humility also in the 

conversation that she has with Darcy just before writing the above letter. She asks Mr. 

Darcy why it is that he loves her, and when his answer is short, she fills in the details for 

him. 

 “The fact is, that you were sick of civility, of deference, of officious 
attention. You were disgusted with the women who were always 
speaking and looking, and thinking of your approbation alone. I 
roused, and interested you, because I was so unlike them. Had you 
not been really amiable you would have hated me for it; but in spite 
of the pains you took to disguise yourself, your feelings were always 
noble and just; and in your heart, you thoroughly despised the 
persons who so assiduously courted you. There – I have saved you 
the trouble of accounting for it; and really, all things considered, I 
begin to think it perfectly reasonable. To be sure, you know no actual 
good of me – but nobody thinks of that when they fall in love.” 
(chap 60, pg 356) 

 She jokes through her praise of him and her laughter at herself. She is proud that 

she was not like those other women, and yet she reduces this pride through the 

humorous idea that this was her only merit, her only attracting feature, allowing herself 

to give more credit to Darcy for appreciating her, than to herself for being worthy of 
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appreciation. In her praise of Darcy she once more flirts with the extreme. She ends on a 

mixed note of vanity and humility that it makes perfect sense that he should love her, as 

love itself makes little sense and leaves things out. 

 Perhaps this combination of vanity and humility, of sense and nonsense within a 

single action, and of praise mingled with self-awareness, replaces the need for any 

crueler form of satire in her humor. In human life (and perhaps in transcendental things 

as well), even the virtuous, even the best, is often full of contraries which make it what it 

is. There is room for delight and even understanding of exploring these contraries. Just 

as Mr. Bennet gained joy from the absurdity of the idea of the marriage between Darcy 

and Elizabeth, Lizzy can also gain joy from the juxtaposition of contraries in the same 

arrangement. Think of Darcy's reserve with Lizzy's lively, outgoing, nature, or the formal 

elegance of Pemberly, in contrast to the familiar bickering of Longbourn. Through 

laughter, seeming inconsistencies and tensions can be seen not as flaws, but as objects 

of delight. 

  We can see very clearly the real importance of approaching the good with the 

right sort of humor in the way in which Elizabeth's presence in Pemberly effects Darcy's 

younger sister, Georgiana. 

 “Georgiana had the highest opinion in the world of Elizabeth, 
though at first she often listened with an astonishment bordering on 
alarm, at her lively, sportive, manner of talking to her brother. He, 
who had always inspired in herself a respect which almost overcame 
her affection, she now saw the object of open pleasantry. Her mind 
received knowledge which had never before fallen her way.” 
(chap 61, pg 367) 
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 Georgiana's high esteem for her brother had once actually interfered with her 

affection for him; she seems to have been in awe of him so much that it kept them at a 

distance. But seeing Lizzy laugh at her brother not as an object of ridicule, but of love 

and esteem, shows her that there are other ways to appreciate and be involved with 

people we admire and respect. Georgiana learns that affection can be increased through 

laughter and teasing, without this being a sign of a lack of love, appreciation, or respect. 

She learns something essential about what it means to be in relation to others through 

observing Lizzy's “lively, sportive, manner of talking” to the brother of whom she herself 

was in such awe. She comes to know that seeing the absurdities in things or people can 

lead us to a deeper ability to be in a relationship with them. 

 Lizzy's new openness extends even beyond Darcy. When Lady Catherine hears of 

Darcy's engagement, she sends him a very angry and abusive letter regarding the match. 

Lizzy is the main object of the abuse in the letter, and while it is easy to imagine that the 

Lizzy we knew earlier would laugh heartily at the letter and at Lady Catherine, it is hard 

to imagine that she would forgive the insult easily. Remember how she held on to 

Darcy's insult to her pride at the beginning of the book, allowing it to color her judgment 

and affect her actions for a long period of time. And yet now, it is Lizzy who convinces 

Darcy to eventually reconcile with Lady Catherine(chap 61, pg 367). In this, Lizzy shows 

generosity and openness towards a character whom before she found too contemptibly 

ridiculous to be even worth her consideration. Her greater liveliness and flexibility of 

character in comparison to that of Darcy combine with a morality that she has learned 

over the course of the book to allow her to encourage a reconciliation which even Darcy 
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originally did not want. The changes in the way she views laughter and morality have 

had effects not only on the way she treats those she loves and esteems but even on her 

relationships with those she previously found contemptible; they have affected her view 

of the world. 

 Understanding Lizzy's laughter has to lead me to a greater understanding of the 

narrative voice of the author, Jane Austen. This generous laughter that characterizes 

Lizzy at the end of the novel is not unique to her but is displayed by Jane Austen as well. 

The narrator’s humor is attuned to caring and morality throughout the novel. It reminds 

us that though the novel is filled with comical characters, perhaps we should consider 

our laughter carefully. We may be tempted to merely ridicule, but perhaps we, like Lizzy, 

should be careful not to be overly dismissive or laugh with only scorn.  This may be a 

warning to us to include some self-reflection in our laughter towards Mr. Collins, and 

concerned compassion in our feelings toward Lydia. The faults displayed in many of the 

characters may not be so alien to us as we would like to think, and though we should 

laugh at them heartily, we must be prepared to laugh at the follies in ourselves as well. 

The compassion this new sort of laughter teaches us can prepare us for this, as we can 

learn to laugh and even take joy in addressing in ourselves what has amused us so much 

in others, while also learning to have a lively relationship with what we see in ourselves 

and others that is good. 
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