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Abstract 

This essay examines the male characters of Jane Austen’s Persuasion and Pride and 

Prejudice to illustrate occurring concepts of masculinity and to establish the 

characteristics of the ideal man as presented by Austen in these two novels. The focus of 

the study is on the young bachelors in their capacity as suitors and potential husbands, 

but attention is also paid to the role of fathers. Throughout the essay, expectations, 

conventions and restrictions of the nineteenth century society are considered. In the first 

chapter, the male characters and perceived male ideals are observed within the 

parameters of appearance and conduct in social interactions. The second chapter 

discusses the role and duties of fathers, concentrating on the two prominent father 

figures and their interactions with their daughters. In the third chapter, the male 

characters’ level and quality of education and intelligence, and their significance in 

forming masculine ideals, are assessed. Finally, the essay examines how the backdrop 

of wartime ties into Austen’s constructions of masculinity by exploring the 

characterisation of George Wickham as a member of the army and Captain Wentworth 

as a navy officer. As these two novels have an almost entirely female perspective, 

emphasis is placed on the male characters’ interactions with women and the female 

characters’ perceptions of manhood and male ideals.  
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Introduction 

In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Persuasion (1818), the female 

characters take centre stage. The narrative points of view relaying the events are 

women’s, and female relationships are important. Perceptions and characterisations of 

the male figures are conveyed through a female viewpoint, and interactions between 

men without the presence of women are few. For two centuries, Austen’s work has been 

the source of critical studies, with the focus often on the female characters and women’s 

position in society in the early nineteenth century. Feminist critics have on the one hand 

critiqued Austen for bowing to the patriarchy by having her female characters, no matter 

how independent, end up marrying without exception, and on the other hand 

commended her on exposing the many social inequalities that women faced, for 

instance the lack of economic autonomy. The male characters are often examined in 

terms of how they are relevant to the female experience and what their function is in the 

lives of Austen’s heroines rather than as individual characters.  

As Austen’s novels revolve around courtship and marriage, however, the male 

characters are far from insignificant, and as suitors and prospective husbands, some are 

considered more ideal than others. The reader is seldom, if ever, allowed access to the 

inner thoughts of the male characters, and therefore they are characterised largely 

through dialogue and external perceptions of their conduct. Often a setup of conflicting 

views occurs between the heroines of the novels, Elizabeth Bennet and Anne Elliot, and 

the surrounding societies. By comparing the male characters to each other, by 

contrasting the expectations of the society with those of Austen’s heroines and by 

paying attention to the use of irony in the tone of the narrative, it is possible to draw a 

conclusion as to how Austen constructs different aspects of masculinity and what kind 

of attributes she endorses as ideal in her male characters. In Pride and Prejudice and 

Persuasion, Austen rejects superficial qualities like wealth and beauty, and promotes an 

intelligent gentleman of genuine feeling endowed with humane values such as empathy, 

equality, independence and honesty as the ideal. 
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1. Appearance and Conduct 

Austen’s portrayal of the appearances of the male characters is non-detailed regarding 

specific physical characteristics, and concentrates on the effect which looks, stature and 

clothing have as a unified whole. Phrases which Austen uses in Pride and Prejudice to 

describe Charles Bingley include “good looking and gentlemanlike” (10), whereas 

Fitzwilliam Darcy has a “fine, tall person, handsome features, noble mien” (10). In 

Persuasion, Captain Wentworth is introduced simply as “a remarkably fine young 

man”, followed by adjectives reflecting his personality rather than his looks (Austen 

23). The young men are therefore presented as eligible and pleasing in terms of 

appearance, yet besides the mention of Darcy being tall, no further detail is given of 

specific physical characteristics such as eye or hair colour. Often an account of a male 

character’s physical description is immediately followed by a remark denoting his 

approachability and manners. Bingley’s portrayal, for instance, goes on to say that he 

has “a pleasant countenance, and easy, unaffected manners” (Austen, Pride 10). 

Likewise, in Persuasion, William Elliot is depicted as “quite as good-looking as he had 

appeared at Lyme . . . and his manners were so exactly what they ought to be, so 

polished, so easy, so particularly agreeable” (Austen 129). The ambiguity and lack of 

elaboration on what type of physical attributes terms such as “good-looking” and “fine” 

entail suggest that in Austen’s contemporary society, the tenets for male aesthetics were 

less to do with actual facial or bodily features than a presentable, well-dressed whole, 

and charisma was contingent on and inseparable from good manners and an amicable 

air. This is further evidenced in the way that Mr. Elliot is deemed simultaneously 

“good-looking” and “not handsome” (Austen, Persuasion 96). Although Elliot’s 

appearance is not described at all beyond this, it is likely that “not handsome” refers to 

his physical characteristics, in which case the significance of beauty is seen as lesser 

than the significance of being well put-together and carrying oneself like a gentleman. 

Therefore, although the most important male characters are portrayed as attractive men, 

Austen underplays the role of beautiful features as the only definitive marker of 

physical desirability.  

Both Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion include negative connotations to being 

too concerned with physical appearance, as the most unpleasant characters are 

developed through matters relating to looks. Sir Walter, who “had been remarkably 

handsome in his youth; and, at fifty-four, was still a very fine man”, is obsessed with his 
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own and other people’s looks (Austen, Persuasion 2). Vanity is said to be “the 

beginning and the end of Sir Walter Elliot’s character”, and he considers “the blessing 

of beauty as inferior only to the blessing of a baronetcy” (Austen, Persuasion 2). He 

also declares that Bath has “a dreadful multitude of ugly women” and the men are 

“infinitely worse” (Austen, Persuasion 127). Chwe classes Austen’s characters as 

skilled and weak strategic thinkers, the latter category being an indication of a 

character’s “cluelessness” and thereby undermining the validity of their judgement as 

they are “not ‘naturally’ geared towards strategic thinking” (188). According to Chwe, 

one of the signs of a weak strategic thinker is a lack of natural ability, which entails four 

characteristics: numeracy, attention to visual detail, fixation on literality and a reliance 

on social rules and social status (188-194). With his obsession with physical 

appearance, Sir Walter exhibits the second characteristic, further evidenced by his 

fixation on Mrs. Clay’s looks to a comical degree of detail: “Mrs Clay had freckles, and 

a projecting tooth, and a clumsy wrist, which he was continually making severe remarks 

upon” (Austen, Persuasion 30). Sir Walter also has an unusual number of mirrors in his 

house (Austen, Persuasion 114), and it is stated that “few women could think more of 

their personal appearance than he did” (Austen, Persuasion 2). Sir Walter is therefore 

classed as clueless as well as effeminate, which is apt, as his main purpose in the novel 

is to be the non-ideal male figure and a foil to the hero, Captain Wentworth. Through 

the masculine Wentworth, Austen can be seen to celebrate the rising middle-class, and 

through Sir Walter, criticise the indulgent upper classes. In fact, Sir Walter’s character 

is so pointedly and one-dimensionally disagreeable and vain, that it is difficult not to 

view him as a thinly veiled social commentary. Walle argues that Sir Walter embodies 

“the archetypal feminized aristocrat, and his vanity metaphorically represents what 

Austen perceives as the aristocracy’s selfishness” (62). Walle also notes that Sir Walter 

and Wentworth represent “shifting ideas of masculinity” and that behind these shifts are 

the changing “socioeconomic forces” (59). Sir Walter’s obsession with appearance is 

thus not only an insight into his character, but also serves as a commentary on a social 

issue and as a tool of complementing Wentworth as the masculine ideal. 

In many instances in Pride and Prejudice, there is a link between physical 

appearance and personality. George Wickham is depicted as the most handsome 

character in the novel with impeccable manners. He is described as having “all the best 

part of beauty, a fine countenance, a good figure, and a very pleasing address”, as well 
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as a “happy readiness of conversation” (Austen, Pride 73). In Wickham’s deceptive 

looks, his military uniform plays a part as well, which will be discussed in further detail 

in chapter four. Both Jane and Elizabeth Bennet are deceived by Wickham’s 

appearance, manners and his seeming sincerity. When Wickham gives a false account 

on his past with Darcy, Jane is sceptical, “yet, it was not in her nature to question the 

veracity of a young man of such amiable appearance as Wickham” (Austen, Pride 86). 

Likewise, Elizabeth thinks of Wickham: “A young man too, like you, whose very 

countenance may vouch for your being amiable” (Austen, Pride 81). As Chwe notes, “a 

compelling physical appearance can lead even strategically skilled people into error” 

(190). The strong strategic thinkers Jane and Elizabeth therefore believe in Wickham’s 

honesty because they cannot separate likeable looks from a worthy personality. 

Wickham turning out to be a liar, a gambler and a seducer of young girls is a distinct 

warning against naivety and taking appearance at face value. Furthermore, as the 

Meryton society first encounters Darcy, a report of his wealth “was in general 

circulation within five minutes after his entrance”, with the effect of the ladies 

pronouncing him “much handsomer than Mr. Bingley” (Austen, Pride 10). Darcy’s 

looks are thus enhanced by his money and status, proving another, more superficial, link 

between appearance and person. All things considered, Austen’s view on the 

importance of physical appearance in the ideal male is that it is secondary, possibly 

deceptive and that gentlemanlike behaviour is a more valuable characteristic.   

The rules of conduct in social situations are clearly defined, and impolite 

manners are irredeemable in the eyes of the society. In Pride and Prejudice, Bingley 

and Darcy are a convenient point of comparison. They arrive at Meryton at the same 

time, and during the first ball, the society deems Bingley the perfect bachelor, as his 

sociability and conduct are correct and correspond to what is expected. Darcy, on the 

contrary, is declared “the proudest, the most disagreeable man in the world” (Austen, 

Pride 11). Bingley becomes “acquainted with all the principal people in the room; he 

was lively and unreserved, danced every dance, was angry that the ball closed so early, 

and talked of giving one himself at Netherfield” (Austen, Pride 10). He therefore has 

the art of conversation, takes actively share in the dancing and makes himself a part of 

the community. Darcy, on the other hand, does everything wrong in the eyes of the 

society at the ball. He “danced only once with Mrs Hurst and once with Miss Bingley, 

declined being introduced to any other lady, and spent the rest of the evening in walking 
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about the room, speaking occasionally to one of his own party” (Austen, Pride 11). 

Darcy is thus reserved and not at all sociable. Constructing Darcy as the ideal male is a 

gradual process, and his true character is revealed as the narrative progresses. In a more 

intimate setting, Darcy confesses that he does not have “the talent which some people 

possess . . . of conversing easily with those I have never seen before”, revealing a 

degree of social awkwardness which brings humility to his character (Austen, Pride 

177). But what the society sees is a man whose “manners gave a disgust which turned 

the tide of his popularity” (Austen, Pride 10). The expressions “unreserved” and “easy 

manners” are recurring in Austen’s depictions of well-behaved men and refer to an 

approachable personality and an ability to converse in a light, yet informed manner.  

Although unreservedness is expected in social discourse, there are many lines 

that are not to be crossed. Mr. Collins, who, according to Chwe, portrays all four 

characteristics that make up a weak strategic thinker (194), oversteps a social boundary 

as he introduces himself to Darcy at a ball, much to his cousin Elizabeth’s mortification. 

She tries to assure Collins that “Mr Darcy would consider his addressing him without 

introduction as an impertinent freedom, . . . it must belong to Mr Darcy, the superior in 

consequence, to begin the acquaintance” (Austen, Pride 98). Collins thinks that his 

affiliation with Darcy’s aunt makes him and Darcy equals, breaking a rule of social 

hierarchy that even Elizabeth does not question. Another example of taking unreserve 

too far, is exhibited by Mrs. Bennet. Before Bingley proposes to Jane, Mrs. Bennet talks 

“freely, openly” about the “advantages of the match” at a dinner party (Austen, Pride 

99), making Elizabeth blush with “shame and vexation” (Austen, Pride 100). It is 

evident, therefore, that proper conduct in social situations requires knowledge of the set 

of underlying rules as well as an understanding of where the lines are drawn, and that 

manners cannot be extradited from Austen’s ideal man. 

In the societies presented by Persuasion and Pride and Prejudice, an integral 

part of proper conduct in any type of social interaction is an ability to balance between 

an openness of manner and strict rules of conduct. Although reserve in social interaction 

is declared uniformly a negative trait, a great deal of repression in the display of 

emotion is expected by society and detectable in the behaviour of Austen’s male 

characters. Austen expresses this reserve of emotion in the novels with the use of dashes 

and unfinished sentences. The effort to appear collected and civil while emotional is 

well manifested in Darcy’s letter, which he later admits was composed “in a dreadful 
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bitterness of spirit” (Austen, Pride 369). The letter itself is filled with interjacent and 

inconclusive sentences: “so almost uniformly betrayed by herself, by your three younger 

sisters, and occasionally even by your father. – Pardon me. – It pains me to offend you” 

(Austen, Pride 200). Correspondingly, Darcy’s agitation of mind, induced by worry 

over Elizabeth’s well-being after she receives disturbing news, is exhibited by an 

incoherent line: “Is there nothing you could take, to give you present relief? – A glass of 

wine; – shall I get you one? – You are very ill” (Austen, Pride 278). The dashes and 

unfinished sentences in Darcy’s written and spoken expression imply an inner strife 

between maintaining a polite and calm exterior and betraying an emotion which he 

deems too personal. Furthermore, as Anne and Wentworth are discussing the 

engagement of Louisa Musgrove and Benwick, Wentworth suddenly and less than 

deliberately, it seems, refers to his and Anne’s shared, painful past. “All this is much, 

very much in favour of their happiness; more than perhaps –” (Austen, Persuasion 167). 

He stops abruptly and mid-sentence, as it is, in fact, the first time that either of them 

acknowledges their history in words. The dash is here used as a hesitant, self-corrective 

move to not overstep a personal and social line. Wentworth’s words cause an “emotion 

which was reddening Anne’s cheeks”, exhibiting another technique which Austen uses 

to indicate a repressed emotion, the blush (Austen, Persuasion 167).  

The ability to blush in Austen’s male characters signals a capacity for 

passionate, genuine feeling behind the acknowledged social norms. In Captain 

Wentworth, Austen blends typically masculine characteristics with the tendency to 

blush. As blushing has throughout the times been connected to coy females, Wentworth 

can be seen to represent a novel male ideal. Arguing that Wentworth is Austen’s “new 

man of feeling”, Walle discusses the compatibility of masculinity and sentimentality 

and points out that Wentworth’s ability to blush betrays his “capacity for feeling and a 

readiness to display that feeling” (48). She notes that Austen’s treatment of Wentworth 

as a blushing hero is a response to the eighteenth-century novels, in which blushing is 

considered an effeminate quality (52), and that Wentworth’s blush is a “pairing of 

hyper-masculinity with unusual sensitivity” (47). Walle adds that “where etiquette 

forbids a full disclosure, the blush finds a way” (55). The role of the blush is therefore 

to signify authentic feeling underneath the socially accepted exterior, the authenticity 

being validated by the involuntary nature of the blush.  
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The capacity to blush is also a reliable indicator of a character’s morality. 

O’Farrell draws attention to two instances in Pride and Prejudice where the use of the 

blush is significant. Firstly, as the Bennets receive Lydia and Wickham in their home, 

the blushing becomes Elizabeth and Jane’s “social obligation”, as they, as the 

respectable and rational characters, recognize the disgrace of the origin of the 

Wickhams’ marriage (O’Farrell 129). “She blushed, and Jane blushed; but the cheeks of 

the two who caused their confusion, suffered no variation of colour” (Austen, Pride 

317). Secondly, commenting on the masculine blushes, O’Farrell mentions the meeting 

between Darcy and Wickham, where “Both changed colour, one looked white, the other 

red” (Austen, Pride 74). According to O’Farrell, “Darcy’s is the righteous, angry 

blanching, Wickham’s the embarrassed blush”, making Wickham’s blush an 

unintentional admission of guilt at a point of the novel where the reader is led to believe 

him to be the better man of the two (130). O’Farrell’s is not, however, the only possible 

interpretation of the owner of the blush. As Walle notes, Austen often uses the blush to 

“separate worthy characters from their less worthy peers”, and mainly affords the ability 

to blush to the characters who represent the ideal (57). Therefore, it is possible that the 

blush is Darcy’s, brought on by anger and a sudden encounter with an unpleasant person 

from his past, and it is Wickham who pales out of fear of being discovered and a lack of 

conscience. In any case, it is clear that in the society in which the novels take place, 

showing too much emotion is frowned upon, and that Austen’s ideal male is a man of 

great feeling who delicately balances between, and at times struggles to stay within the 

accepted lines. In fact, a digression from the polite, cool exterior is preferred to not 

displaying any emotion at all, as is evident in Anne’s perception of Mr. Elliot, whom 

she never entirely trusts, as he never shows “any burst of feeling, any warmth of 

indignation or delight” (Austen, Persuasion 146). Furthermore, Anne feels that she can 

“more depend upon the sincerity of those who sometimes looked or said a careless or a 

hasty thing, than of those whose presence of mind never varied, whose tongue never 

slipped” (Austen, Persuasion 146). The ideal man, thus, has an inherent sense of 

politeness and boundaries, but an emotional outburst may be forgiven when it comes 

from a bout of authentic feeling. 
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2. Fatherhood and Ideal Parents 

In Jane Austen’s novels, fathers are often in a more prominent role than mothers. This is 

also the case in both Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion, where the fathers are the 

main source of guidance for the young heroines. In Persuasion, Anne’s mother is 

deceased, rendering the unpleasant Sir Walter her sole parental role model. Anne’s 

mother is described as “an excellent woman, sensible and amiable” and commanded for 

her “judgement and conduct” (Austen, Persuasion 2). She is therefore the ideal mother, 

and her death left her daughters “to the authority and guidance of a conceited, silly 

father” (Austen, Persuasion 3). As a great deal of the novel’s premise is the 

impressionable Anne being led by faulty advice and developing independence and 

assertiveness to make her own decisions, the death of her supportive, caring and clever 

mother is necessary. As MacDonald writes, Austen’s choice to omit the presence of 

mothers derives from “the almost excessive power of motherhood” (58). She argues that 

the absence of the ideal mother, one who is supportive, sensible and gives sound advice, 

enables the tribulations of the daughters to occur, which in turn leads to the maturation 

of the heroine that is the focus of Austen’s novels (58).  

In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth does indeed have a mother, but Mrs. Bennet’s 

purpose in the novel is “complementary to that of the absent mother” as she “creates 

obstacles by her presence” (MacDonald 64). In her frivolity and vulgarity, Mrs. Bennet 

is a hindrance rather than an asset to Elizabeth’s development. In fact, Mrs. Bennet, “a 

woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper”, may be 

viewed as the antagonist of the novel, as she creates a myriad of problems for her 

daughters, such as harming their potential engagements (Austen, Pride 5). MacDonald 

notes that “both Bingley and Darcy are slowed in their courting by their disapproval of 

Mrs. Bennet”, and points out that ironically, the motive of Mrs. Bennet’s actions is 

procuring rich husbands for her daughters (64-65). The absence or incompetence of 

mothers in Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion thus emphasizes the significance of the 

fathers as the key parents to the heroines. It is important to note, however, that despite 

the scarcity of good mothers in both novels, the fathers do not take on the role of 

nurturers. As her sister Mary’s child falls from a tree, Anne states that “nursing does not 

belong to a man; it is not his province” (Austen, Persuasion 50). The lack of parental 

affection gives room to the relationships between sisters or other female characters, 
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which are integral to Austen’s novels, as well as makes it the ideal suitor’s task to fill a 

fatherly role as well, both in an emotional and economic sense.  

Sir Walter’s function as a father is to be the ultimate non-ideal parent, and by his 

poor fathering, demonstrate the emotional isolation in which Anne lives. Sir Walter has 

few positive qualities to redeem his vanity, selfishness and stupidity. Clinging to the 

declining prestige of his baronetcy and his decreasing wealth, he is cold and classist, 

looking down on every one of a social rank below his own. “Mr Wentworth was 

nobody, I remember; quite unconnected”, Sir Walter comments in response to Mr. 

Wentworth being called a gentleman (Austen, Persuasion 21). As Anne is to visit her ill 

and impoverished friend, Sir Walter exclaims: “you have the most extraordinary taste! 

Every thing that revolts other people, low company, paltry rooms, foul air, disgusting 

associations, are inviting to you” (Austen, Persuasion 143). His unappealing qualities 

are thus pointedly contrasted with Anne’s magnanimous virtues regarding her fellow 

human beings. As a father, Sir Walter is dismissive, has “no affection for Anne” 

(Austen, Persuasion 228), and favours his oldest daughter Elizabeth, who is “very like 

himself” (Austen, Persuasion 3). Sir Walter and Elizabeth’s dismissal of Anne is 

evident when the family set off to Bath and Anne is left behind, as “nobody will want 

her in Bath” (Austen, Persuasion 29). Anne is thus ostracised and belittled by her 

family, which explains her readiness to take Lady Russell’s advice and decline 

Wentworth’s first marriage proposal, as she is the only parental figure who shows Anne 

any kindness.  

Sir Walter’s attitude to Anne’s marriage is entirely dictated by his obsession 

with social status and money. Upon Captain Wentworth’s initial courtship of Anne, he 

declares the match “a very degrading alliance”, as Wentworth is middle-class (Austen, 

Persuasion 23). Years later, as Anne accepts Wentworth’s renewed proposal, Sir Walter 

makes no objection, thinking that Wentworth’s “superiority of appearance might not be 

unfairly balanced against her superiority of rank”, and notes that he has “a well-

sounding name” (Austen, Persuasion 229). In these eight years, as Sir Walter’s own 

status and fortune have dwindled and as he needs money, he can no longer be selective 

about his daughters’ suitors. Since Wentworth has found fiscal success and prestige in 

the shape of a captain’s uniform, he has at least the appearance of someone of rank. To 

return to Chwe’s theory of Austen’s strategic thinkers, Sir Walter embodies the fourth 

principle in the lack of natural ability, “a reliance on social rules and status”, which, 
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combined with his vanity, strengthens his place in the category of weak strategic 

thinkers (194). Having Sir Walter as a father, in addition to a dead mother, emphasises 

Anne’s loneliness within her family and creates an emotional void, which Wentworth, 

possessing the opposite qualities to Sir Walter’s, eventually fills. Sir Walter’s inept 

parenting is therefore reduced to neglect, favouritism and snobbery, making him in 

every possible way the non-ideal father. 

The portrayal of Mr. Bennet as a father is a great deal more positive, although 

his character exhibits flaws through which Austen determines the imperative duties of a 

father of several daughters. A kind and patient man fatigued and domineered by his wife 

and five daughters, Mr. Bennet has a sardonic comment for every occasion, providing 

many of the laughs in the novel. As an attorney, he is reasonable and learned with an 

even temper and therefore a contrast to his meddling and melodramatic wife. Like Sir 

Walter, Mr. Bennet has a favourite daughter, Elizabeth, and likely for the same reason. 

Exasperated by his other daughters, Mr. Bennet considers the rational and intelligent 

Elizabeth, who is no stranger to the occasional sarcastic remark herself, most like 

himself. As Mr. Collins comes to visit the family, he proves as “absurd” as Mr. Bennet 

had expected (Austen, Pride 69). Mr. Bennet “listened to him with the keenest 

enjoyment, maintaining at the same time the most resolute composure of countenance, 

and expect in an occasional glance at Elizabeth, requiring no partner in his pleasure” 

(Austen, Pride 69). The passage betrays an alliance between Elizabeth and her father, 

relying on their mutual mischievousness and amusement with people who do not detect 

their own ridiculousness. Unlike Sir Walter, Mr. Bennet is concerned about Elizabeth 

marrying a man who is not worthy of her. On Mr. Collins’s proposal, Mr. Bennet goes 

against his wife as he says to Elizabeth: “Your mother will never see you again if you 

do not marry Mr Collins, and I will never see you again if you do” (Austen, Pride 113). 

As Darcy proposes to Elizabeth, Mr. Bennet implores her not to marry him unless she 

truly esteems him. “My child, let me not have the grief of seeing you unable to respect 

your partner in life” (Austen, Pride 377). Besides caring for his daughter’s happiness, 

he is also referring to his own marriage in which love and respect seem a distant 

memory.  

Moreover, Mr. Bennet appreciates Elizabeth’s judgement to the point where she 

is comfortable to advise him not to let her youngest sister, Lydia, go to Brighton. While 

her father listens to her attentively, he does not take Elizabeth’s advice, which results in 
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Lydia eloping with Wickham and bringing shame to the Bennet family. The lax 

discipline which Mr. Bennet exercises over his younger daughters is a great failing for 

him as a father. Elizabeth verbalises clearly one of the most important duties of a father, 

as she beseeches him, “If you, my dear father, will not take the trouble of checking her 

exuberant spirits, and of teaching her that her present pursuits are not to be the business 

of her life, she will soon be beyond the reach of amendment” (Austen, Pride 233). 

Bennet learns from his mistake and vows to discipline his remaining unruly daughter 

Kitty more firmly in the future. He also commends Elizabeth on her insight, stating that 

she showed “some greatness of mind” (Austen, Pride 300). Mr. Bennet’s failure to curb 

Lydia’s behaviour despite the warning signs has catastrophic consequences and thus 

highlights the important responsibility of a father to assert necessary authority.  

Another shortcoming in the parenting of Mr. Bennet is his lack of rationality in 

securing the future of his daughters, thereby failing in his role as a provider. Despite not 

living lavishly like Sir Walter, Bennet has spent all his income in the hope that a male 

heir will appear. Therefore, he has no fortune to bequeath to his daughters as the 

inheritance laws of the time prohibited women from inheriting land. “Five daughters 

successively entered the world, but yet the son was to come . . . This event had at last 

been despaired of, but it was then too late to be saving” (Austen, Pride 309). The 

Bennet property is thus to be given to Mr. Collins, leaving few options to the Bennet 

sisters except marriage. Newton states that the entail which “benefits Mr. Collins . . . is 

really the epitome of an economic privilege that is granted men in general and of an 

economic restriction that is imposed on women” (30). By demonstrating the girls’ lack 

of choice, Austen draws attention to the severe economic inequality between men and 

women in her time, emphasising the fact that since women had no money, they had no 

autonomy. As Newton notes, the most significant discrepancy in the fates of the 

characters in Pride and Prejudice is that women have no “independent access to 

money”, and as a result no freedom that comes with it (29). Thus, Mr. Bennet’s 

financial failure not only manifests the crucial duty of a good father to keep the family 

economy in order, but also reflects an important social issue that Austen finds necessary 

to address. It is also worth noting that although Austen does not highlight wealth as an 

ideal characteristic for a suitor, she does not disregard the importance of financial 

security. Both Darcy and Bingley therefore have the role of correcting Mr. Bennet’s 
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poor management of money affairs by providing economic stability for Elizabeth and 

Jane. 

There is also a link between actual property and masculinity in both novels. 

Firstly, as Sir Walter is forced to let his house, he needs to make it appear as though he 

is approached by “some most unexceptionable applicant” and “as a great favour” agrees 

to let his house to them (Austen, Persuasion 13). Although his debt is public 

knowledge, it is the loss of his property which hurts his pride, as he cannot bear “the 

degradation of being known to design letting his house” (Austen, Persuasion 13). 

Secondly, Mr. Bennet’s house is his last means to assert his paternal authority over 

Lydia, who has disgraced the family. “Into one house in this neighbourhood, they shall 

never have admittance. I will not encourage the impudence of either, by receiving them 

at Longbourn”, he states (Austen, Pride 311). Thirdly, whenever a proposal takes place, 

the potential son-in-law calls at the father’s house to ask for his blessing to marry his 

daughter (Austen, Pride 348, 376). This, however, happens only after consent of the 

young woman has been attained, which is important, as Austen does not regard 

marriage as an arrangement or business agreement between fathers and suitors, but 

rather as a union based on affection and similar temperaments. These instances validate 

the notion of the father as the master of the house, and the tangible property becomes a 

symbol of masculinity. Threats to the houses are therefore threats to a perceived notion 

of manhood, and financial and authoritative failures injure a distinctly male pride.  

 

3. Education and Intelligence  

When examining the male characters of Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion, it 

becomes apparent that educatedness and intelligence are imperative qualities in the ideal 

male. In the novels, the most obvious way to establish a character’s level of education 

and intelligence is by demonstrating how well-read they are. Darcy, the reader learns, is 

the owner of a magnificent library and “always buying books” (Austen, Pride 38), and 

expects his ideal woman to improve “her mind by extensive reading” (Austen, Pride 

39). Darcy’s view on reading is in contrast to the boorish Mr. Hurst’s, who “lived only 

to eat, drink and play at cards” (Austen, Pride 35) and who finds it “rather singular” that 

Elizabeth should “prefer reading to cards” (Austen, Pride 37). Darcy’s intellectualism is 

also contrasted with Bingley’s aptitude for reading as well as his talent for written 
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expression. Regarding his small collection of books, Bingley himself confesses that he 

is “an idle fellow, and though I have not many, I have more than I ever look into” 

(Austen, Pride 37). As Darcy’s letter-writing is admired, Bingley notes that his own 

letters “sometimes convey no ideas at all” (Austen, Pride 48). This discrepancy in their 

intellects lends credibility to how blindly Bingley trusts Darcy’s judgement as superior 

to his, and how easily he is led by Darcy later in the novel concerning Jane’s attachment 

to him. Or, as Moler puts it, it reflects how Darcy “domineers over the spineless 

Bingley, arranging and rearranging Bingley’s love-life” (503). Although Bingley is 

pardoned for being indecisive and weak by his self-deprecating demeanour and positive 

outlook on life, and although his description as having “perfect good breeding” suggests 

that he is not uneducated, an intellectual hierarchy between the two is asserted (Austen, 

Pride 14). “In understanding Darcy was the superior. Bingley was by no means 

deficient, but Darcy was clever” (Austen, Pride 16). The ideal preferred here is Darcy’s 

intellectualism, as well as his resolution and independence of mind, although his 

manners and likeability are initially nowhere near Bingley’s.  

Another clear point of comparison with Darcy in the matter of education and 

intellectualism, is the unfortunate Mr. Collins, who declares that he never reads novels, 

and upon being presented with one, actually “started back” (Austen, Pride 69). It is safe 

to assume that the values of the characters which Austen ironizes and ridicules with the 

heaviest hand, falling into the category of Chwe’s weak strategic thinkers, are the exact 

opposite of the values she wishes to enforce. Thus, a conclusion can be made that 

reading is an essential trait of the ideal male, as Collins receives perhaps the most 

ruthless treatment in the novel. Austen writes about Collins: “The stupidity with which 

he was favoured by nature, must guard his courtship from any charm that could make a 

woman wish for its continuance” (Pride 123) and that he is “not a sensible man, and the 

deficiency of nature had been but little assisted by education or society. . .” (Pride 71). 

The strong contrasts between characters and the potent language which Austen employs 

to discuss the topic make it clear that reading is a direct indication of educatedness and 

intelligence, which in turn are some of the most significant male ideals which Pride and 

Prejudice endorses. 

In Persuasion, intelligence likewise plays a considerable part in constructing an 

ideal of masculinity, although the approach is slightly different to Pride and Prejudice. 

Captain Wentworth is described as a man with “a great deal of intelligence, spirit and 
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brilliancy” (Austen, Persuasion 23). Furthermore, from his manners and how he 

conducts himself in social gatherings, it is apparent that he has the cleverness of 

conversation which stems from being informed and sophisticated enough to discuss a 

wide range of topics, and which Austen’s heroines find crucially important. As in the 

case of Darcy, Wentworth is contrasted with other characters in terms of reading and 

intelligence. Sir Walter, for instance, “for his own amusement, never took up any book 

but the Baronetage” (Austen, Persuasion 1). Moreover, Charles Musgrove, a former 

suitor of Anne’s, can also be seen as a contrasting character to Wentworth, as his main 

pleasure in life is “shooting” (Austen, Persuasion 33, 74, 117). Musgrove, while a 

perfectly agreeable character, comes nowhere near the “rugged masculinity” of 

Wentworth (Walle 56). In fact, aligning Wentworth with a character whose favourite 

pastime is hunting, an activity generally considered a very masculine one, only 

emphasizes Austen’s wish to present a new, softer male ideal, the man of feeling and 

intelligence. Wentworth’s intelligence, however, is a lot less “bookish” than Darcy’s, 

which is natural, since the two men represent different social classes, and the middle-

class Wentworth does not have Darcy’s privileges in life. In Wentworth’s case, the 

emotional side of his intelligence is much highlighted, as is the fact that he is widely 

travelled. Having sailed in the West Indies and the Mediterranean, he has gained 

invaluable life experience and sophistication by seeing the world (Austen, Persuasion 

58, 60). Sarah Wootton, who discusses Austen’s leading male characters in a Byronic 

context, points out that Wentworth’s “journeys overseas represent a bid for freedom . . . 

and a form of self-exile”, highlighting his independence (33). Therefore, the type of 

intelligence that Wentworth characterizes has a touch of adventure and individualism in 

it, as well as an industrious nature with which he makes a professional success of 

himself. 

It is important to note, however, that lack of intellectualism or education does 

not make an Austen male character an undesirable one, and a warning against too much 

reading can be detected. In Persuasion, Austen includes a cast of affable, older 

gentlemen who are treated with gentleness and sympathy, regardless of their simplicity 

or lack of formal education. Mr. Musgrove is “a very good sort” of man, “friendly and 

hospitable, not much educated, and not at all elegant” (36), while Admiral Croft is 

depicted as “quite the gentleman in all his notions and behaviour” (20), and most 

importantly, Anne observes that “his goodness of heart and simplicity of character were 
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irresistible” (113). It seems that lack of education and intellectualism only becomes 

problematic when a character is otherwise unpleasant or unworthy. Mr. Collins, for 

instance, is ridiculous for his incessant, insincere flattery and his complete inability to 

detect sarcasm or express any kind of self-awareness, rendering him “a mixture of pride 

and obsequiousness, self-importance and humility” (Austen, Pride 71). Likewise, Sir 

Walter Elliot’s stupidity stems from his superficiality and distasteful regard for himself 

and his lineage.  

As much as Austen promotes being well-read as a virtue, she also issues a 

warning of what becomes of too much poetry and not enough society in the form of 

Captain Benwick. The melancholy Benwick, “a young man of a considerable taste in 

reading” (Austen, Persuasion 91), mourning the loss of his bride, immerses himself into 

the poetry of Byron and Scott to the point of Anne worrying about his state of mind: 

“and all the impassioned descriptions of hopeless agony of the other; he repeated, with 

such a tremulous feeling, the various lines which imaged a broken heart, or a mind 

destroyed by wretchedness” (Austen, Persuasion 91). Such is his indulgence in the 

poetry, that the level-headed Anne suggests “a larger allowance of prose in his daily 

study”, hinting at a necessary moderation in the otherwise commendable pursuit of 

improving one’s mind with poetry (Austen, Persuasion 91). Both Wootton and Walle 

argue that in Captain Benwick’s sorrowful character, there is something artificial 

compared to Wentworth. Wootton interprets Benwick as proof of Austen’s “disdain for 

Byronic despair” (30) and adds that Austen is sceptical of the concept of Romanticism, 

as it “encourages an unhealthy self-absorption or thoughtless behaviour” (31). Walle, on 

the other hand, writes that “Benwick’s poetic effusions reduce him to a caricature”, and 

that his excess in poetry is a performance rather than true feeling (64). She adds that 

“Benwick’s feelings absorb him to the point of selfishness” (64) and that his “distress is 

more comic than tragic” because of the ironic tone with which Austen treats the 

passages regarding Benwick (63). Thus, despite upholding intellectualism, intelligence 

and education as desirable qualities in men, Austen makes clear that on their own, 

without an authenticity of feeling and kindness, they are not enough, and that a 

moderation in reading, too, should be maintained.  

In Austen’s novels, an intellectual as well as a temperamental compatibility is 

important in romantic relationships. In Pride and Prejudice, the basis of Elizabeth and 

Darcy’s courtship is their verbal exchange in which they prove equal. While Elizabeth 
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does not have the formal education that Darcy has, she is well-read and her intelligence 

manifests itself as a cleverness of conversation and quickness of mind, always matching 

and often superseding that of Darcy’s. Moler compares Elizabeth and Caroline 

Bingley’s attractiveness to Darcy, and notes that while Miss Bingley courts him in a 

traditional manner in accordance to their social class, it is in fact Elizabeth’s 

impertinence which appeals to Darcy, as “she makes him the butt of her wit, the prime 

target of her attacks on snobbery” (504). Elizabeth herself suspects that “there was a 

something about her more wrong and reprehensible, according to his ideas of right, than 

in any other person present” (Austen, Pride 51). Brought up in the upper class with stiff 

rules of hierarchy and proper behaviour, Elizabeth, with her audacity and playful wit, is 

likely the first person to intellectually challenge and equal Darcy.  

Furthermore, self-improvement and growth of character are important qualities 

in Austen’s ideal male and an indicator of emotional intelligence. Moler writes that both 

Elizabeth and Darcy must have their “pride and prejudice corrected by self-knowledge 

and come to a fuller appreciation of the other’s temperament and beliefs” before they 

can achieve a happy marriage (491). Darcy admits that it is precisely Elizabeth’s words 

that induce in him the reflection of his own character, which is at the root of his 

development (Austen, Pride 369). The fact that both he and Elizabeth are capable of 

evolving highlights their compatibility, and enforces Darcy’s position as the masculine 

ideal, as his growth and ability to own up to his former, “unpardonable” behaviour 

softens and humanizes his character and reveals a more emotional side of him (Austen, 

Pride 368). The importance of admitting one’s weakness and turning it into personal 

growth and maturing is also evidenced by Wentworth, who overcomes the wounded 

pride of earlier rejection to procure the woman he loves. Wilson writes that Anne is 

Wentworth’s “feminine ideal and he is the one who must develop to be worthy of her”, 

and that he achieves this by “gradual relinquishment of the resentment against Anne” 

(185).  

Another important pairing in Pride and Prejudice comprises Jane and Bingley, 

who, although depicted as intellectually simpler than Elizabeth and Darcy, and less 

concerned with discussions of literature and arts, are a good match because of their 

compatible kindness of nature and similar temperaments. When Jane, after her first 

encounter with Bingley, remarks to Elizabeth that “he is just what a young man ought to 

be”, the reader not only agrees that they are well suited to each other because of their 
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goodness and a degree of naivety that they share, but also concludes that Bingley would 

not be Elizabeth’s ideal man, as the differences between her and Jane’s personalities are 

so notable (Austen, Pride 14).  

In Persuasion, corresponding pairings of similar intellects are presented as a 

solid base for a successful marriage. Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth are both 

depicted as intelligent and decent people who have the “advantage of maturity of mind, 

consciousness of right, and one independent fortune between them” (Austen, 

Persuasion 228). Elaborating on their shared concept of right, Walle states that Anne 

and Wentworth’s “mutual sympathy” and their compassionate natures are what Austen 

embraces as “the foundation of a strong relationship” (65). Moreover, Wentworth sees 

Anne as his equal in terms of decision-making and values her opinion, which is not a 

given in the literature of the nineteenth century, a time when gender roles were clearly 

defined and men were considered more rational than women and expected to take 

charge in conflicts. Wentworth’s appreciation for Anne’s judgement is evident when 

Louisa Musgrove injures herself severely; as the male characters are reduced to disarray 

and panic, they are content to let Anne handle the situation and tell them what to do 

(Austen, Persuasion 100). As it is to be decided how to break the news of Louisa’s 

accident to her parents, Wentworth consults Anne on the best course of action regarding 

the “distressing communication” (Austen, Persuasion 107). Wentworth thus subtly 

displays a significant characteristic for the ideal man, a consideration of his love interest 

as an equal and a respect for her judgement. Furthermore, the Crofts, whom Walle calls 

“a model for Anne and Wentworth’s relationship” are an example of the importance of 

compatibility (60). The Crofts are depicted as “particularly attached and happy”, as the 

couple share a good-humoured disposition as well as a zest for travel and adventure 

(Austen, Persuasion 57). Both novels therefore emphasize the potential of a marriage 

which is formed on the grounds of equality and similar mentality.  

Perhaps even more effectively than with the depiction of compatible couples, the 

importance of the pairing of similar minds and temperaments is highlighted in both 

novels by the reactions of the heroines brought about by surprising, intellectually 

mismatched affiliations. In Persuasion, both Anne and Wentworth find the engagement 

of the “dejected, thinking, feeling, reading” Captain Benwick and the “high-spirited, 

joyous-talking” Louisa Musgrove puzzling (Austen 153). “Their minds so dissimilar! 

Where could have been the attraction?” Anne wonders (Austen, Persuasion 153). 
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Wentworth is even more sceptical, stating that there is “too great a disparity, and in a 

point no less essential than mind” (Austen, Persuasion 167). Correspondingly, in Pride 

and Prejudice, Elizabeth is appalled as she hears of her friend Charlotte’s engagement 

to Mr. Collins. Considering Charlotte “sensible” and “intelligent” (Austen, Pride 18), 

she has trouble becoming “reconciled to the idea of so unsuitable a match” (Austen, 

Pride 126). Elizabeth thinks that Charlotte as the wife of the “conceited, pompous, 

narrow-minded, silly” (Austen, Pride 137) Mr Collins is “a most humiliating picture!” 

(Austen, Pride 126). Elizabeth’s aversion to Charlotte’s decision is so strong that her 

character is lowered in her eyes. Talking to Jane about the match she states: “you must 

feel, as well I do, that the woman who marries him, cannot have a proper way of 

thinking” (Austen, Pride 137). However, the society considers the marriage as mostly 

positive, as “Mr. Collins’s present circumstances made it a most eligible match . . . and 

his prospects of future wealth were exceedingly fair”, and because the plain-looking, 

twenty-seven-year-old Charlotte’s fate as an old maid is all but sealed (Austen, Pride 

123). By contrasting the society’s view with Elizabeth’s, Austen criticises the notion of 

a suitor’s wealth and status being a good enough criterion for accepting a marriage 

proposal when an emotional connection is missing.  

Furthermore, in Charlotte’s resigned attitude to her marriage, Austen draws 

attention to the more advantageous position in which young men of her time were as 

opposed to young women. Despite Mr. Collins being “irksome” to her, Charlotte 

accepts him, as it is “the only honourable provision for well-educated young women of 

small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must be their pleasantest 

preservative from want” (Austen, Pride 123). Charlotte’s fate in having to settle for one 

of the most non-ideal males in the novel showcases that for the men who wished to 

marry, it was simply a matter of choosing an ideal spouse, whereas for women, 

marriage was a necessity and often affection was secondary to practicality. With all 

these varying representations of compatible and mismatched couples, Austen underlines 

that any ideal by itself does not have intrinsic value and that in courtship and marriage, 

the importance of intellectual and temperamental compatibility is greater than specific 

individual characteristics. 
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4. The Military and The Navy  

Although Austen’s novels do not delve into the matters of the war which went on during 

the height of her career, the military is notably in the background in both Pride and 

Prejudice and Persuasion. In Pride and Prejudice, Austen’s attitude towards the 

military seems cautious and critical, as she presents soldiers as the object of the 

unconditional admiration of silly and superficial female characters while establishing 

Wickham as a duplicitous and predatory man. As the regiment arrives at Meryton, the 

two youngest of the Bennet sisters, and according to their father, “two of the silliest 

girls in the country”, fawn over the officers in a manner which causes the older and 

rational sisters concern and embarrassment (Austen, Pride 29). “They could talk of 

nothing but officers; and Mr Bingley’s large fortune . . . was worthless in their eyes 

when opposed to the regimentals of an ensign” (Austen, Pride 29). Kitty and Lydia’s 

adulation of the soldiers is shared by their mother, whom Chwe deems “foolish” and a 

particularly weak strategic thinker (191). “I remember the time when I liked a red-coat 

myself very well – and indeed so I still do at my heart”, Mrs. Bennet states and goes on 

to remark that a soldier with a decent income would be a desirable husband to any of 

her daughters (Austen, Pride 29). With these instances, Austen demonstrates that the 

military men represent an ideal, albeit a superficial one, especially to the young women, 

and illustrates how the allure of a soldier carries a fascination which is even stronger 

than a large material fortune. Fulford states, “the soldiers are seen in terms of the 

romantic naïveté of the younger sisters and of the nostalgia of Mrs. Bennet”, suggesting 

that the military embodies a certain image rather than an actual reality (164). Fulford 

also emphasizes the entertainment value of a settled regiment to a countryside society, 

stating that “the militia impressed the public more as a spectacle than as a fighting 

force” (155). By exaggerating the overflowing admiration of the soldiers by the 

frivolous and excitable characters, Austen questions the tradition of forming a 

masculine ideal based on an empty and shallow image, represented here by the military 

uniform.  

The character of Wickham, a soldier, is presented as the ultimate non-ideal of 

masculinity, and is an important anti-hero in Austen’s promotion of the independent and 

feeling man. As discussed before, it is notable that although it is the less rational 

characters of Pride and Prejudice who idolize the officers, Elizabeth Bennet is also 

deceived by Wickham. Comparing him to the rest of the regiment, who are “a very 
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creditable, gentlemanlike set”, Elizabeth thinks that Wickham is “far beyond them all in 

person, countenance, air, and walk” (Austen, Pride 77). The enhancing effect of the 

uniform is noted: “the young man wanted only regimentals to make him completely 

charming” (Austen, Pride 73). Upon hearing Wickham’s fictitious account about his 

dealings with the Darcy family, Elizabeth believes in Wickham’s honesty entirely due 

to his agreeable disposition and the credibility of the regiment. Wickham’s seduction of 

Lydia and Georgiana Darcy, as well as the fact that he is able to betray the perceptive 

Elizabeth, constitutes not only as a warning about trusting an exterior blindly, but also 

as a commentary on how a uniform and the image it represents may create a false 

illusion of dependability and install a deceptive sense of security, which in Austen’s 

time could be detrimental to women. As Fulford notes, the “anonymity and prestige 

conferred by the regimental uniform gave Wickham, literally and metaphorically, 

unwarranted credit” (171). With the character of George Wickham, Austen recognizes a 

contemporary male ideal and reveals the threat in its artificiality. 

It is possible that Austen’s unflattering portrayal of the army is inspired by 

actual news events, as the military’s reputation during the Napoleonic wars was not all 

positive. According to Fulford, “Austen’s depiction of the officers is colored by their 

contemporary reputation for sexual dalliance” (164). Besides Wickham, Colonel 

Forster, who marries “a very young woman” (Austen, Pride 232), as well as officer 

Denny, who knows of Wickham’s intention of running away with Lydia with no desire 

to marry her, represent men of the army with questionable morals (Austen, Pride 275). 

Fulford adds that the army offered a “social mobility” and “the ability to escape one’s 

past locale and reputation”, which is exactly what makes Wickham dangerous (170). 

The red coat of the militia thus masked a variety of characters and offered a potential for 

reinvention without having to take responsibility for one’s actions. Whether or not 

Austen is responding to real-life cases of the militia, her characterisation of the army is 

not favourable. Wickham’s role as the anti-hero in the configuration of masculine ideals 

is nevertheless significant. Besides his predatory nature, dishonesty and lack of remorse 

or growth, Wickham’s penchant for gambling and financial opportunism severely set 

him apart from the ideals of individuality and compassion which Austen favours.  

In Persuasion, Austen presents the men of the navy in a more positive light and 

makes Wentworth’s naval career a considerable symbol of his masculinity. Austen 

writes of the beginning of his career that he had “no fortune”, and was “spending freely, 
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what had come freely” (Persuasion 24). However, not happy with his situation, 

Wentworth puts his “sanguine temper, and fearlessness of mind” to good use and 

succeeds in building himself a brilliant career and fortune (Austen, Persuasion 24). 

Austen therefore not only underscores Wentworth’s personal ambition, but establishes 

the navy as an institution where it is possible to gain professional and monetary success 

despite one’s origin, taking an opposite approach to the issue of anonymity granted by a 

military career as in the case of Wickham. As the militia in Pride and Prejudice is 

“characterized not by duty, discipline, or dedication to the country, but by social and 

romantic opportunism”, Wentworth’s ambition and idealism, as well as his commitment 

to hard work, are a strong contrast to Wickham and the military career which he exhibits 

(Fulford 169). One of the reasons for this is that Wentworth has been abroad and 

experienced the war unlike Wickham. Fulford states that Wentworth and the navy 

officers are “tested abroad; the militia stayed at home” (178). Travel and warfare are 

therefore depicted as character-building experiences, and the perspective and self-

reflection which Wentworth gains overseas is a fundamental part of his character.  

Austen’s construction of masculinity through the characters of Wickham and 

Wentworth can also be argued to reflect a sense of national prowess of Britain during 

wartime, as the navy was much more victorious in battle than the army. As Fulford 

states, the army was weighed down by a reputation of incompetence, corruption, and 

self-indulgence “just when Britain wanted heroes to prove its power and manliness 

against the French” (158). Wickham as the representation of the whole army therefore 

symbolizes a failed and emasculated manhood, whereas Wentworth embodies vigour 

and strength as a member of the conquering navy. Walle agrees that one of the notable 

ways in which Wentworth “exhibits masculinity”, is through his profession and that he 

is “an emblem of the wholesome middle class and an agent of the British Empire”, but 

also stresses the importance of his kind, empathetic characteristics, which “readers 

might expect from the protagonists of eighteenth-century sentimental literature, but not 

from an officer of the Royal Navy” (46). Thus, making Wentworth’s status as a naval 

officer an integral element of his masculinity, Austen reconciles the traditionally 

masculine career with his capacity for compassion and feeling instead of disconnecting 

them from each other.  
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Conclusion 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion present a male ideal of a clever and 

self-reliant gentleman capable of authentic emotion, upholding virtues such as 

compassion, sincerity, individualism and equality as more important than shallow 

qualities like money or looks. In the two novels, the depictions of physical attributes are 

vague and not detailed, emphasizing the significance of a gentlemanlike disposition and 

good manners. Proper conduct requires knowledge of the underlying social rules and an 

ability to balance between a correct amount of reserve and displaying too much 

emotion. In the domain of fatherhood, Sir Walter’s deficient parenting skills 

demonstrate what does not make an ideal father, while Mr. Bennet’s failures as a father 

are meaningful, as Austen uses them to emphasize the pitfalls of unruly daughters that 

lack paternal discipline, as well as to shed light on the economic inequality between 

men and women in the nineteenth century. Moreover, education and intelligence are 

imperative in the ideal male character. In Pride and Prejudice, intelligence is discussed 

through reading, formal education and intellectualism, whereas in Persuasion, 

Wentworth’s intelligence takes the form of professional success and an industrious and 

independent spirit. Austen also highlights the significance of intellectual compatibility, 

which is ultimately the basis for a solid marriage, and proves the subjectivity and 

fluidity of the term “ideal”. Finally, Austen approaches masculinity through 

representations of the army and the navy, on the one hand criticizing the image that the 

regimental uniform stands for, and on the other hand making Wentworth’s naval career 

an emblem of his masculinity.  

Although Austen’s novels centre around the female characters, female 

relationships and female perceptions, the male figures are important as more than just a 

plot device. What is noteworthy in Austen’s constructions of masculinity is that no 

quality on its own has much value, and that the lack of a particular ideal characteristic 

does not automatically signal inferiority. A comparison of the male characters of Pride 

and Prejudice and Persuasion reveals that in Austen’s concepts of male ideals, 

substance is more significant than the surface, and therefore humility is preferred to 

pride, sincerity to pretence and self-reflection to vanity. First and foremost, behind the 

creation of each of Austen’s ideal male characters is a desire to extract the genuine from 

the superficial.  
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