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Abstract: This study examines the intersection of feminist literary criticism and sociolinguistics in Jane Austen’s 
Pride and Prejudice. While traditional scholarship focuses on thematic elements of patriarchy, this paper 
investigates the linguistic mechanisms—specifically politeness strategies, modality, and irony—used by Elizabeth 
Bennet to negotiate gendered expectations. Drawing on Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Theory  and Fairclough’s 
Critical Discourse Analysis, the findings reveal that language serves as a primary site of resistance, allowing the 
protagonist to assert agency within the restrictive social hierarchies of the 19th century. 
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Introduction: Language in literature is more than a 
communicative tool; it is a fundamental mechanism for 
the construction and negotiation of gendered identities 
and social hierarchies. Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice remains a seminal text for exploring these 
dynamics within the rigid stratification of Regency 
England. While extensive feminist criticism has 
interrogated Austen’s portrayal of female agency and 
patriarchal structures, the specific linguistic dimension 
— the manner in which syntax, pragmatics, and 
discourse strategies facilitate the subversion of gender 
roles — relatively underexplored in recent 
interdisciplinary scholarship.  

This paper addresses this lacuna by applying feminist 
linguistic frameworks to analyze how Austen’s 
characters, particularly Elizabeth Bennet, utilize 
language to navigate and challenge gendered 
expectations. The study scrutinizes linguistic features 
such as dialogue patterns, politeness strategies, 
modality, and ironic distance. 

Literature Review 

Feminist literary criticism has long positioned Pride and 
Prejudice as a subtle but trenchant critique of the 
socioeconomic constraints placed upon women. 
Elizabeth Bennet is frequently cited as the archetype of 
early feminist resistance, characterized by her wit and 
moral autonomy. 

In the realm of linguistics, Robin Lakoff’s foundational 
work on "women’s language" suggested that female 
speech is often marked by hedging and hyper-
politeness, reflecting a lack of social power. However, 
later scholars like Sara Mills and Deborah Cameron 
have challenged this "deficit model," arguing that 
gendered speech is a performative negotiation of 
power. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), as articulated 
by Fairclough, further posits that discourse is a social 
practice that both reflects and reproduces power 
relations.  

Despite these advancements, the integration of 
linguistic pragmatics into Austen studies is often 
sidelined in favor of thematic analysis. This paper 
bridges this gap by demonstrating how Elizabeth’s 
linguistic choices are not merely "witty" but are 
strategic interventions in a male-dominated discourse.  

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative feminist discourse 
analysis (FDA). The methodology focuses on "speech 
acts" and conversational maxims within selected 
dialogues. The analysis is structured around four 
primary linguistic variables: 

1. Politeness Strategies: Based on Brown and 
Levinson’s framework of "Face-Threatening Acts" 
(FTAs) and "Face-Saving." 

2. Epistemic and Deontic Modality: Analyzing 
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modal verbs (must, shall, may) to determine how 
characters express necessity and social obligation. 

3. The Pragmatics of Irony: Evaluating irony as a 
tool for "off-record" resistance.  

4. Conversational Dominance: Examining turn-
taking and interruptions as markers of social power. 

The corpus consists of pivotal interactions, including 
Elizabeth’s rejection of Mr. Collins and her verbal 
sparring with Mr. Darcy and Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 

Results And Analysis 

The analysis yields several critical findings regarding the 
linguistic construction of agency: 

• Strategic Politeness as Resistance: Elizabeth 
frequently employs "Positive Politeness" to maintain 
social decorum while simultaneously using "Off-
Record" strategies to deliver critiques. Her refusal of 
Mr. Collins is a masterpiece of pragmatic clarity; she 
rejects his "Face-Saving" attempts to frame her refusal 
as "feminine affectation," thereby forcing him to 
acknowledge her literal meaning. 

Elizabeth counters this by stripping away linguistic 
ambiguity: "Do not consider me now as an elegant 
female... but as a rational creature." By explicitly 
rejecting the "elegant female" persona, she rejects the 
linguistic constraints associated with it, forcing a shift 
from a gendered discourse to a "rational" (neutral) one 

• Subversive Modality: Elizabeth’s speech is 
characterized by a high frequency of deontic modality 
(expressing what is possible) rather than accepting the 
epistemic certainty of patriarchal law. For instance, her 
assertion to Lady Catherine—"I am only resolved to act 
in that manner, which will... constitute my 
happiness"—replaces social "musts" with individual 
"wills." 

• Irony as Power-Leveling: Irony serves as a 
linguistic shield. By maintaining an ironic distance, 
Elizabeth avoids the "hysterical" label often applied to 
assertive women in the 19th century, allowing her to 
critique the marriage market without violating the 
codes of "the lady". Elizabeth’s use of irony allows her 
to challenge his "face" without a direct, "unladylike" 
confrontation. When she tells him, "I have always seen 
a great similarity in the turn of our minds," she is using 
irony to mock his pride while appearing to follow the 
conversational maxims of polite society. 

• Turn-Taking Dynamics: While male characters 
like Mr. Collins or Sir William Lucas often dominate the 
floor through verbosity, Elizabeth’s "pithy" and well-
timed interruptions in dialogues with Darcy signal a 
refusal to accept a subordinate linguistic role. 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that Austen uses Elizabeth Bennet 
to model a "linguistic third way": a mode of speech that 
is neither submissive nor overtly revolutionary, but 
rather "negotiatory." Elizabeth does not abandon the 
politeness markers of her era (as Lakoff might suggest 
a powerless speaker would do); instead, she 
weaponizes them. 

This aligns with Mills’ theory that "gendered" language 
is a set of resources rather than a prison. Elizabeth’s 
ability to navigate the tension between "decorum" and 
"honesty" illustrates a sophisticated feminist 
consciousness that operates within—and ultimately 
subverts—the patriarchal linguistic framework. The 
limitations of this study, however, include the exclusion 
of non-protagonist female voices (e.g., Mary or Lydia 
Bennet), whose linguistic failures provide a necessary 
contrast to Elizabeth’s success. 

Conclusion 

This analysis demonstrates that in Pride and Prejudice, 
the struggle for gender equality is fought on the 
battlefield of syntax and pragmatics. Elizabeth Bennet’s 
agency is inextricably linked to her linguistic mastery—
her ability to use irony, manage "face," and challenge 
modality.  By synthesizing feminist literary criticism 
with discourse analysis, we gain a more granular 
understanding of how Austen’s work functioned as a 
site of social resistance. Future research could benefit 
from a corpus-linguistics approach, comparing Austen’s 
dialogue patterns with those of her male 
contemporaries to further quantify these gendered 
deviations. 
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