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Phlox 

Flocks! 
Flocks! 
I thought you said 
in midsummer. 
Their purple 
and white burst 
like cotton candy 
or caramel balls 
wrapped in yellow 
cellophane packages. 
They're cheap! gaudy! 
and a little bit sleazy, 
but I love them just 

the same. 
Now in mid-September 

the autumn wind 
has rudely bitten and chewed most 

of the petals off the stem. 

I miss them still 
and feel I've crept 
out from the side door alley 
of some seedy burlesque strip joint 

still guilty over 
seeing the bloom slowly taken 

from the rose, 
one petal at a time. 

Angela Weinzettel 

The Influence of Birth Order and Parents on their 
Children in Pride and Prejudice 

• 

hile all of Jane Austen's novels focus on a single female character, 

most of these females have the companionship of sisters. Austen's 

~ !/fl' 'J) relationship with her own sister, Cassandra, influenced her writing 

by providing her with a basis of how sisters interact with each other. Pride and 

Prejudice 1 tells the story of Elizabeth Bennet, whose four sisters share her 

experiences in both positive and negative ways. As is the case with most sisters, 

the Bennet girls have vastly different personalities, and there are sometimes conflicts 

between them. What is different about their case is that their problems are a direct 

result of their parents' mistreatment of them. Their parents continuously play 

favorites, forcing them against each other and preventing them from being as close 

as they could be. By looking at each Bennet sister in order of birth it is easier to 

understand three important areas of their character: 1) their personality, 2) their 

role in the family as it fits into the birth order prototype and 3) how their parents 

treat them as a result of their birth order. By examining these three factors we can 

determine how they affect their relationships as sisters. 

Jane is the oldest Bennet daughter, which gives her the distinction of being called 

Miss Bennet. She is deemed the prettiest and best behaved of the sisters. Jane sees 

the world as an ideal place where people are inherently good. She sees the positive 

side of every situation and seeks out the good qualities of everyone she meets. As 

the oldest, Jane takes on many responsibilities for her family. Oldest children tend 

to have character traits such as being perfectionists, reliable, conscientious, list

makers, well organized, critical, serious, scholarly, goal oriented, achievers, self

sacrificing, people pleasers, conservative, supporters oflaw and order, believers in 

authority and ritual, legalistic, loyal and self-reliable" 2 Jane's personality fits many 

of these characteristics; specifically seen in the novel are her conscientious, self

sacrificing, loyal, self-reliable, and people pleasing qualities. Her reliability and 

responsibility also help her fill the role that many oldest children tend to fill, which 

is that of the parental figure. The critic Paula Bennett describes Jane's role as 

eldest daughter and caregiver, saying: 

Like many eldest daughters, Jane has assumed the role 

of family caretaker. Quiet, compliant, nurturant, and 

highly responsible, she is depicted as continually doing 

for others; taking their side, giving them emotional as 

well as physical support. It is virtually impossible for 

Jane to think ill of anyone-eventhose like the Bingley 
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sisters, who deliberately set out to do her harm. In a 

family sorely in need of such a figure, she has become 

the ideal "mother" 3 

Since her parents neglect their caregiver duties, Jane easily takes over for them 

and becomes a surrogate mother for her four sisters. Jane is intelligent and perceptive 

enough to know that her parents are not perfect; she realizes that they are not even 

good parents. She sees her mother's ignorance and her father's passivity, but Jane 

always accepts people for who they are and, therefore, she does not condemn her 
! 

parents for their faults. Instead, she attempts to make up for their faults by fulfilling 

their duties as parents. Her parents take advantage of her generous nature by letting 

her take over their roles because they are too preoccupied with their own lives. Mr. 

Bennet is usually too preoccupied with avoiding his family in the confines of his 

library and Mrs. Bennet too wrapped up in herself and the business of getting her 

daughters married to notice that Jane is more of a parent than they are. Her sisters 

see Jane as a mother figure and would rather go to her with their problems because 

she is trustworthy and non-judgmental. One example is at the end of the novel 

when Lydia makes her fateful decision to marry Wickham. In her letter to Elizabeth, 

Jane never blames Lydia for her bad decision, but, instead, casts her as a victim to 

the situation. 4 

Jane has the privilege of being adored by everybody in her family. Not only do 

all her sisters love her, but she is also the only one of the daughters that is liked by 

both parents. Her mother loves her for her beauty. Jane is somebody that she can 

be proud to brag about to her friends. Although Mrs. Bennet would rather have had 

Kitty dance with Mr. Bingley at the first ball, she is very pleased that it is one of 

her daughters who had the honor. She gushes to her husband when she gets home: 

Jane was so admired, nothing could be like it. 

Everybody said how well she looked; and Mr. Bingley 

thought her quite beautiful, and danced with her twice. 

Only think of that my dear; he actually danced with 

her twice and she was the only creature in the room 

that he asked for a second time. 5 

In this section Mrs. Bennet is relaying the information of the ball to Mr. Bennet. 

While she seems to be happy about Jane's good fortune, it is clear that she is most 

excited about the fact that Jane impressed other people in their circle of friends. 

She talks about everybody else admiring Jane and the fact that she was better than 

the other girls in the room. Bingley's choosing to dance with Jane twice shows his 

admiration for her over all his other dancing partners. This is obvious to everyone 

in the room, much to Mrs. Bennet's delight. Jane receives the highest praise that 

any of the girls could hope to hear from their mother. They are nothing in her eyes 

if they are not beautiful enough to attract rich husbands, allowing her bragging 

rights to the neighbor. Mrs. Bennet's happiness lies in her ability to show off her 
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daughters to her friends. If the girls cannot provide something for their mother to 

brag about, they are ignored. Although Jane does not try to win her mother's 

attention, she gains it simply by being beautiful. Beauty is one area in which Mrs. 

Bennet creates a rivalry between her daughters. By praising the daughter whom 

everybody else sees as the most beautiful, she is telling her daughters that beauty 

is the most important characteristic for a woman to have. Because Jane is naturally 

beautiful, she wins her mother's affection. At the end of the novel, Mrs. Bennet 

dissolves all feeling for her favorite daughter, Lydia, and transfers her affection 

Jane. She does this only when she finds out about Jane's engagement to Bingley 

and realizes how much money she will have. She exclaims: 

"I always said it must be so, at last. I was sure you 

could not be so beautiful for nothing! I remember, as 

soon as ever I saw him, when he first came into 

Hertfordshire last year, I thought how likely it was that 

you should come together. Oh! He is the handsomest 

young man that ever was seen!" 

Wickham, Lydia, were all forgotten. Jane was beyond competition her favourite 

child. At that moment, she cared for no other.6 

Mrs. Bennet is more impressed with the fact that Bingley has money and good 

looks than the fact that her daughter is happy. She credits herself with encouraging 

the match, although it is obvious that she had nothing to do with their affections 

for each other. Most upsetting, though, is her comment on Jane's looks because it 

suggests that Jane was lucky enough to marry Bingley only because of her beauty. 

Again, Jane tolerates her mother ignorance of her more important qualities because 

she knows that her mother values beauty over intelligence. Jane also knows that 

she will soon be able to leave the house and will not have to tolerate her mother 

much longer. 

Jane also has the privilege of being accepted by her father, but for reasons other 

than beauty. In the passage where Mrs. Bennet talks about Jane being the most 

admired person at the ball, Mr. Bennet pays very little attention. He is not concerned 

with Jane's beauty or her ability to make Bingley her husband. He values her 

intelligence and good sense, knowing that they will attract a good husband. Unlike 

his wife, he is not interested in showing off to the neighbors. He sees all of his 

daughters for their intelligence and common sense and judges them accordingly. It 

is no secret that Elizabeth is Mr. Bennet's favorite, but he also makes it clear that 

he likes Jane. He even admits to missing her when she is away at Netherfield. We 

are told: 

But their father, though very laconic in his expressions 

of pleasure, was really glad to see them; he had felt 

their importance in the family circle. The evening 
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conversation, when they were all assembled, had lost 

much of its animation, and almost all its sense, by the 

absence of Jane and Elizabeth. 7 
--

The other three daughters are not so lucky; their father either ignores or despises 

them. The reason Mr. Bennet likes Jane is because she is not ignorant and silly like 

her youngest sisters, Kitty and Lydia. She is intelligent and this is enough for her 

to be her father's second favorite, though not a close second. He also knows that 

she is Elizabeth's best friend. He could never treat Jane badly without offending 

Elizabeth, but Jane never does anything to make anybody dislike her. 

Jane has many traits 5-imilar to most first-born children, which help her deal with 

her parents. She is responsible and takes on the parental roles that are especially 

necessary in a family where the parents are very negligent. She was blessed with 

beauty and poise, which is enough for her mother to like her, as well as intelligence, 

which is enough for her father. Jane is neither a favorite of her mother or father's, 

but she is not disliked by either of them because her personality is so agreeable. 

She is the only one of her sisters who is so lucky. 

Elizabeth Bennet is one of Jane Austen's most loved characters, embodying the 

traits of a strong-willed and independent woman, who makes her own decisions 

and is not afraid to speak her mind. She has the good sense to admit when she is 

wrong and to use her mistakes as learning experiences. Her role as the second 

oldest describes her as being independent, aggressive, extroverted, fun loving, 

dependable and even-tempered. 8 These characteristics can be seen in her 

conversations and actions. Her independence is shown when she insists on walking 

to Netherfield to see Jane despite the distance and the mud. This also plays into her 

extroverted tendency to condemn female conventions. She sometimes does things 

are not expected of women. In other words, she is not afraid to tell people that she 

would rather read books than play cards. While it is clear to the reader that she 

refuses the card game at Netherfield because the stakes are too high for her economic 

situation, she reveals to the party only that she would rather read a book. This is 

noted by the whole party, especially Darcy, who is starting to see more of her good 

qualities. 

Elizabeth is aggressive in that she knows her own mind and what she wants, but 

although she is aggressive, she is also cautious. Elizabeth does not want to offend 

or hurt anybody. She is a good person who knows her limits and keeps some things 

inside so as not to hurt other people. When talking with Charlotte Lucas about 

marriage, she is quick to disagree that happy marriages are a matter of chance and 

that people should know little about their mates before marrying; she is certain 

that she will someday marry for love. She does not pretend to agree with Charlotte, 

just for the sake of agreeing and tells Charlotte her thoughts. She does not, however, 

let her feelings about marriage interfere with Charlotte's marrying Mr. Collins. 

She knows that Mr. Collins is not a good match for Charlotte, yet she accepts 
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Charl_otte's d_ecision. She does not force her opinions where they are not wanted 

and nsk hurting Charlotte and ruining their friendship. 

Elizabeth prides herself on being an accurate judge of character and chooses her 

actions according to how she feels people should be treated. Although her 

assumptions are many times wrong, such as her initial feelings for Wickham and 

Darcy, the reader does not hold it against her, knowing that it is part of her character. 

Her poor assertions of Wickham and Darcy are the cause of her problems throughout 

the novel and it is only when she admits to her mistakes that she can find happiness. 

Having a strong and confidant personality, while at the same time being able to 

admit her mistakes, makes Elizabeth a truly exceptional character 

Like Jane, Elizabeth is dependable, especially when it comes to her family. She 

loves her sisters very much, although she is not as accepting as Jane of their less 

than admirable qualities. She knows that her parents do not do their job properly 

and, as a result, she shares many of Jane's responsibilities in taking over the parental 

roles. Paula Bennett describes Elizabeth's role as the father figure, saying that 

Elizabeth: 

has put herself in her father's shoes, serving both as his 

favorite daughter and his surrogate son. Intellectually, 

she is his only equal in this family of women. She shares 

his wit, his irony, and, above all, his impatience with 

the narcissistic follies and frivolities that define 

conventional female behavior for Mrs. Bennet and her 

younger daughters. Even more than he-presumably 

because she has much more at stake-Elizabeth struggles 

to keep the other Bennet women in line.9 

While Jane acts as a mother figure, Elizabeth is more of a father figure. She is 

her father's favorite and feels responsible for picking up his slack. Elizabeth is like 

the son her father was never able to have and, as a result, her father treats her the 

most fairly; it is as if she were a boy with more privileges than her sisters have. 

The reason he favors her is because they are so much alike in their intellect, wit 

and condemning of conventional female qualities. Their special bond allows her to 

slip into the fatherly role that he cannot fill himself because he has no patience for 

his family. Although Elizabeth loves her father dearly, she must come to terms 

with the fact that he has neglected his role as a father. Elizabeth acts as a parent to 

her father when she urges him to do his duties and warns him that his negligence 

could have negative effects on his children. When Lydia wants to travel to Brighton, 

Elizabeth warns him. 

If you, 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 
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soon be beyond the reach of amendment. Her character 

will be fixed, and she will, at sixteen, be the most 

determined flirt that ever made herself and her family 

ridiculous. 

This passage shows Elizabeth's concern for the well being of her family. It 

shows the responsibility that she takes by forcing her father to do what is right by 

his daughter. 

Elizabeth is not seen favorably in her mother's eyes, however. In fact, Austen 

states that, "Elizabeth was the least dear to her of all her children." 10 Elizabeth has 

nothing to offer her.mother in terms of appearance. She does not do anything that 

her mother can be proud of. She almost gains her mother's approval when Mr. 

Collins shows his interest in marrying her, but her refusal of a marriage proposal is 

something her mother cannot understand. Since Mrs. Bennet thinks that a woman's 

sole goal in life is marriage, she is angry when Elizabeth refuses Mr. Collins. Luckily 

for Elizabeth, her father supports her decision in refusing a man so obviously not 

right for her. One can see the opposing views of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet's regard for 

Elizabeth in their views of Elizabeth's refusal of Mr. Collins' proposal. 

"Very well. We now come to the point. Your mother 

insists upon your accepting it. Is not it so, Mrs. Bennet?" 

"Yes, or I will never see her again." 

"An unhappy alternative is before you, Elizabeth. From 

this day you must be a stranger to one of your parents.

Your mother will never see you again if you do not 

marry Mr. Collins, and I will never see you again if 

you do." 11 

Unlike Jane, Elizabeth is not strikingly beautiful so her mother cannot brag 

about her looks. Since appearances are what matters most to Mrs. Bennet, Elizabeth 

cannot be admired. Though not an ugly person, she is merely good looking which 

is nowhere near good enough for her mother. If that were not enough, Mrs. Bennet 

has an even deeper reason for resenting Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth's relationship with her father is one that her mother cannot understand, 

thus making her jealous. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet have an extremely bad relationship 

and it reflects on their treatment of their daughters. Austen tells the reader that the 

relationship between Mr. and Mrs. Bennet was a mistake realized too late by Mr. 

Bennet. She explains that Elizabeth could have developed a warped sense of 

marriage due to her parents' example. She says: 
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Her father, captivated by youth and beauty, and that 

appearance of good humour, which youth and beauty 

generally give, had married a woman whose weak 

understanding and illiberal mind, had very early in their 

marriage put an end to all real affection for her. Respect, 

esteem, and confidence, had vanished for ever; and all 
h, . 12 

1s views of domestic happiness were overthrown. 

Mr. Bennet's lack of affection for his wife causes marital strain that the two of 

them take out on their children. While Mr. Bennet loses all genuine interest in his 

family, save Elizabeth, Mrs. Bennet cannot but wonder about the cause of his 

disinterest. As she would no doubt refuse to blame herself, it seems obvious that 

she would blame Elizabeth, the child who she feels most threatened by. 

Mrs. Bennet does not understand why her husband plays favorites with Elizabeth. 

It is established at the beginning of the novel that Mr. Bennet favors Elizabeth and 

Mrs. Bennet resents this fact. When Mr. Bennet says that he is going to throw in a 

good word about Elizabeth to Bingley, his wife protests. "I desire you will do no 

such thing. Lizzy is not a bit better than the other girls; and I am sure she is not half 

so handsome as Jane, nor half so good humoured as Lydia. But you are always 

giving her the preference."
13 

Mrs. Bennet's resentment of Elizabeth is a result of 

her husband's obvious attention for her daughter as opposed to herself. Mrs. Bennet 

cannot ignore that Mr. Bennet despises her and shows much more affection and 

admiration of Elizabeth. This causes Mrs. Bennet to take out her frustration on 

Elizabeth. 

Luckily for Elizabeth she is intelligent enough to know that her mother's opinions 

of her mean very little. Elizabeth is respectful of her mother in public, but has no 

respect for her. She is embarrassed when her mother talks too much on her first 

visit to Netherfield, although she can do nothing but hope that she will soon be 

quiet. Their lack of understanding towards each other is a result of opposing 

personalities, which causes friction between their characters. Elizabeth is a lot like 

her father, who has conditioned her to despise her mother by his comments toward 

her. 

If Elizabeth was not a strong and independent person, she could have been 

mentally wounded by her mother's dislike of her. The fact that her father treated 

her with respect is what made her withstand her mother's unfair treatment. He 

treats her with much deserved respect for her intelligence, making her less likely 

to think about looks with any importance. Her mother could have broken her self

esteem, but instead she was taught to think that beauty holds no importance over 

intelligence. In fact, she believes that anything that her mother values should not 

be given much thought. Her attitude is obvious when she first observes Darcy and 

overhears him criticizing her looks.Some people would have been hurt by his biting 

words but, "Elizabeth remained with no very cordial feelings towards him. She 

told the story however with great spirit among her friends; for she had a lively, 

playful disposition, which delighted in any thing ridiculous." 14 Someone who was 
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self-conscious about their looks would have been dejected by Darcy's rude 

comments, but Elizabeth would not let somebody depress her over something as 

trivial as looks. While she might have been slightly more upset than she let on, she 

would never give him the satisfaction of seeing her publicly humiliated. 

Mary is the most unlucky Bennet sister simply because she is overlooked, which 

is typical of middle children. Other characteristics of middle children are that they 

can be distracted, attention craving.jealous, neglected by parents and siblings, and 

have feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. 15 These qualities describe Mary's 

personality perfectly. Her parents do not pay attention to her. Her sisters do not 

include her in their conversations because she is known for her irrelevant opinions. 

With five sisters in the family, the friendships are broken up by birth order, with 

Mary as the odd sister out. Jane and Elizabeth, the two oldest, have a special, 

loving friendship. Kitty and Lydia, the two youngest, have similar interests in men 

and parties. There is no place for Mary in their friendships and so she becomes a 

loner and a lost child. She bides her time with activities that she can engage in by 

herself. She feels inferior and tries to distract herself by reading and becoming 

accomplished at piano. She wants to be the "smart one" in the family, but her 

information consists of useless observations and her skills as a piano player lack 

vigor. Her general personality is boring, especially when compared with her sisters. 

Mr. and Mrs. Bennet refuse to notice Mary because she does nothing that they 

see as important. At times her father tries to include her in the conversation, but 

she fails on every attempt. One example is when the Bennet's are discussing the 

arrival of Mr. Bingley. 

"Do you consider the forms of introduction, and the 

stress that is laid on them, as nonsense? I cannot quite 

agree with you there. What say you, Mary? for you are 

a young lady of deep reflection I know, and read great 

books, and make extracts." 

Mary wished to say something very sensible, but knew 

not how. 
"While Mary is adjusting her ideas," he continued, "let 

M B. I ,,16 
us return to r. mg ey. 

Mary is probably surprised to be asked for her opinion at all and, unfortunately, 

cannot make the great statement that she had most likely been waiting to exclaim 

for some time. 

Mrs. Bennet could never accept Mary because she has no beauty and no 

exceptional qualities to be bragged about to her friends. Her mother cannot even 

hate her because she is not headstrong like Elizabeth. Her father does not dislike 

her because she seems to be at least more refined than her two younger sisters, but 

not quite so refined as her two older sisters. Her sisters pay very little attention to 
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her, rarely including her in their activities or even mentioning her name. 

At the end of the novel Mary is finally able to find some peace when her sisters 

leave home and she has her parents' attention to herself. While maintaining her 

distracted, quiet disposition, Mary loses her inferiority complex with the loss of 

her sisters. 

Mary was the only daughter who remained at home; 

and she was necessarily drawn from the pursuit of 

accomplishments by Mrs. Bennet's being quite unable 

to sit alone; Mary was obliged to mix more with the 

world, but she could still moralize every morning visit; 

and as she was no longer mortified by comparisons 

between her sisters' beauty and her own, it was 

suspected by her father that she submitted to the change 

without much reluctance. 17 

Mary finally gets the attention she had been craving her whole life. Suddenly, 

her mother wants to be her friend and, even if it is only out of boredom, Mary 

accepts it. Although she can realize that her mother's affections are not genuine 

and do not make up for her negligence over the years, Mary cannot complain. 

Like Mary, Kitty is a sort of extra sister. Kitty is a cross between a middle child 

and a last child. She has many of the same characteristics as Mary, in that she is 

neglected and feels inferior and inadequate. 18 She also has many of the same 

characteristics as Lydia, the last born, such as spontaneity, immaturity and 

irresponsibility. Kitty's actual personality is more of the middle child or "lost child," 

but she tries to make up for her inadequacies by following her younger sister and 

taking on many of her traits. Although she is older than Lydia, Kitty acts like a 

younger sister. She follows Lydia around and tries to act like her, always wanting 

to go to Meryton and chase men. Kitty would be as overlooked as Mary was if not 

for her friendship with Lydia. In most cases her name is paired with Lydia's; very 

rarely is she ever mentioned outside of the phrase "Kitty and Lydia." This causes 

an even greater loss of identity for Kitty. She is not seen as her own person, but 

rather as the inferior part of a duo. The only time she is noticed is when she is 

doing something wrong. In the beginning of the novel, she is criticized for coughing. 

"Don't keep coughing so, Kitty, for heaven's sake! Have 

a little compassion on my nerves. You tear them to 

pieces. 

"Kitty has no discretion in her coughs," said her father; 

"she times them ill." 

"I do not cough for my own amusement," replied Kitty 

fretfully. 19 
• 

Kitty has the pleasure of being liked, though not adored, by her mother. Since 
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Lydia is her mother's favorite, Kitty makes sure to imitate her to attract her mother's 

attention, but like Mary, she does not succeed. She acts silly enough to be despised 

by her father as he puts her into the same category as both Lydia and Mrs. Bennet. 

She is Lydia's shadow whose only purpose is as a companion for Lydia to walk 

with to Meryton and chase red coats. Like Mary, she triumphs at the end of the 

novel by being freed from her role as Lydia's sidekick. With Lydia married and out 

of the house, Kitty is able to be her own person, which is quite an improvement. 

Kitty, to her very material advantage, spent the chief of 

her time with her two elder sisters. In society so superior 

to what she had generally known, her improvement was 

great. She was not of so ungovernable a temper as Lydia, 

and, removed from the influence of Lydia's example, 

she became, by proper attention and management, less 

irritable, less ignorant, and .less insipid.20 

By the end of the novel, both Mary and Kitty end up in a much better position 

than where they started. Ma_ry had the house and her parents to herself, with no 

sisters to be compared with. Kitty could be her own person, without having to 

imitate Lydia. More importantly, both ended up happy. Their youngest sister, Lydia, 

was not so fortunate. 

Lydia, the youngest Bennet daughter, is more complex than Mary and Kitty. As 

the youngest child she is characterized by being secure, confident, spontaneous, 

good-natured, spoiled, immature, extroverted, envious, jealous, irresponsible and 

happy.21 She is the family "wild child" which shows immensely by the end of the 

novel. For the most part, Lydia seems only to be an idiotic man chaser: a portrait of 

her mother at fifteen. This is enough of a reason for her father to dislike her, but his 

reasons lie much deeper. Mr. Bennet does not care for his daughters born after 

Elizabeth, but it is obvious that he cares the least for Lydia. While Elizabeth can be 

a surrogate son to him, Lydia is a reminder of his last failed attempt at a son. While 

Mary and Kitty are basically ignored, Lydia is completely abandoned by her father. 22 

He has no regard for her and says so every time her name is mentioned. This 

makes her Mrs. Bennet's favorite. 

As her mother's favorite, Lydia gradually becomes a carbon copy of her. This 

makes her mother love her even more and her father love her even less. Lydia's 

mind is occupied by the same materialistic things that cloud her mother's thoughts. 

Beauty is very important to her, but men are her top priority. Lydia knows that 

marrying would make her even more of a favorite in her mother's eyes, so this 

becomes her quest in life. Like Elizabeth, Lydia has high self-esteem, but in her 

case it is much less appealing. She is more arrogant than confident and more 

concerned with looks and wealth than a person's feelings. After she marries 

Wickham, she goes home to gloat to her sisters about being a married woman. She 

says to her mother, "and what do you think of my husband? Is not he a charming 
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man? I am sure my sisters must all envy me. I only hope they may have half my 

good luck."
23 

She then turns to Elizabeth and tells her that she will help her sisters 

find husbands, to which Elizabeth can only reply, "I thank you for my share of the 

favour, but I do not particularly like your way of getting husbands." 24 This shows 

the difference between Elizabeth and Lydia's attitudes. While Elizabeth has a good 

self-image, she does not use it to make herself seem better than other people. Lydia 

uses her pride to show off her good fortune to those she sees as less fortunate. This 

is obviously a trait learned from her mother. 

Lydia's self-esteem is a result of her father ignoring her and having her mother 

for a mentor. Lydia learns from her mother that she should do things in order to be 

praised and that a lack of praise signifies something missing on her part. While Mr. 

Bennet teaches Elizabeth that beauty is less important than intelligence and common 

sense, Mrs. Bennet teaches Lydia that beauty is the most important thing a girl can 

have because it attracts a good husband. It is no wonder that Lydia's fate is so 

grim. She takes up with the first man that comes along in an attempt to please her 

mother and possibly to escape the torment of her father. Ultimately, Lydia must be 

blamed for her own actions, but her parents guide her towards her decision. 

By looking at the five Bennet girls individually, it easy is to see that their 

personalities are a direct result of their birth order and treatment by their parents. 

This also affects the way they treat each other. Jane and Elizabeth have a very 

strong relationship; they are as close as two sister can be. As the two oldest they 

are very responsible and take on the role of mother and father. Their personalities 

are much different, but their sense is what makes them similar. Mary and Kitty fit 

the personality of the middle child or lost child, which allows them to tolerate their 

parents' neglect. They spend most of the novel in want of attention and finally gain 

some by the end. Lydia, the youngest child is characterized by her spontaneity and 

rebellious nature, which ultimately lead to her ruin. All of the Bennet sisters fit the 

descriptions categorized by the typical personality traits of their birth order. Their 

place in the family allows them each to fill roles that compensate for their parents' 

treatment of them. 

Co-Edited by Molly MacLeod-Roth 
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