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Abstract 

 

Using Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen, this essay will show how Sir Thomas and 

Mr Bennet fail in their role as fathers, related to expectations in the social context, and how their failure is 

necessary for the eventual marriages of the heroines, Fanny Price and Elizabeth Bennet. The fathers’ 

failure also leads to the elopement of Maria Bertram and Lydia Bennet. Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet’s 

failure is the result that comes from their need to counteract the overindulgence of Mrs Norris and Mrs 

Bennet. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performance will be used in this essay to show how Sir Thomas 

and Mr Bennet do not conform to their gender, as is shown through their repeated actions in the novels. 

The gender performance of these characters reveals the need for fluid gender roles for the happy ending.  
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Introduction 

 

This essay will examine Jane Austen’s well-known novels Mansfield Park and Pride 

and Prejudice from the perspective of social and gender roles, and the focus will be on 

Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet as fathers. Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet both fail in their 

duties as fathers and are criticized for this in the novels. Their biggest failure is that they 

do not live up to the contemporary standards of the social role of fathers. This do not 

mean however that the fathers’ failure is a failure for the whole family. Elizabeth’s 

marriage to Mr Darcy is reliant on the elopement of her sister, which in turn is partly Mr 

Bennet’s fault in not reigning in his youngest daughter’s behaviour. Elizabeth is also 

looking for someone who does not use satire. Fanny marries Mr Edmund Bertram 

because she did not follow Sir Thomas’s faulty advice and marry Mr Crawford and she 

embodies his values. Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet’s failure lead to the happy ending for 

one daughter. The failed actions of the fathers are also the result from the need to 

counteract the overindulgence to their children by Mrs Norris and Mrs Bennet. The 

fathers’ different actions in these regards also show their gender performance do not 

always follow social expectations. 

     The following research questions have been used to guide this study. Do Sir Thomas 

and Mr Bennet perform according to social expectations about their apparent gender? 

And how do these acts contribute to their role as fathers within a historical context? 

How do their failings as father figures contribute to the downfall of one daughter and 

rise of another? How do Mrs Norris and Mrs Bennet’s overindulgence of their children 

contribute to Mr Bennet and Sir Bertram’s failings? By looking at Sir Thomas and Mr 

Bennet’s actions as fathers, we can see how Austen creates disruption in the social order 

in order to allow her heroines to succeed. 

     Several studies have examined Sir Thomas, contrasted against the backdrop of a 

patriarchal society. There are also many of these that study the clear failure of fathers in 

Austen’s novels. For example, “Rehabilitating Sir Thomas Bertram,” by J.A. Downie 

(2010), is particularly interesting for this essay as it argues that Mansfield Park is a 

satire of failed fatherhood. Downie argues that it is not only Sir Thomas’s fault but 

rather the compound result of many different things, for example Mrs Norris’s 

overindulgence of the children, that leads to Sir Thomas’s failure to communicate 
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emotions to his family. This essay will explore the different reasons for Sir Thomas’s 

failure and from a gender performance point-of-view. Another article that is relevant for 

this study is “Mr. Bennet and the Failures of Fatherhood in Jane Austen’s Novels” by 

Mary Burgan (1975). She argues that Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet fail in their role as 

fathers, through a shift of authority (to Mrs Norris and Mrs Bennet) in regard to their 

children’s education and a failure to communicate with their families. Burgan’s article 

is an older one, however it is still directly relevant to this project.  In “Father Figures in 

the Novels of Jane Austen” (2011), Adli Odeh explains, that in both Mansfield Park 

and Pride and Prejudice, Austen created the kinds of fathers that stood outside of the 

social norm of this era. Odeh explains that there are different types of fathers. Two of 

these types are the authoritarian and permissive-indifferent. The authoritarian type is 

strict, and the permissive-indifferent type is uninvolved in their child’s life. These two 

types help one understand Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet, and how they stand outside of 

society’s norms in the novels. Works that examine Mr Bennet tend to only consider him 

in relation to Elizabeth, without in-depth consideration of his behaviour or actions, but 

Gracia Ellwood’s “How Not to Father: Mr Bennet and Mary” (2001) is relevant for this 

study as it examines his behaviour around his younger children, especially focused on 

Mary.  

    Joanne Bailey’s Parenting in England 1760-1830: Emotion, Identity and Generation 

provides helpful information about the parents’ role in the upbringing of their child. 

Bailey explores different ways a father attended his child during the late 18th century 

and early 19th century. Some of these ways are expressed through the way a father 

should be. For example, Bailey refers to the term “the sentimental father” and how he 

should be dedicated to the upbringing and education of his child (30). The sentimental 

father is a father that the child could look to for guidance and who took care of the 

upbringing of the child as well. This is useful when considering Sir Thomas and Mr 

Bennet’s role as fathers. Another source of historical context information from this 

period is Henry French and Mark Rothery’s Man’s Estate: Landed Gentry Masculinities 

1600-1900. They explore the idea of upper-class fathers and their masculinity during the 

late 18th century and early 19th century. French and Henry explain how children’s 

behaviour (in the public domain) reflected both on how well their father brought them 

up and on his masculinity. In this essay, this idea will be used to show how the children 
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in Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice play a role in indicating how well Sir 

Thomas and Mr Bennet did as fathers.  

     The gender roles of the fathers in Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice also play 

a part in how the other characters perceive them. With this in mind, this essay will 

examine the characters’ actions via Judith Butler’s ideas about gender performativity, as 

presented in Gender Trouble, primarily, and “Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory”. Butler claims that 

gender is not related to the sex which a person is born with but rather to the way that 

person acts (Gender Trouble 6).  The repeated actions of an individual indicate how 

they perform their gender, and this is seen by others in the context of previous gendered 

actions (140). Also, these repeated actions reinforce the gender expectations of the 

society, such as for example being a gentleman in the late 18th century and early 19th 

century. In Austen’s novels, the characters’ gender performance thus leads to 

expectations of them both as individuals and more broadly in terms of their expected 

social role as fathers.  

      There are several similarities in the novels, especially regarding parental failings of 

Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet. These similarities show Austen’s critique of fathers that fail 

in their duty as the head of the family. By exploring the gender performances of Sir 

Thomas and Mr Bennet one may see that they fail to perform according to society’s 

preferred role as fathers. They fail because they do not show affection and they do not 

pass on their values to their children.  Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet’s failure as fathers are 

also directly linked to Mrs Norris and Mrs Bennet, as the fathers’ actions counteract the 

mothers’ excessive indulgences shown to Miss Bertram and Miss Lydia Bennet that 

lead to their elopements. Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet’s failings as fathers also lead to 

Fanny Price and Elizabeth Bennet finding men who respect them. This also creates 

disruption within the social order, in Austen’s novels, which in turn lead to successful 

marriages for the heroines.  
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Sir Thomas in Mansfield Park 

 

Sir Thomas fails to use kindness and persuasion as means of authority expected of 

fathers during the early 19th century. The exercise of authority by the head of the house 

(mainly fathers) was expected. However, during the early 19th century, fathers were 

encouraged to show authority by using “mildness, kindness, and persuasion” (Bailey 

84). Bailey explains that these methods were seen as better in exercising authority upon 

children than using severity or harshness (80). Sir Thomas acts differently. Odeh 

explains that Sir Thomas acts as an authoritarian father, by which he means that Sir 

Thomas enforces strict obedience (39). This strict obedience is not enforced with 

kindness or affection, but rather with severity and oppression. When Mr Crawford asks 

for Fanny’s hand in marriage, Sir Thomas can see no reason why she should not accept. 

Fanny, who has watched Mr Crawford play with Maria’s heart, refuses the proposal. Sir 

Thomas berates Fanny for not accepting Mr Crawford, he expresses his disapproval of 

her character, and what he perceives as selfishness on her part (Austen 254). Instead of 

using his authority to show Fanny kindness in letting her choose in marriage, he 

attempts to enforce strict obedience. This is done as part of his “medicinal project” as he 

calls it (294). This project is to send Fanny home to Portsmouth to spend time with her 

parents. There Sir Thomas hopes that Fanny will learn to feel the loss of luxury that she 

has had at Mansfield Park, “for his prime motive in sending her away, had very little to 

do with the propriety of seeing her parents again, and nothing at all with any idea of 

making her happy” (294). Sir Thomas exercises his total authority over Fanny in 

sending her away. He wants full obedience, and this is shown through his actions in 

regard to Fanny’s refusal of Mr Crawford. Sir Thomas fails to use his authority in 

accordance with what was expected of a father during this time. 

     Moreover, authority is enforced through absolute power. Sir Thomas, as the 

authoritarian parent, enforces strict obedience from Fanny at the ball at Mansfield Park. 

In one scene, Fanny has just been told that Mr Crawford will be having breakfast with 

her and her brother in the morning, Sir Thomas is still inclined for Fanny to spend time 

with Mr Crawford. Sir Thomas’s reason is that he believes that Mr Crawford is in love 

with Fanny and will do what is in his power to promote this. This invitation to breakfast 

is unwelcome to Fanny as she wants to spend time alone with her brother. Following 
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this we learn that, “shortly afterwards, Sir Thomas was again interfering a little with her 

inclination by advising her to go to bed. ‘Advice’ was his word, but it was the advice of 

absolute power” (Austen 226). Sir Thomas’s absolute power must be followed. He does 

not comply with the social standard of the time which emphasized authority through 

kindness.  He instead ‘advises’ Fanny, however the undercurrent of this advice (as 

Fanny well knows), is to be followed and not questioned. Fanny is not inclined to leave 

her brother; however, she is made to go to bed. So, Sir Thomas has again acted outside 

of what was expected of him as a father by enforcing his authority through absolute 

power. 

     Sir Thomas is also criticized by his children for failing to be an affectionate father. 

During the late 18th century and early 19th century, Bailey explains that affection was 

always expected of parents, including fathers, in order to raise happy and wise adults 

(23). Sir Thomas does not show an appearance of affection towards his children. In his 

oppressive treatment of Fanny, Sir Thomas receives the punishment of being deprived 

of her affection for him. When Sir Thomas leaves for Antigua, he tells Fanny that she 

should write to her brother and invite him to Mansfield Park. Fanny thinks: 

‘This was thoughtful and kind!’-and would he only have smiled upon her 

and called her ‘my dear Fanny’, while he said it, every former frown or cold 

address might have been forgotten. But he had ended his speech in a way to 

sink her in a sad mortification, by adding, ‘If William does come to 

Mansfield, I hope you may convince him that the many years which have 

passed since you parted, have not been spent on your side entirely without 

improvement--though I fear he must find his sister at sixteen in some 

respects too much like his sister at ten’. She cried bitterly over this 

reflection when her uncle was gone. (26)   

This performance is not that of an affectionate parent, and so Sir Thomas is criticized 

for his severity and cold address. Sir Thomas does not act as a parent should have 

during the late 18th century and early 19th century, he is not openly affectionate and as 

such makes Fanny miserable. Butler writes that performing one’s gender wrong 

“initiates a set of punishments obvious and indirect” (“Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” 528). Butler means 

that one can be punished for performing outside of a set of socially accepted gender 

performance. This socially accepted gender form is the affectionate father in this case. 

His punishment is indirect as Fanny does not directly criticize him. Sir Thomas’s 

character is complex, and he is initially unaware of his punishment. It is only towards 
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the end of the novel that the realisation of punishment comes. The narrator writes that 

Sir Thomas could have made Fanny’s childhood better, but it was only because of his 

ill-judged severity that he deprived himself of her early love (Austen 379). In this 

manner, Sir Thomas is punished, by losing Fanny’s early love, for not being an 

affectionate father. 

     Sir Thomas temporarily acts outside of his previous gendered actions by showing 

affection.  Sir Thomas shows uncharacteristic affection towards Maria when he asks if 

she really wants to marry Mr Rushworth. After arriving back from Antigua, Sir Thomas 

realises that Maria is cold and reserved towards her fiancé. Sir Thomas tries to let her 

walk away from the engagement if she feels that she accepted Mr Rushworth before 

getting to know him better. Sir Thomas does this because “her happiness must not be 

sacrificed to it” (Austen 159). This shows that Sir Thomas acts as an affectionate parent 

by not wanting Maria to marry if she felt disinclined to. He asks her to be open and 

sincere with him as he tells her of his observations of her conduct around Mr Rushworth 

(159).  However, Maria declines Sir Thomas’s offer and she instead tells her father she 

wants to marry Mr Rushworth. Sir Thomas is only too happy let the matter go even 

though he knows that her feelings for Mr Rushworth are not strong. Maria’s need for 

independence from her father’s house is the strong inducement for her wanting to marry 

Mr Rushworth.  Once he returns from Antigua, “She was less and less able to endure 

the restraint which her father imposed” (160). Butler argues that the appearance of 

substance is a “constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane 

social audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the 

mode of belief” (Gender Trouble 179).  This gender performance can also be internally 

discontinuous, which Butler argues would make the gender performance an appearance 

of substance (179).  This means that the continuous actions, those of similar quality, 

create a sense of substance, or a sense that the person is naturally like this. However, 

when an action is discontinuous with previous actions, it indicates that what seems to be 

substantial was only an appearance. Substance is therefore a false notion; it only appears 

that way through repeated actions. Sir Thomas continually expresses no appearance of 

affection for his children in his performance. However, there are a few occasions in 

Mansfield Park when Sir Thomas’s actions are discontinuous with his previous actions 

as a father. This is seen, for example, when he addresses his concerns for Maria on her 
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engagement. However, he soon reverts back to his previous “mode of belief”, that is, 

that of a not seemingly affectionate father. So, by returning to his previous actions of an 

unaffectionate father, Sir Thomas is acting outside of the expectations of a father 

socially.  

      Sir Thomas fails to pass on his values to his children, which was expected of fathers 

in the late 18th century. According to Bailey, a father would “pass on the prized values 

of the day to their children to mould them into pious, virtuous, industrious adults” (247). 

This would mean that a father’s values and moral standards should be passed on to their 

children. Sir Thomas appears to fit the picture of father who has passed on these values 

to his children, however on closer inspection it is visible that this picture is faulty as 

some of his children are not “pious, virtuous, industrious”. One such example of lack of 

virtue and industry is Tom Bertram, who is a gambler and a drunk.  “His eldest son was 

careless and extravagant and had already given him much uneasiness” (Austen 16). Sir 

Thomas takes him with him to Antigua “in the hope of detaching him from bad 

connections at home” (25). Sir Thomas tries to teach Tom Bertram the correct 

behaviour by removing him from Mansfield Park and his society. This may suggest he 

is trying to help his son be virtuous and industrious, but Sir Thomas could have from the 

very beginning of his son’s life instilled these moral values that he now lacks. Sir 

Thomas has failed to ensure that his son is useful to him as the heir of Mansfield Park.  

      Sir Thomas’s absence from Mansfield Park creates a void within which his children 

can act without the restrictions of his moral values. When Sir Thomas leaves for 

Antigua his children “were relieved by [his absence] from all restraint, and without 

aiming at one gratification that would probably have been forbidden by Sir Thomas, 

they felt themselves immediately at their own disposal” (Austen 26). Downie explains 

that because of his absences from Mansfield Park, his children are operating “in a moral 

vacuum” (745).  An example of what this moral vacuum can lead to is when the 

children decide to put on the play Lovers’ Vows at Mansfield Park. In doing so, they go 

against Sir Thomas’s moral values. This is evident through Edmund’s discussion with 

his brother Tom. Tom can see no issue with the play; however, Edmund is convinced 

that his “‘father would totally disapprove [of] it’” (101). Edmund continues by saying 

that his father would never “‘wish his grown-up daughters to be acting plays. His [Sir 

Thomas’s] sense of decorum is strict’” (101). Edmund is clearly aware that a play like 
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Lovers’ Vows does not align with his father’s moral values. However, regardless of Sir 

Thomas’s expected feelings in this regard, his children proceed to act, indicating that he 

has failed to effectively instil moral values in them.  

     Sir Thomas fails to instruct his children and as such they fail to embody his values. 

In Man’s Estate: Landed Gentry Masculinities 1600-1900, French and Rothery write 

that paternal authority was reflected in the father’s children in the public domain during 

the late 18th century (213). This means that a father’s authority reflected in his children 

in society, at balls and gatherings. French and Rothery continue by writing that children 

were regarded “as visible embodiment of their father’s values” (223). This mean that the 

children should display the values of their fathers in their own actions and behaviour.  

Sir Thomas fails to provide enough instruction to his children because of his absence at 

Mansfield Park and instead leaves it to Mrs Norris to raise them. However, her 

excessive indulgence of Sir Thomas’s children counteracts his severity. This leads to Sir 

Thomas’s children not reflecting well on their father, and their true tempers are not 

made known to him because of Mrs Norris’s excess flattery. In turn this leads to Sir 

Thomas not being able to rectify Maria’s mean understanding and lack of morals. “He 

feared that principle, active principle, had been wanting, that they [Maria and Julia] had 

never been properly taught to govern their inclinations and tempers” (Austen 372). The 

result of his failure to give proper instruction is Maria’s elopement with Mr Crawford. 

The consequence of this elopement is that Maria does not reflect well on her father in 

the public domain. Sir Thomas should have, as a father, ensured that his daughter had 

enough instruction to embody his values. After this public elopement, Sir Thomas 

cannot let Maria return home as this would be a disgrace on the neighbourhood, and her 

bad character would endanger the other young people at Mansfield Park (374). Maria is 

as such not a visible embodiment of her father’s values.         

     However, Sir Thomas also performs within the socially accepted role of a father 

during this period, albeit unknowingly. Sir Thomas passes on his values to one of his 

children. Fanny may be his niece; however, Sir Thomas brings her up as his own child. 

Sir Thomas’s values are therefore taught to all his children, however only Fanny 

embodies Sir Thomas’s values and morals. Throughout the novel there are glimpses of 

her conduct and how they relate back to Sir Thomas’s instruction. Butler argues that the 

repeated actions by an individual, if they are socially acceptable, reinforce the idea that 
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those actions are socially valued. This is referred to as the reassurance of gender 

performance (“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 

Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” 528). This reassurance confirms that the way the 

individual is acting is correct and it shows that gender identity is socially compelled 

(528). Bailey writes that fathers of the early 19th century were expected to pass their 

values on to their children (247). We can then expect this to be the socially accepted 

action that a father should perform. As previously demonstrated, Sir Thomas’s children 

act outside of his values and morals. Both Tom Bertram and Edmund know that by 

continuing to pursue Lovers’ Vows they do not uphold their father’s values. Fanny is the 

exception in this case as her thoughts reflect what Sir Thomas might think of this. There 

is thus a reassurance of Sir Thomas acting according to a socially accepted performance 

in how Fanny has internalized his values. When Sir Thomas arrives back from Antigua, 

Edmund tries to explain his and the others’ involvement in the acting scheme. Edmund 

does, however, say that Fanny’s conduct was proper throughout the scheme of acting, 

“‘Her feelings have been steadily against it from first to last. She never ceased to think 

of what was due to you’” (Austen 148, original emphasis). Edmund, who knows he has 

acted against Sir Thomas’s values, is reassuring Sir Thomas that his values were upheld 

by Fanny. This further shows that Sir Thomas has acted correctly in that Edmund (at the 

very least) recognises Sir Thomas’s values, even if he did not uphold them during Sir 

Thomas’s absence. So, by not acting, Fanny was able to act accordingly to Sir Thomas’s 

values on decorum. 

     It is because Fanny reflect Sir Thomas’s values that she can marry Edmund. From 

the start of the novel we are told that one of Sir Thomas’s fears is that in taking on 

Fanny, his sons may fall in love and he has grander plans for them than marrying a 

penniless cousin (Austen 5). Mrs Norris takes away these fears by adding that they 

would grow up as sister and brothers and they would only love each other as such and 

no more (5). As Fanny grows up with the Bertram family, she does indeed fall in love 

with Edmund. We are reminded during the novel of Sir Thomas’s fears of his sons 

falling for Fanny. He is visiting her in her room after Mr Crawford’s proposal of 

marriage. When Fanny is unable to explain why she cannot marry Mr Crawford, Sir 

Thomas’s thoughts turn towards the only other explanation, that of her being in love 

with one of his sons. Fanny satisfies him with that this is not the case (253). After 
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Maria’s elopement and disastrous marriage, Sir Thomas is sick of ambitious and 

mercenary connections (379). What this means is that Sir Thomas realises that good 

connections and money are not more valuable than that of good character, in gaining 

reputation or suitable marriages. He is now ready to bind together those who embody 

his ideals and values, that is Edmund and Fanny. This, in turn, shows that he now can 

accept cousins marrying and that Fanny’s poverty is not a drawback. Sir Thomas comes 

to realise that Fanny embodied all his values and that she was “indeed the daughter that 

he wanted” (379). As seen from the previous paragraph, Sir Thomas has passed on his 

morals and values to Fanny, and Edmund recognised that he had acted outside of Sir 

Thomas’s values.  In other words, Fanny marries well because of Maria’s disastrous 

elopement and Sir Thomas’s failure to effectively instil values in his other children, 

except for Fanny and Edmund.  

 

Mr Bennet in Pride and Prejudice 

 

Mr Bennet does not perform according to society’s expectations of a father during the 

early 19th century. According to Bailey, a father’s ideal role during the late 18th century 

and early 19th century was to be a sentimental father. The sentimental father was 

“protective, supportive, affectionate” (30). One way that Mr Bennet does not protect his 

children is by saving for their future. Mr Bennet’s estate is entailed to Mr Collins and 

his daughters will be left with only a share of their mother’s money when Mr Bennet 

passes (Austen 309). Mr Bennet admits to that the correct action should be to save 

money for this event, however he readily admits that they (Mr Bennet and Mrs Bennet) 

had been hoping for a son (309). The consequence of this inaction is that Mr Bennet’s 

daughters may be left with very little to survive on if they are still unmarried when he 

passes away. Ellwood argues that Mr Bennet cares little for his daughters, especially in 

regard to the entail (par. 1). By not showing any interest in this matter, Mr Bennet loses 

a chance to actually protect his children. Ellwood also argues that Mr Bennet has 

abdicated all responsibility as a parent (par. 5). This is evident when Mr Wickham’s 

debts are paid by Mr Darcy, in order for Mr Wickham to marry Lydia. This 

responsibility, to help his daughter secure the marriage, is Mr Bennet’s. Mr Bennet’s 

actions, therefore, shows that he has abdicated all responsibility. It should have been Mr 
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Bennet’s responsibility to save for his daughter future marriage and thus carried the 

financial burden of this elopement. Mr Bennet fails a father as it is his responsibility to 

be protective and ensure that his daughters’ future is financially secured. 

     Mr Bennet also fails to give protection and support to his daughters in other ways. 

This is seen when Mr Bennet continually exposes his wife to ridicule in front of his 

children. By continuously doing this, Mr Bennet fails to protect his children from Mrs 

Bennet’s mean understanding, and even encourages their disdain of her.  Elizabeth is 

well aware of this as she believes his talents could have been used to better his 

daughters’ education. She reflects that it was “exposing his wife to the contempt of her 

own children, [that] was so highly reprehensible” and thinks that instead Mr Bennet 

should have directed his talents to support his daughters in their upbringing (Austen 

238). She further considers that her father’s talents should be used in a better way: 

“talents which rightly used, might at least have preserved the respectability of his 

daughters” (238).  Also, by ridiculing his wife in front of his children he exposes the 

lack of felicity in their marriage. As Mr Bennet was originally attracted to Mrs Bennet’s 

beauty, he failed to see her lack of deeper understanding. This in turn leads to Mr 

Bennet using her as an instrument of entertainment for himself (238). So, by using his 

wit and satirical humour to make fun of his wife, Mr Bennet fails to protect his 

daughters from the problems in their family and, in misapplying his talents, fails to 

support them as he should by using his wit to better their own understanding, and that of 

his wife. 

     Mr Bennet also fails to be supportive of his daughters in securing their future 

through marriage. Mr Bennet does not perform his duties to his family when he is asked 

to perform his social obligation and visit his neighbour, Mr Bingley. Mr Bennet refuses 

any involvement in this. Mrs Bennet implores Mr Bennet to visit and tells him that “‘for 

it will be impossible for us to visit him, if you do not’” (Austen 4). Mr Bennet tells her 

he will not go but will send them with a “few lines” to tell Mr Bingley that he consents 

for him to marry any of his daughters (4). What this shows is that Mr Bennet will not 

promote his daughters’ interest in a prospective marriage and would rather use satirical 

humour to tease his wife. As a father, Mr Bennet should take pains to promote his 

daughters in public to secure their future. Mr Bennet eventually visits Mr Bingley and 

so appears to fulfil his duty, but Ellwood argues that this provides no real advantage to 
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his daughters as he fails to come to the Meryton assembly to introduce his family to Mr 

Bingley himself (par.11). In opting to irritate his wife, Mr Bennet does not promote the 

best interest of his children, and so fails to perform according to social standard. 

     Mr Bennet also fails to restrain his daughters in the public domain. French and 

Rothery note that one of the roles of a father was to make sure that his children 

represented him well in the public domain. The children reflect the masculine identity of 

the father, and if they did well publicly, then so did the father (213). For example, if 

they were “successful, well liked and value affirming children” then they contributed to 

the father’s sense of self (213). If, however, the children did not behave in an 

appropriate manner in the public domain, then the father’s own masculine identity 

would be threatened: “disobedient, debauched, or disappointing children could 

undermine their fathers’ masculine identities, marking them out as failures as men” 

(213). This suggests that as a father, Mr Bennet’s main role was to educate is daughters 

on the correct behaviour in public, but he fails with this in notable ways.  

     First, Mr Bennet’s younger daughters not only act incorrectly in social situations, he 

fails to effectively correct them. On many occasions is it obvious that Mr Bennet, rather 

than to restrain his daughters, writes them off as foolish instead. For example, when 

Kitty and Lydia are talking about officers, Mr Bennet comments on how they are the 

most “silly girls” and that he should always want to be “sensible of it” (Austen 29). 

Instead of instructing them to think of better things than officers, he simply leaves it, 

and this shows Mr Bennet’s lack of educational input. This does not help Lydia as she is 

under the governance of her mother, who is overindulgent in her care. Burgan suggests 

that Mrs Bennet’s extravagance provides a blind for her husband (539). In other words, 

Mr Bennet uses Mrs Bennet’s overindulgence of her daughters as an excuse not to 

bother with proper instruction. Another example is Mr Bennet’s unkind interference 

with Mary’s unappreciated public performance at the Netherfield Ball. Elizabeth looks 

to her father to stop Mary embarrassing the family in public. Mr Bennet, rather harshly, 

tells Mary “‘That will do extremely well, child. You have delighted us long enough. Let 

the other young ladies have time to exhibit’” (Austen 101). This speech shows that Mr 

Bennet embarrasses Mary by calling her a child. Elizabeth feels sorry for her sister on 

receiving such a speech from her father. This speech also shows Mr Bennet’s disdain of 

young women exhibiting in public. He is essentially mocking the idea as something 
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they all want to do and shows a carelessness of the social importance of exhibiting in 

public. This is instead embarrassing for the family as it shows that lack of education of 

proper social norms. The incident at Netherfield is not lost on Mr Darcy, who in a letter 

to Elizabeth explains why he objects to her family relations. Mr Darcy explains that her 

younger sisters, mother and also her father, expose themselves in public in a way that he 

finds reproachable. He writes that “was nothing in comparison of that total want of 

propriety so frequently…betrayed by herself [Mrs Bennet], by your three younger 

sisters, and occasionally even by your father” (200).  Mr Darcy implies that Mr Bennet 

should be able to restrain his family in public, as such behaviour is against social norms 

of the time.  

     Second, Mr Bennet’s failure to give proper instruction to his daughters in the public 

domain also leads to Lydia’s elopement. When Lydia gets an invitation to accompany 

her good friend to Brighton, Elizabeth speaks to her father to let him know what will 

happen if he does not control Lydia. “‘If you, my dear father, will not take the trouble of 

checking her exuberant spirits…she will soon be beyond the reach of amendment’” 

(Austen 233). Elizabeth wants her father to act and teach Lydia so that her folly will not 

ruin all her sisters’ reputations.  Elizabeth’s comments clearly indicate how Mr Bennet 

should act, however, he instead responds with “‘Do not make yourself uneasy, my love. 

Wherever you and Jane are known, you must be respected and valued; and you will not 

appear to less advantage for having a couple of, or I may say, three very silly sisters…at 

any rate, she cannot grow many degrees worse, without authorising us to lock her up’” 

(234). This response shows that Mr Bennet will not take the correct action regarding 

Lydia’s behaviour in public and is indifferent to the fact that his daughter may expose 

the whole family in public. The result of this indifference in Mr Bennet is Lydia’s 

elopement. Mr Bennet’s response in this situation makes him an example of what Odeh 

calls a “permissive – indifferent parent” (36). He means that parents in Austen’s novels 

who are indifferent fail in supporting their children in the social sphere and in their 

education. Odeh continues by writing that children of permissive-indifferent parents 

lack self-control and are socially incompetent (36). Mr Bennet does not respond to 

Elizabeth’s concern in an appropriate way as he cannot see why Lydia would be in any 

danger. He tries to do Elizabeth’s concern away by saying that they “will have no peace 

at Longbourn” if Lydia is not allowed to go to Brighton and that Colonel Forster, who 
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will act as chaperone while she is away, is a “sensible man” (Austen 234). Mr Bennet 

leaves the responsibility of his daughter, and her reckless behaviour, to another man to 

care for instead of dealing with this himself. This action is inappropriate as a father 

should take care of his daughter and teach her appropriate behaviour in public.   

     Thirdly, Mr Bennet is criticized by other characters for these failures of his younger 

children in public. One example of criticism of Mr Bennet comes from Mr Collins, who 

writes to Mr Bennet after Lydia’s elopement. He writes: “And it is the more to be 

lamented, because there is reason to suppose…that this licentiousness behaviour in your 

daughter, has proceeded from a faulty degree of indulgence” (Austen 298).  Mr Collins 

implies that Lydia’s elopement is the result of overindulgence by her mother and, 

consequently, Mr Bennet not acting as a father should. Mr Collins considers this 

misstep in one daughter to be “injurious” to the rest of the family and advises Mr 

Bennet that the correct action is to “throw off your unworthy child” (298). He is clearly 

criticizing Mr Bennet as a parent and is therefore punishing Mr Bennet for the lack of 

instruction to Lydia. Butler argues that gender is a performance “with clearly punitive 

consequences…indeed we regularly punish those who fail to do their gender right” 

(Gender Trouble 178). This means that when a person does not act according to 

expectations from society they are punished. Mr Collins’s letter to Mr Bennet represents 

this punishment, which in this case is the criticism of Mr Bennet and his family’s 

outward appearance in the public sphere. 

     Mr Bennet temporarily acts outside of his previous gendered actions as a parent. 

When Lydia elopes, Mr Bennet does try to find her and attempt to bring her home. 

When he finally gives up, he comes home and admits to Elizabeth that he is sensible of 

not acting on her advice. Mr Bennet tells her that “‘let me once in my life feel how 

much I have been to blame’” (Austen 300). This realization is undermined by the fact 

that Mr Bennet continues to say “‘I am not afraid of being overpowered by the 

impression. It will pass away soon enough’” (300). This suggests that Mr Bennet is not 

going to let his failure dampen his humorous attitude, or that he intends to change his 

actions in the future. Burgan comments that this scene (and Mr Bennet’s comments to 

Kitty below) show him at his most extreme moments of trial and self-recognition (541). 

Burgan also adds that that it shows his characteristics of parental carelessness (541), 

because he is not going to be overpowered by the effects of Lydia’s elopement. Mr 
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Bennet adds that Kitty will feel the effects and that she will not venture outdoors until 

she has spent time in a rational manner (Austen 301). However, he is not serious, this is 

all meant in good humour by Mr Bennet and it shows his carelessness as a father. Odeh 

writes that Mr Bennet is aware of his failure, but he does not care enough to change 

(36). Consequently, this means that his other daughters will not feel the benefits of 

change in their education or instruction. It is Mr Bennet’s irony that hides his 

discomfort of fatherhood (Burgan 540). This irony, seen in his apparent disinterest in 

Lydia’s behaviour in public reflects what is expected behaviour by Mr Bennet, and so 

reflects what Butler calls an appearance of substance in his gender role identity (Gender 

Trouble 179). However, Mr Bennet temporarily acts outside of his previous gendered 

actions as a father when he tries to locate Lydia. His action in this regard shows that he 

is capable of performing differently, but he falls back to his past performance (using 

satirical humour) perhaps because, as Butler notes, the appearance of substance can 

affect the performer as well, and so he has “come to believe and perform in the mode of 

belief” (179).  This mode of belief is Mr Bennet’s use of satire.  

     It is Mr Bennet’s seemingly uncaring attitude, shown through his satirical remarks, 

that leads to Elizabeth’s marriage. Burgan explains that Elizabeth picks a husband 

“without ready irony” in order to repair the fault in her own father (543). She means that 

Elizabeth has seen Mr Bennet use his talents in the most objectional way, ridiculing his 

wife and younger daughters. This is also, on occasion extended to Elizabeth as well. 

When Mr Bennet receives a letter from Mr Collins congratulating him on the recent 

engagement of his eldest (Jane), he also hints that Elizabeth might marry Mr Darcy. Mr 

Bennet’s response to this is to use satire. “‘Mr Darcy, who never looks at any women 

but to see a blemish, and who probably never looked at you in his life! It is admirable!’” 

(Austen 364, original emphasis). Mr Bennet is directing his satirical voice towards 

Elizabeth in saying that Mr Darcy would not be interested in her. Elizabeth cannot join 

her father in this and feels that “Never had his wit been directed in a manner so little 

agreeable to her” (364). Elizabeth is critical of the use and direction of her father’s 

intelligence, and his unfeeling attitude towards those whom he directs his satirical 

humour towards. When Elizabeth feels that she may have lost Mr Darcy forever she 

realises that he is “exactly the man, who, in disposition and talents, would suit her. His 
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understanding and temper, though unlike her own, would have answered all her wishes” 

(312). Mr Darcy is not like Mr Bennet in temper, he does not use satire.  

 

Conclusion  

 

In conclusion, Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet act outside of society’s expectations of 

fathers during the late 18th century and early 19th century. This is shown through their 

continuous actions as fathers in Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice. Sir Thomas, 

for example, fails to pass on his morals and values to his children. Mr Bennet fails to 

provide proper instruction to his daughters in the public domain. They both fail to show 

affection to their children and instead hide behind severity and satirical humour. This 

failure to conform to society’s set role of fathers lead to the eventual elopement of 

Maria and Lydia. In these elopements, Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet must share the blame 

with Mrs Bennet and Mrs Norris. 

     Mrs Norris and Mrs Bennet were both left to handle their children’s instruction 

without any restrictions. Sir Thomas realises too late that Mrs Norris’s overindulgence 

in his daughter, combined with his severity, leads to her elopement. He also 

acknowledges that his overcompensation for Mrs Norris’s overindulgence, in terms of 

his severity, leads to his daughter not being able to be herself around him. Mrs Bennet’s 

extravagant indulgence of her youngest daughter, Lydia, is the issue in the elopement 

with Mr Wickham. Lydia is free to behave and act as she wants to without any reproof 

from her mother. Mr Bennet’s continuous actions in not taking care to instruct his 

youngest daughter in the public domain is another reason for Lydia’s elopement.     

     As for Fanny and Elizabeth, their marriages cannot take place until their fathers fail. 

Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet’s failure in taking correct action with Maria and Lydia lead 

to their elopement, and in turn lead to Fanny and Elizabeth’s marriages. Sir Thomas 

needs to fail to realise that Fanny is the daughter he always wanted and that her moral 

integrity is more valued than mercenary connections. Mr Bennet’s use of his wit and 

satirical humour is damaging because it shows carelessness as a parent, and as such 

Elizabeth seeks to rectify this fault in her father by seeking a husband that has other 

qualities.  
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     So, through the failure to take correct action as fathers, Sir Thomas and Mr Bennet 

fail to adhere to society’s expectations of fathers during the late 18th century and early 

19th century. The result of this is the elopement of the uncontrolled child and a good 

marriage for the moral daughter. Austen has created disorder in the society in order for 

her heroines to marry well. 
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