
 

 

 Analyse and evaluate how the central values portrayed in Pride and Prejudice are creatively 

reshaped in Letters to Alice on First Reading Jane Austen 

Individuals will form opinions as they consciously discern and theorise about their internalised views 

and their relation to the world, hence questioning their place in society. Theorisation of societal 

views and their effects are also appropriated to different time periods, as seen in Jane Austen’s Pride 

and Prejudice and Fay Weldon’s Letters to Alice on First Reading Jane Austen- through the discourses 

of education and authority- as they both question the way individual purpose is constructed from 

discourse, and hence spur their audiences to not only question this themselves, but to also re-

evaluate their own internalisation of discourse.  

By using authority to restrict, individuals are often prevented from reaching their potential and 

discovering their character. Therefore, the idea of merit being more prevalent and crucial than 

authority, and the use of power without exploitation, can allow an individual to discover more about 

their world and context. In Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, we see how she supports the idea of a 

meritocracy, believing in social and economic mobility based upon merit. Austen conveys her 

opinion-contradictory to the use of class as a divider in the regency era- through Elizabeth’s 

discovery that Darcy does not abuse his power over his staff at Pemberley, and instead asserts his 

authority in order to inflict change, for the benefit of his staff: “‘He is the best landlord, and the best 

master,’ said she, ‘that ever lived. Not like the wild young men now-a-days, who think of nothing but 

themselves.’” Through the housekeeper’s description of Darcy as unlike the ‘wild’ young men, 

Austen contrasts the stereotypical ‘authoritarian’ man of the time, along with Elizabeth’s personal 

view of Darcy- which develops as she questions not only her own context and opinions as she 

transitions from judgement to discernment, Jones calling her ‘an Enlightenment figure skilfully 

integrated.’ Hence, the discourses of authority are deconstructed, and Enlightenment ideas about 

mutable human nature are applied. Through this ironic representation, and the repetition of the 

‘best landlord, and the best master, that ever lived,’ the audience is forced to reconsider not only 

Elizabeth’s view- as the story is widely focalised through her- but the way that authority can be used 

to control and liberate. Consequently, Austen causes the audience to question their own thoughts 

and the way they may adhere to social conventions and be restricted from discovering their 

individual opinions.  

In Letters to Alice, Weldon forces the audience to not only question social norms, but to ‘question 

power dynamics implicitly present in authority’ (Manhire, 1996). Weldon uses the voice of Aunt Fay 

to contradict what she says throughout, creatively reshaping Austen’s ideas in order to comment on 

the way authority can only come from an individual’s internalised views. This is shown at the 

beginning of letter 9, when Aunt Fay provides Alice with a list of 5 ‘general rules,’ including ‘Love 

men if you possibly can, since they are the source of your gratification,’ before going on to tell her ‘I 

shall leave 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 blank, for you to fill in yourself. Revise them every New Year’s Day. The 

real Secret of Life lies in Constant Rule Revision.’ Although Aunt Fay tells Alice to break free from 

societal boundaries, she instead contradicts herself and applies to Alice the same constrictive 

discourse. This is shown in the contrast between ‘I shall leave 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 blank’ and the next 

two sentences when Aunt Fay tells her to ‘Revise them every New Year’s Day.’ Even through this 

simple sentence, Weldon demonstrates her view on the constriction of authority by wording the 

sentence as a command, and also with the capitalisation seen next in ‘Secret of Life’ and ‘Constant 

Rule Revision,’ presenting these ideas as restrictive and commanding. Thus, Weldon interrogates the 

chain of command within society and authority’s impact on independence and freedom, as her 

contradictions hint at the way individuals must decide for themselves what authority entails; this 

connects to Austen’s pre-enlightenment thinking of questioning traditional authority. This is further 



 

 

constructed when Aunt Fay finds out that Alice sold more books than she, which only enables 

Weldon to further convey the way authority can only wish to control some, also spurring on the 

desire for individuals to decide what they believe to be true, as in Post-Modern times a total and 

absolute truth is not believed in. Therefore, both Austen and Weldon cause us to question the 

societal norms surrounding authority, forcing us to consider what is true, and whether hierarchy 

translates to power.  

An education based on the enforcement of societal discourse can be viewed as restrictive in terms of 

lessons on morality; rather, a worldly education based on experience is more beneficial. As a result 

of an education such as this, an individual learns through unique moral teachings, and hence is able 

to apply and extrapolate what they learn; Austen sees education based on discourse and construct 

as restrictive for individual expression. She demonstrates her point of view on education and its 

applications to women through the interactions and contrast seen between Caroline Bingley, 

Elizabeth, and Lydia, and their subsequent educations. Whilst Austen’s context favours Miss 

Bingley’s ideal that “A woman must have a thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, 

and the modern languages,’” she herself does not agree. Elizabeth’s satirical and almost humorous 

response mocks not only Miss Bingley’s opinion, but conveys Austen’s own view: “I never saw such a 

woman, I never saw such a capacity, and taste, and application, and elegance as you describe, 

united.” In Elizabeth’s response, the italicisation of ‘I’ represents her sarcastic tone, which when 

coupled with the listing and repetition of ‘and’ in ‘a capacity, and taste, and application, and 

elegance,’ the audience is presented with the absurdity of the idea of such an education, and the 

impression of its lack of application to society; also, Elizabeth’s tone and dislike of Caroline lead to 

the audience’s opinion of her as superficial. Thus, Austen comments not just satirically in regards to 

her society, but on the way a superficial education lacks morality. This is only taken further through 

the representation of Lydia’s sensibility, seen through her obsession with officers- “Have you any 

pleasant men? Have you any flirting?” Consequently, we are forced to consider the boundaries of 

education and its usefulness, from a surplus of emotion, as represented by Lydia, to a superficial 

take on education based on gender stereotypes, as shown by Miss Bingley. Through this, Austen 

makes comment on not only education, but warns against the internalisation of ideas thrust upon us 

by society.  

Fay Weldon creatively reshapes the ideas introduced by Austen through her arguments; she also 

rejects education based on the reabsorption of social discourse. However, in contrast to Austen, she 

sees benefit in a thorough academic education, and while she warns against internalising societal 

ideals, she reforms ideas to criticise any education that is not personal. We see this in Letter One, 

when Aunt Fay first introduces the idea of a ‘traditional’ education; “Perhaps they will explain it to 

you better, at your English Literature course. I hope so. I rather doubt it.” Here, Aunt Fay’s use of 

simple sentences creates the illusion that the very idea of the subject- courage in using Ideas to find 

opinion- is simple and hence alludes that a traditional education is not sufficient since it cannot 

handle the ‘simple’ ideas. Consequently, the audience begins to see the opinions of Weldon that are 

taken from Austen’s novel; by using her didactic tone and satirising the modern education-based on 

what authority, represented by ‘they’, tells us- such as Austen also did, Weldon forces the 

consideration of what meaningful education entails. However, Weldon’s contradictory form paired 

with this didactic tone make it difficult for the audience to discover what this education is, leading to 

the idea that perhaps the best education is one that causes us to theorise about our world. This is 

further developed when she next says “You must read, Alice, before it’s too late,” only a few 

paragraphs down, further destabilising her argument and perhaps presenting the idea of the 

‘denunciation of education through institution,’ as her true argument. (Thompson) This cloudiness of 

purpose is only further stressed through the repetition of ‘recommendations’ to Alice that Aunt Fay 



 

 

gives throughout the book, with the dislike that forms from distrust allowing the audience to come 

to their own conclusions. Thus, we can see how Weldon uses her didactic tone and contradictory 

form in order to question the very nature of education and destabilise ideals of society. Through 

this, she links to Austen’s idea of educations forming from morality, yet takes the idea further to 

promote an education that is purely based on one’s theorisation of their world.  

In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, and Fay Weldon’s Letters to Alice on First Reading Jane Austen, 

the audience is presented with radical ideas that cause the questioning of societal norms and 

boundaries. The idea of true meaning coming from the theorisation of discourse in order to initiate 

meaning from morality and independent truths is presented in both and creatively reshaped in 

Weldon’s epistolary text as she pushes Austen’s ideas into a modern context. By considering both 

pieces of writing and their opinions on meaning, the audience is forced to not only consider the 

text’s purposes individually, but their own purpose and truths which they extrapolate from their 

context and society.  


