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Opening Lines Of Pride And Prejudice

The Most Famous Opening
Line in English Literature

“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that
a  single  man  in  possession  of  a  good
fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Few
sentences in all of fiction have achieved the
iconic status of the opening lines of Pride
and  Prejudice.  With  just  twenty-three
words, Jane Austen delivers a masterclass in
irony,  social  observation,  and  narrative
economy.  From the moment  these words
appear,  the reader is  drawn into a world
where marriage, money, and manners are
inextricably  linked,  and  where  nothing  is
quite  as  simple  as  it  first  appears.  This
article  explores  the  genius  behind  that
celebrated  incipit,  its  layered  meanings,
and why it continues to resonate more than
two centuries after it was first penned.

Why the Opening Lines of
Pride and Prejudice Are So
Memorable

The  opening  l ines  of  Pr ide  and
Prejudice  achieve something remarkable:
they encapsulate the entire novel’s central
conflict  in  a  single,  perfectly  crafted
sentence.  At  first  glance,  the  statement
appears  to  be  an  objective  observation
about  human  nature.  But  as  any  careful
reader discovers,  Austen is wielding irony
as a weapon. The “truth” she presents is
not  a  universal  one  but  a  reflection  of  the
narrow, mercenary values of her society—a
society that equates a man’s worth with his
income  and  a  woman’s  future  with  her
ability to secure a wealthy husband.

Irony as a Literary Device

Austen’s ironic tone in the opening lines
of Pride and Prejudice sets the stage for
the  entire  narrative.  The  narrator  adopts
the collective voice of the social world—the
“universally  acknowledged” truth—but the
reader quickly understands that this is the
very  mindset  the  novel  will  critique.  The
sentence is not merely a statement; it is a
subtle mockery of the marriage market that
drives the plot. The irony deepens as the
story unfolds, showing that the single man
(Mr. Bingley) is indeed in want of a wife, but
that his friend Mr. Darcy is decidedly not.
The gap between societal expectation and
individual  reality is  precisely what Austen
will  explore  through  the  relationship
between  Elizabeth  Bennet  and  Darcy.

Structure and Pacing

From a structural perspective, the opening
lines of Pride and Prejudice function as a
thesis statement for the novel that follows.
The  sentence  establishes  the  central
theme—marriage as an economic and social
transaction—while  also  introducing  the
novel’s  characteristic  voice:  witty,
detached,  and  critically  observant.  The
words  “universally  acknowledged”
immediately plant a seed of doubt in the
reader’s mind, inviting them to question the
assumptions  of  the  society  in  which  the
characters live. This clever rhetorical move
prepares the audience for a narrative that
constantly challenges conventional wisdom.

Context and Background of



the Novel’s Incipit

To fully appreciate the opening lines of
Pr ide  and  Pre judice ,  one  mus t
understand  the  literary  and  historical
context  in  which  they  were  written.  Jane
Austen completed the manuscript in 1797
under  the  working  title  First  Impressions.
The novel was later revised and published
in 1813. At that time, English society was
rigidly  stratified,  and  a  woman’s  prospects
depended almost entirely on her marriage.
The “truth” that a wealthy single man must
be  looking  for  a  wife  reflects  the  economic
realities  of  the  landed  gentry,  where
property was inherited by male heirs and
daughters  faced  financial  insecurity  if  they
did not marry well.

Austens’s Subtle Rebellion

The  opening  l ines  of  Pr ide  and
Prejudice  are often read as a sly act of
rebellion against  the patriarchal  norms of
Austen’s era. By presenting the “truth” in
such  a  matter-of-fact  manner,  Austen
exposes the absurdity of  reducing human
relationships  to  simple  transactions.  The
sentence is a trap: the reader who accepts
it at face value is aligned with the shallow
characters  of  the  novel,  such  as  Mrs.
Bennet, who chases after wealthy suitors.
The discerning reader, however, recognizes
the irony and understands that  Austen is
advocating for a more nuanced view of love
and  marriage—one  based  on  mutual
respect ,  inte l lect ,  and  emot ional
connection.

Literary Analysis: Unpacking
the First Sentence

Let us examine the opening lines of Pride
and Prejudice more closely. The sentence
is  deceptively  simple,  yet  every  word  is
chosen  with  precision.  Here  are  key
elements  of  its  literary  craftsmanship:

“It is a truth universally
acknowledged” – The use of the
passive voice and the abstract “truth”
creates an authoritative, almost
biblical tone. Yet the absurdity of the
claim becomes apparent upon
reflection. Is it really a universal
truth? The novel itself will
demonstrate that not every wealthy
man is in want of a wife (Darcy’s
initial reluctance is a prime example).
“a single man in possession of a
good fortune” – The emphasis on
“good fortune” underscores the
mercenary nature of the marriage
market. The man’s character,
interests, or personality are
irrelevant; only his financial standing
matters.
“must be in want of a wife” – The
word “must” carries a sense of
inevitability, suggesting that society
dictates this need. The reader soon
learns that the reverse is often true: it
is the single woman (or her mother)
who is in desperate want of a wealthy
husband. The sentence thus brilliantly
inverts the situation, using irony to
critique societal pressures.

Comparison with the Original
Title

The  original  tit le  of  the  novel,  First
Impressions,  aligns  perfectly  with  the
opening lines of Pride and Prejudice.
The  first  impression  the  reader  forms  from
this  sentence  is  one  of  confident
assertion—but  just  as  Elizabeth  Bennet’s
first  impression  of  Darcy  is  wrong,  the
reader’s  initial  acceptance  of  the  “truth”
may also be misguided. The novel teaches
us  that  first  impressions  are  often
unreliable, and the same applies to the very
first words of the story.
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How the Opening Lines Set the
Themes

The  opening  l ines  of  Pr ide  and
Prejudice  introduce  almost  every  major
theme that  Austen  will  develop  over  the
course of the novel:

Marriage and economics – The
connection between love and money
is central. Elizabeth and Darcy’s
eventual union reconciles emotion
with financial security, but only after
both characters have grown beyond
the shallow calculations that the
opening line parodies.
Pride and prejudice – Although not
explicitly named in the first sentence,
the twin flaws of pride (exemplified by
Darcy’s initial hauteur) and prejudice
(shown in Elizabeth’s hasty
judgments) will be explored through
the very assumptions that the
opening line plants.
Social class and expectations –
The “universally acknowledged” truth
is a reflection of a class-based society
where individuals are expected to
adhere to certain roles. The novel
questions whether these roles are
natural or imposed.
Individual vs. society – The irony of
the opening line immediately creates
a tension between what society
believes and what the intelligent
individual (the reader, Elizabeth
Bennet) can perceive as flawed
reasoning.

The Cultural Impact of the
Opening Lines

Few  phrases  in  English  literature  are  as
instantly  recognizable  as  the  opening
lines of Pride and Prejudice. They have
been quoted, parodied, and referenced in

countless works of fiction, film, and popular
culture. From Bridget Jones’s Diary (which
modernizes the plot) to romantic comedies
that echo the novel’s opening, the sentence
has  become  a  shorthand  for  the  entire
genre of marriage-plot literature.

Adaptations and Homages

The  opening  l ines  of  Pr ide  and
Prejudice  have  been  adapted  into
numerous film and television versions, each
interpreting  the  tone  differently.  The  1995
BBC miniseries with Colin Firth and Jennifer
Ehle  presents  the  line  with  a  dry,  subtle
humor.  The  2005  film  starring  Keira
Knightley and Matthew Macfadyen delivers
it more romantically, while still retaining the
ironic  undercurrent.  In  each  case,  the
sentence serves as a gateway into Austen’s
world,  immediately  establishing  the
narrative  voice  and  setting  audience
expectations.

Beyond direct adaptations, the opening line
has inspired hundreds of literary parodies,
such  as  “ I t  i s  a  t ru th  un iversa l l y
acknowledged,  that  a  single  man  in
possession of  a  good fortune must  be in
want of a brand-new sports car” or similar
modern  twists.  These  parodies  work
precisely because the original is so deeply
embedded  in  the  cultural  consciousness
that readers instantly recognize the pattern
being subverted.

Teaching the Opening Lines of
Pride and Prejudice

In  classrooms  around  the  world,  the
opening lines  of  Pride  and Prejudice
are used as a classic example of  how to
begin a novel with impact. Teachers often
ask students to consider why Austen chose
this particular sentence, how it establishes
the  narrator’s  voice,  and  what  it  reveals
about  the  society  of  the  time.  Some



common classroom activities include:

Analyzing the irony: students are1.
asked to rewrite the sentence from
the perspective of a character who
takes it literally (e.g., Mrs. Bennet)
versus a character who sees through
it (e.g., Elizabeth).
Comparing the opening to that of2.
another novel, such as Emma or
Sense and Sensibility, to see how
Austen varies her approach.
Evaluating the effectiveness of the3.
first sentence in terms of hook,
theme, and tone.

These  exercises  underscore  why  the
opening lines  of  Pride  and Prejudice
remain a staple of literary studies: they are
a perfect microcosm of the novel’s artistic
achievement.

Modern Relevance: Why We
Still Read Those Lines Today

In  an  age of  online  dating  and changing
social norms, the opening lines of Pride
and Prejudice still feel remarkably current.
The “universally acknowledged truth” about
wealthy  singles  may  no  longer  hold  the
same  societal  force,  but  the  underlying
question  of  how  we  balance  love  with

practical considerations remains perennial.
Austen’s  irony  continues  to  resonate
because we still grapple with the pressure
to  conform  to  social  expectations  in  our
romantic lives.

Moreover,  the  sentence  has  become  a
touchstone for discussions about narrative
voice  and  authorial  distance.  Aspiring
writers study it to learn how to use irony to
engage  readers  and  introduce  themes
without  giving  away  the  entire  plot.  The
opening lines  of  Pride  and Prejudice
teach  that  a  great  first  sentence  can  do
more  than  just  start  a  story—it  can
encapsulate the soul of the entire work.
Conclusion

The  opening  l ines  of  Pr ide  and
Prejudice are far more than a memorable
introduction;  they  are  a  carefully  crafted
distillation  of  the  novel’s  essence.  With
irony, wit, and precision, Jane Austen invites
readers to question the truths that society
takes for granted. Two centuries after those
words were first published, they continue to
enchant  new  generations  of  readers,
reminding  us  that  great  literature  begins
with  a  single,  perfect  sentence.  Whether
you are a first-time reader or a lifelong fan,
revisiting  the  opening  lines  reveals  new
layers of meaning—a testament to Austen’s
enduring genius.


