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The 'Ardently' Proposal: Language, Pride, and Passion

Chapter 34 of Pride and Prejudice contains the most emotionally complex scene in all of Jane Austen's

fiction. Darcy's first proposal to Elizabeth Bennet is not merely a romantic declaration — it is a collision of

two flawed personalities, each at the limit of their self-awareness. The word 'ardently' — Latin ardere, to

burn — is the precise point of ignition.

"In vain have I struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed. You must

allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you."

— Fitzwilliam Darcy, Chapter 34

1. The Structure of the Proposal: Love Wrapped in Condescension

Darcy's opening line — 'In vain have I struggled' — is arresting precisely because it reframes the

declaration of love as a defeat. He has not come to offer himself; he has come to surrender to feelings he

considers beneath him. The word 'vain' signals months of active resistance. The phrase 'it will not do'

signals a mind that has reached the limit of its self-control.

What follows is one of literature's most extraordinary structural ironies: a declaration of passionate love

that immediately pivots into a catalogue of the beloved's social deficiencies. Darcy speaks of his 'sense of

her inferiority,' of the 'degradation' of the connection, of his family's 'objections.' He loves Elizabeth

ardently — and tells her so while simultaneously explaining why loving her is a humiliation.

2. Elizabeth's Refusal: The Counter-Proposal

Elizabeth's response is as passionate and as structurally complex as Darcy's declaration. She does not

simply say no — she delivers a prosecution. Her refusal contains three distinct charges, each more

damaging than the last.

"You could not have made the offer of your hand in any possible way that would have

tempted me to accept it."

— Elizabeth Bennet, Chapter 34

Charge 1 — The Bingley Separation: Darcy deliberately sabotaged Jane and Bingley's relationship, acting

as though Jane's feelings were beneath consideration. Charge 2 — The Wickham Injustice: Darcy's

treatment of Wickham (as Elizabeth understands it at this point) was cruel and unjust. Charge 3 — The

Manner of the Proposal Itself: He has insulted her while declaring love, and expects gratitude for the

honour.

3. Darcy's Letter: The True Turning Point
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The letter Darcy delivers the following morning (Chapter 35) is arguably the novel's most important

document. He does not apologise for the proposal — he defends himself against Elizabeth's specific

charges with cold, methodical precision. On Bingley and Jane, his defence is partial but coherent. On

Wickham, his account is devastating.

"Be not alarmed, Madam, on receiving this letter, by the apprehension of its

containing any repetition of those sentiments, or renewal of those offers, which were

last night so disgusting to you."

— Darcy's Letter, Chapter 35

Wickham, it emerges, had attempted to elope with Darcy's fifteen-year-old sister Georgiana for her fortune

of £30,000. The man Elizabeth has championed as the wronged victim is, in fact, a financial predator.

Reading this, Elizabeth faces the most painful intellectual experience of her life: the collapse of her own

self-image as a discerning judge of character.

"How despicably have I acted! I, who have prided myself on my discernment! I, who

have valued myself on my abilities! Til this moment, I never knew myself."

— Elizabeth Bennet, Chapter 36

4. The Second Proposal: What Changed

When Darcy proposes a second time in Chapter 58, every word is different. The first proposal was a

speech; the second is a question. The first enumerated his own merit; the second acknowledges her

power over him entirely.

"My affections and wishes are unchanged, but one word from you will silence me on

this subject for ever."

— Fitzwilliam Darcy, Chapter 58

He no longer catalogues her deficiencies. He no longer frames love as a defeat. He offers himself with

genuine humility — and the contrast with the first proposal is Austen's clearest evidence that both

protagonists have achieved the self-knowledge the novel demanded of them. 'Ardently' has become

'unchanged' — the burning has resolved into something steadier, deeper, and finally worthy of the name

love.

5. The Word 'Ardently': A Final Linguistic Note

The word appears only once in the novel — in the first proposal. This is intentional. Ardere (to burn)

describes a feeling that consumes without illuminating. By the second proposal, Darcy's feeling has

matured beyond burning. Austen's vocabulary is exact: the absence of 'ardently' from the second proposal

is as meaningful as its presence in the first.
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