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The Middle Voice in Selected Texts of Austin's Pride and Prejudice:
A Linguistic Study
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Abstract
This study aims to identify the occurrences of middle voice constructions in Pride and

Prejudice and analyze how they are linguistically realized in English. Secondly, it also
aims to examine the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic features of the middle voice in
the novel, with attention to how meaning is conveyed without explicit morphological
markers. Thirdly, it focuses on investigating how Jane Austen employs middle voice
structures to reflect characters’ experiences, emotions, and self-directed actions.
Fourthly, it explores the literary functions of the middle voice in shaping themes such as
pride, prejudice, love, and self-realization within the narrative. Fifthly, it demonstrates
how middle voice constructions contribute to stylistic richness in Austen’s prose,
enhancing reader engagement and interpretation. And finally, it highlights the
relationship  between linguistic form (middle voice) and literary function
(characterization, irony, and thematic development). Furthermore, the study focuses on
analyzing John Austin's Pride and Prejudice in (1813) linguistically in light of the
middle voice construction. The conclusion shows that middle voice constructions are
frequent and functionally significant, especially in portraying emotional self-regulation,

social performance, and psychological transformation.
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1. Introduction
Levin (1993: 25) shows that the middle voice is a grammatical or semantic

construction in which the subject of a verb is both the performer and the
beneficiary (or experiencer) of the action, often implying that the action is
reflexive, reciprocal, or self-directed, or that the subject undergoes a
change of state. While English does not have a formal morphological
middle voice like Ancient Greek or Icelandic, it expresses middle voice
meaning through syntactic and lexical means—such as reflexive pronouns,
certain verb forms, or semantic context. The study aims at examining the

use middle voice linguistically through Pride and Prejudice novel.

This study proposes a linguistic analysis of the middle voice in Pride and
Prejudice. Alexiadou (2020: 4) and Gast and Haas (2021: 115) show that it
Is crucial to clarify at the outset that English lacks a morphological middle
voice comparable to Ancient Greek or Sanskrit. However, within modern
typological and cognitive linguistic frameworks, the *middle" is recognized
as a semantic-functional category encompassing mediopassives,
inchoatives, reflexives, and generic middles. These constructions blur the
boundary between agentivity and patienthood, often highlighting the
subject's internal state or the spontaneous nature of an event rather than

external causation.

2. The Questions of Study
1. What are the occurrences of middle voice constructions in
Pride and Prejudice? And how are they linguistically
analyzed?
2. How can the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic features of the
middle voice be examined in the novel?
3. How Jane Austen employs middle voice structures to reflect

characters’ experiences, emotions, and self-directed actions?
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The Middle Voice in Selected Texts of Austin's Pride and Prejudice:
A Linguistic Study
4. What are the literary functions of middle voice in shaping

themes such as pride, prejudice, love, and self-realization?
3. Methodology
3.1 Data Collection

The current study focuses on analyzing John Austin's Pride and Prejudice

in (1813) linguistically in light of the middle voice construction.
3.2 Sample Size

The data analysis includes many selected extracts from John Austin's
Pride and Prejudice (1813) in order to investigate the presence of middle

voice in these extracts.
3.3 Procedures

The study follows the following procedures:

1. Reading and selecting some extracts from John Austin's Pride and
Prejudice.

2. Analyzing these extracts linguistically in accordance with middle
voice constructions .

3. Showing the results.

4. The Theoretical Framework
4.1The Middle Voice in English

Levin (1993: 26) shows that the middle voice lies between the active
(subject acts) and passive (subject is acted upon). In light of the middle
voice, Levin (ibid) clarifies that the subject initiates (or experiences) the
action; on the other hand, the focus is on the subject's involvement or
result, not on an external agent, frequently implying benefit, reflexive
action, or spontaneous change.

Levin (ibid) crystalizes that the middle voice is common in languages like:
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- Ancient Greek (morphologically marked).
- Swedish, Icelandic, Russian (using reflexive clitics).
- Japanese (with passive/middle forms expressing personal concern).

English uses analytic constructions to convey middle meaning.

4.2 The Characteristics of Middle Voice in English Language
Levin (1993: 26) clarifies that the middle voice in English is not a

morphologically distinct verb form (as it is in languages like Ancient Greek
or Icelandic), but rather a semantic and syntactic construction in which the
subject both initiates and experiences the action, often with implications of
reflexivity, reciprocity, change of state, or inherent affectedness. Levin
continues, the middle voice occupies a space between active and passive
voices, emphasizing the subject’s involvement in the event without

necessarily specifying an external agent.

(a) Subject as Patient/Theme (Not Just Agent)
Levin (ibid: 27) identifies such verbs as "unaccusative" or "ergative,"
where the intransitive subject corresponds to the transitive object.
According to Levin (ibid), the subject is often the undergoer or beneficiary
of the action, even though it appears in the subject position. Levin (ibid)

exemplifies:
The window opened suddenly.
This meat cuts easily.

The car drives smoothly.

Levin simplifies that in "the window opened", "window" is not an agent but
a theme/patient undergoing change. In terms of "this meat cuts easily, no
external agent is specified; the focus is on the inherent property of the
subject. Dependently, this reflects to the semantic passivity with active

syntax (a hallmark of the middle).
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(b)No External Agent

Hopper and Thompson (1980: 254) define low-transitivity clauses where
the subject is affected and agency is downplayed—characteristic of middle
voice. They shed light on the fact that the middle voice constructions
typically omit or suppress the agent, focusing instead on the event or the

subject’s role in it. They exemplify:
The soup cooled. (not "Someone cooled the soup™)
The dress washes well. (not "You can wash the dress easily")

For them, these are not passive constructions (no be + past participle), but

they lack an agent and emphasize the subject’s behavior.

(c) Reflexive Constructions
Konig and Siemund (2007: 61) illustrates the reflexive pronouns as markers

of middle voice in semantic terms. Due to them, English uses reflexive
pronouns (-self, -selves) to mark reflexive middle voice, where the subject

acts upon itself. They demonstrate:
She dressed herself.

He shaved himself this morning.
They prepared themselves for battle.

Accordingly, Koénig and Siemund (2007: 62) show that the subject is both

agent and patient (a core feature of the middle voice).

(d)Adverbial Middles
Kempler (1979) and Dixon (2010: 201) classifies such constructions as

"eventive middles" found in analytic languages like English. They show

that a distinct class of middle constructions uses adverbs like easily, well,
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smoothly to express how the subject undergoes an action. They exemplify

by stating:

This pen writes smoothly.

This book reads like a novel.

The fabric dyes evenly.

This book reads well = It is easy to read this book.

Due to Dixon (2010: 203), these are not passive, but active in form, yet the
subject is not the agent—rather, it is something that can be written, read, or
dyed.

(e) Reciprocal Middle (Mutual Action)
Siemund (2008: 34) analyzes reciprocal constructions as a subtype of

middle voice in English.

Siemund (2008: 39) crystalizes that when subjects perform an action on
each other, the construction functions as a reciprocal middle. Siemund

exemplifies:

They met in London.

The two teams embraced after the match.
The lovers kissed.

For Siemund (ibid), no external agent; the action is mutual and self-directed

among participants.

(f) Change-of-State (Inchoative) Meaning
Levin (1993: 26) provides a full list of such verbs (such as break, open,

close, burn, fade). Levin (ibid) states "many middle voice verbs denote a
spontaneous change of state, often with no external cause implied"”. Levin

demonstrates:
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The flower bloomed.

The ice melted.
The window cracked.

According to (Levin: 26), these are anti-causative or 'labile' verbs

(transitive verbs used intransitively, with the object becoming the subject).
As Compared with:

He cracked the window. Transitive (causative):

The window cracked. Intransitive (middle)

In fact, this alternation is central to semantic ergativity and middle voice

behavior.

(g) No Morphological Marking (Analytic Expression)
Dixon (1994: 205) distinguishes between morphological ergativity (in

ergative languages) and syntactic/semantic ergativity (as in English middle

constructions).

For Dixon, Unlike Ancient Greek (which had distinct verb endings for
middle voice), English expresses the middle through syntax, context, and

auxiliary devices:

1) Reflexive pronouns.

2) Adverbials (easily, well).

3) Intransitive use of transitive verbs.
4) Semantic inference.

Thus, the middle voice in English is semantic-pragmatic, not grammatical.

5. The Functions of Linguistic Middle Voice Technique in Terms
of English Literature and Poetry
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1. Expressing Interiority and Self-Reflection
Dorrit (1978: 149) sheds light on the fact that the middle voice

constructions permit characters to engage with themselves, crucial in

novels exploring consciousness and moral growth. Dorrit exemplifies:

“She composed herself, and, assuming an air of cheerfulness, endeavoured
to make her manner agreeable...”

Austen J., Pride and Prejudice, Ch. 34

Dorrit (1978: 150) simplifies by showing:

- Composed herself = reflexive middle.

- Shows emotional regulation, not passive reception

- Highlights female agency within constraint.

- Function: Interiority, self-control, psychological realism

2. Conveying Spontaneity and Inevitability
As put by Kemmer (1993: 141), verbs used in intransitive, auto-causative

form suggest events that happen of their own accord, often symbolizing

fate or natural change. Kemmer exemplifies:

“Time, that with his all-healing wing / Hath closed each wound, and
healed each sting...”
Milton J. Il, Penseroso

For Kemmer (ibid: 142):

- Hath closed / healed — though active, the subject (Time) is an
impersonal force.
- Middle semantics: self-contained process.

3. Highlighting Thematic Ambiguity (Active vs. Passive)
Leech and Short (2007: 189) clarify that the middle voice blurs agency and

passivity, useful in exploring gender, power, and identity. They exemplify:

“She found herself drawn into the conversation.”

Common in 19th-century fiction
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They show:

- Not fully agentive (I joined), not passive (was drawn)
- Middle ground: subject experiences the action as both participant and
recipient

Leech and Short (ibid) expose:

“He woke to a world transformed.”

Woolf V., Mrs Dalloway
- Suggests internal and external change.

- Function: Ambiguity of agency; self-discovery

4. Stylistic Elevation and Poetic Diction
Traugott and Pratt (1980: 226) show that poets use middle-like structures

for economy, rhythm, and impersonality. They exemplify:

“The world is too much with us, late and soon, / Getting and spending, we

)

lay waste our powers...~
Wordsworth W., The world is too much with us

Traugott and Pratt (1980: 227) discuss:

- Getting and spending — gerunds implying self-perpetuating action
- Middle semantics: humans are both agents and victims of
consumerism

Traugott and Pratt (1980: 227) expose another example as:
“Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks...”
Shakespeare, Sonnet 116
According to Traugott and Pratt:

- Alters not = negated change; love is immune to transformation

- Middle implication: love undergoes time but does not change
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- Function: Timelessness, resistance to external forces

5. Social and Moral Commentary
As put by Traugott and Pratt (ibid: 229), middle constructions can critique

social structures by showing individuals as caught in systems they did not

create. They demonstrate:

- “He was ruined by gambling, yet he ruined himself.”
Moral ambiguity in 18th-century novel

“The city eats its young.”
Eliot T.S., The Waste Land

Traugott and Pratt (ibid) illustrate:

- Impersonal subject (city) performs action on its young
- Middle semantics: systemic self-destruction
- Function: Critique of capitalism, urbanization, patriarchy

6. Reciprocal and Mutual Actions (Reciprocal Middle)
Dixon (1994) sheds light on the fact that reciprocal middles used to express

shared agency without external causation. Dixon exemplifies by stating:

- “They embraced each other.”
- “They loved each other deeply.”
According to Dixon (ibid):

- Reciprocal pronoun (each other) signals mutual involvement
- No external agent; action is self-contained

- Function: Intimacy, equality, emotional symmetry

6. Jane Austen’s Life/ Early Life and Family Background

As edited by Chapman (1952: 2), Jane Austen was born on December 16,
1775, in Steventon, Hampshire, England, the seventh of eight children of
Reverend George Austen, a clergyman, and Cassandra Leigh Austen. She
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was raised in a close-knit, intellectually active family that valued education

and reading.

Austen began writing as a teenager, producing juvenile works such as Love
and Freindship (1790) and The History of England (1791), which parody

sentimental novels and historical writing. Deirdre (2004)

She lived much of her life in rural England, first in Steventon and later in
Bath, Southampton, and Chawton, where she wrote most of her mature

works.
(a) Personal Life and Writing Career

As put by Tomalin (1997: 181), Austen never married, though she had
several romantic attachments. In 1802, she accepted a proposal from Harris
Bigg-Wither, a wealthy heir, but withdrew her acceptance the next day,

likely because the match lacked emotional compatibility.

She wrote in secret, often hiding her manuscripts when visitors arrived. Her
family supported her writing; her father attempted to publish her first novel,
Susan (later Northanger Abbey), in 1797, but it was not published until
after her death.

Her novels were published anonymously. Sense and Sensibility (1811) was
credited to “By a Lady,” and all her works were published this way during

her lifetime.

(b) Pride and Prejudice

Pride and Prejudice, published in 1813, is one of Jane Austen’s most
celebrated novels. It is a witty and incisive social commentary on love,

class, reputation, and personal growth in early 19th-century England. The
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novel follows the spirited Elizabeth Bennet as she navigates issues of
marriage, morality, and self-awareness, particularly in her complex

relationship with the wealthy but aloof Mr. Darcy Deirdre (2004).

(c) Plot Summary
The Bennet family faces financial insecurity due to an estate entailment,

pressing Mrs. Bennet to marry off her five daughters. When wealthy
bachelors Bingley and Darcy arrive, Bingley courts Jane, while Darcy
clashes with the witty Elizabeth. Elizabeth's prejudice against Darcy grows
due to his pride and Wickham's deceit. After rejecting Darcy's initial
proposal, Elizabeth learns the truth about his character and Wickham's lies
through a letter, realizing her misjudgment. When her sister Lydia elopes,
Darcy secretly saves the family's honor. Ultimately, misunderstandings are
resolved, leading to marriages based on mutual love and respect between

Jane and Bingley, and Elizabeth and Darcy.

7. The Practical Framework

7.1 The Linguistic Middle Voice in Pride and Prejudice
Austen uses middle-like structures to convey autonomy, decorum,

emotional response, and social performance (often highlighting how

characters manage themselves in society).

(a) Reflexive Middle Constructions
Dixon (1994: 205) clarifies that these constructions use reflexive pronouns
to indicate self-directed action (a hallmark of middle voice). Dixon (ibid)

exemplifies:
"She composed herself and tried to appear calm.”
Elizabeth after Darcy’s first proposal (Ch. 34)

Dixon (ibid: 206):
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- Composed herself = reflexive verb phrase not "was composed"

(passive) and not "composed her" (transitive).
- Elizabeth’s internal effort to regulate her emotions
For Dixon, this is a prototypical middle voice construction: subject acts

on self for self-benefit.
Dixon (ibid) presents another example:

"She could not immediately have comported herself with so much

composure, had she not prepared her nerves."
Elizabeth (Ch. 34)
According to Dixon (1994):

- Comported herself = formal, self-regulated behavior.
- Middle voice emphasizes personal agency within social constraint.

(b) Inherent (or ""Auto-causative™) Middle Verbs
Kemmer (1993: 141) sheds light on the fact that verbs like open, close,

begin, end, change can be used intransitively with middle meaning.
Kemmer (ibid) shows that Austen uses such verbs to show emotional

transformation without external causation.
Kemmer (1993: 143) exemplifies:

"Her feelings changed so rapidly, she hardly knew how to understand
them."

Elizabeth (Ch. 43)
Due to Kemmer (ibid):

- The verb 'Changed' is intransitive (no external agent), but the change

Is experienced and undergone by the subject.

a2k t‘, ;:':&

I = ||

e aEsE




- This is a non- accusative verb with middle semantics (common in
ergative/middle systems).

As Compared with:

e Someone changed her feelings — active (agentive)
e Her feelings changed — middle (spontaneous, self-directed)

Kemmer shows another example as:

"The door opened, and Mr. Darcy entered."
Ch. 34

According to Kemmer (ibid):

- Opened = intransitive, spontaneous.
- No agent mentioned (focuses on event affecting the scene
classic spontaneous middle).
(c) Adverbial Middle Constructions (Stative Middle)
As put by Silverstein (2005: 26), these resemble the "this book reads
well" pattern; where the object of a transitive verb becomes the subject

of an intransitive with middle meaning.
Silverstein (ibid) exposes:

"Mr. Bingley married well."
Implied judgment on social success

According to Silverstein, while not a direct example, Austen uses
evaluative constructions that imply how someone fares in an action. Such

as:

"Lydia eloped."

Silverstein states, the full meaning is: Lydia got herself into a scandalous
situation. Though not grammatically middle, the narrative framing treats
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Lydia as both agent and victim (which represents a middle voice effect).

Similarly:

"She was accepted by him."
Jane and Bingley

In contrast, Silverstein shows that Austen avoids passive constructions

when agency matters. Instead, she uses middle-like agency. As:

"Elizabeth found herself obliged to accept the invitation."
Ch. 18

According to Silverstein (ibid):

- Found herself + passive infinitive = middle construction.

- She is not fully agentive, but not entirely passive.

- Syntactic middle voice: subject undergoes a process that shapes their
action.

A common Austenian (2005) device is shown as:

- "She began to comprehend the true nature of his regard.
"She felt herself to be in the wrong."
- "He found himself unable to speak."
For Silverstein (ibid), All express self-involvement in a process (core of

middle voice semantics).
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(d) Social Performance as Middle Voice
As shown by Levin and Rappaport (1995), In Austen’s world, marriage,

reputation, and behavior are not purely agentive (they involve negotiation

between self and society). They exemplify:

"Miss Bennet has been accepted by Mr. Bingley."
Mrs. Bennet, Ch. 55

Due to Levin and Rappaport (ibid):

- Passive form, but implies mutual action.

- More accurately: They accepted each other — reciprocal middle
Reciprocal constructions (e.g., they embraced) are often analyzed as
middle voice in typology.

Describing Jane and Bingley, Levin and Rappaport (1995) exemplify by

stating:
"They embraced each other tenderly."

They simplify that reciprocal, which represents as a subtype of middle

voice, focuses on mutual involvement, not external causation.

Findings and Results

1. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, middle voice constructions are
frequent and functionally significant, especially in portraying
emotional self-regulation, social performance, and psychological
transformation.

2. The novel makes rich use of constructions that express middle voice
meaning through syntactic structures, semantic roles, and pragmatic
implications. These constructions — such as reflexive phrases,

unaccusative verbs, experiential clauses, and reciprocal actions
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3. John Austin employs the middle voice syntactically and semantically

in order to reflect characters’ emotional experiences, depict self-
directed actions within social limits, trace psychological
transformation, and highlight moments of self-awareness and moral
growth. In doing so, she turns grammatical form into literary art —
using the middle voice not to tell us what happens, but how it feels to
undergo change.

The literary functions of the middle voice in Jane Austen’s Pride and
Prejudice are profound and subtle, serving as a linguistic vehicle to

shape core themes such as pride, prejudice, love, and self-realization.
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