
sense and sensibility by jane austen
Sense and Sensibility is one of Jane Austen’s most celebrated novels, first published in 1811. The
novel explores the lives and romantic entanglements of the Dashwood sisters, Elinor and Marianne,
as they navigate societal expectations, personal values, and the pursuit of love in early 19th-century
England. Through its engaging narrative and rich character development, Austen examines the
balance between rationality and emotion, themes that resonate with readers even today.

Overview of the Novel

Sense and Sensibility is structured around the contrasting personalities of the two main characters,
Elinor and Marianne Dashwood. As the daughters of the deceased Mr. Dashwood, they face the
challenges of financial insecurity and societal pressures in a patriarchal society. The novel is set in a
period when women were heavily reliant on marriage for economic security, and this context shapes
the characters' actions and decisions.

Plot Summary

The story begins with the death of Mr. Dashwood, which leaves his wife and daughters in precarious
financial circumstances. The Dashwood women are forced to leave their family estate, Norland Park,
and relocate to a modest home in Devonshire. This transition marks the beginning of their journey
toward self-discovery and romantic exploration.

1. The Dashwood Sisters: The primary focus remains on Elinor, the sensible and composed eldest
sister, and Marianne, the passionate and impulsive younger sister. Their differing approaches to love
and life form the crux of the narrative.

2. Romantic Interests: The sisters encounter various suitors, including Edward Ferrars, Colonel
Brandon, and John Willoughby. Each character represents different aspects of love, commitment,
and societal expectation.

3. Conflict and Resolution: Throughout the novel, misunderstandings, societal pressures, and
personal dilemmas create tension. The resolution comes as the sisters learn to navigate their
emotions and intellect, ultimately leading to personal growth and fulfillment.

Thematic Elements

Sense and Sensibility delves into several significant themes that are relevant to its historical context
and to modern readers.



1. Sense vs. Sensibility

The title itself represents the ongoing struggle between rationality and emotion.

- Elinor Dashwood embodies "sense." She is pragmatic, composed, and values social propriety. Her
approach to relationships is cautious and calculated, reflecting her understanding of the social
landscape in which she lives.
- Marianne Dashwood, on the other hand, epitomizes "sensibility." She is impulsive, passionate, and
openly expresses her emotions. Her character challenges the societal norms of her time, advocating
for the importance of feeling and personal expression.

This dichotomy serves as a lens through which the novel examines the balance necessary for a
fulfilling life, especially in matters of the heart.

2. Marriage and Economic Security

Marriage is a vital theme in the novel, not only as a romantic ideal but as a means of economic
survival.

- Social Expectations: The social setting of the early 19th century placed immense pressure on
women to marry well. The Dashwood sisters’ financial vulnerability emphasizes the importance of
marriage as a means of securing their future.
- Different Motivations: Each character's motivations for marriage differ significantly:
- Elinor is motivated by secure companionship and respect.
- Marianne desires passionate love, often overlooking practical considerations.

This theme underscores the societal constructs of the time, where love and economic stability were
often intertwined.

3. Social Class and Mobility

The novel also addresses issues of social class and the mobility (or lack thereof) within the rigid
class structure of the time.

- Class Distinctions: Characters like Mr. Willoughby and Colonel Brandon illustrate the complexities
of class and wealth. Willoughby, despite his charm and appeal, represents a reckless approach to
life, while Brandon embodies the qualities of a responsible gentleman.
- Impact on Relationships: The characters’ social standings influence their relationships,
demonstrating how class can dictate the possibilities of love and marriage.

Character Analysis

Sense and Sensibility features a rich tapestry of characters, each contributing to the themes and
overall narrative.



Elinor Dashwood

Elinor serves as the moral compass of the novel.

- Strengths: Her rational thinking, self-control, and ability to remain composed under pressure make
her a relatable and admirable character.
- Challenges: Elinor grapples with her feelings for Edward Ferrars, especially as she navigates
societal expectations and her family's needs.

Marianne Dashwood

Marianne is the embodiment of youthful passion and emotional depth.

- Characteristics: She is outspoken, romantic, and often disregards societal norms, favoring her
feelings over social propriety.
- Growth: Throughout the novel, Marianne learns the value of moderation and the need to temper
her emotions with reason as she faces heartbreak and disappointment.

Other Key Characters

- Edward Ferrars: Elinor’s love interest, representing quiet strength and moral integrity. His
struggles with family obligations add depth to his character.
- Colonel Brandon: A man of honor and depth, he contrasts sharply with the more superficial
characters, providing a mature model of love and loyalty.
- John Willoughby: Initially charming and attractive, Willoughby’s eventual reveal as self-serving
highlights the dangers of prioritizing passion over sense.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Austen's writing in Sense and Sensibility employs several literary devices that enhance the
storytelling.

1. Free Indirect Speech

Austen expertly uses free indirect discourse to provide insights into her characters’ thoughts and
feelings. This technique allows readers to experience the internal conflicts of Elinor and Marianne,
bridging the gap between narrator and character.

2. Irony and Satire



Austen’s use of irony often critiques societal norms and the limitations placed on women. The
contrast between characters’ actions and societal expectations highlights the absurdities of the time.
Through wit and humor, Austen invites readers to reflect on the nature of love and relationships.

3. Symbolism

Austen employs various symbols throughout the novel, such as:

- The Dashwood Home: The sisters’ home serves as a symbol of their changing fortunes and the
transient nature of security.
- Letters: Correspondence between characters often serves as a vehicle for misunderstanding and
revelation, reflecting the importance of communication in relationships.

Conclusion

Sense and Sensibility remains a timeless exploration of the human experience, capturing the
complexities of love, family, and societal expectations. Through the contrasting characters of Elinor
and Marianne Dashwood, Jane Austen masterfully illustrates the delicate balance between sense and
sensibility, encouraging readers to reflect on their values and choices in life. The novel’s rich
themes, memorable characters, and Austen’s keen social commentary continue to engage and
resonate, ensuring its place as a cornerstone of English literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'Sense and Sensibility'?
The central themes of 'Sense and Sensibility' include the contrast between reason and emotion, the
importance of social class and economic security, and the complexities of love and relationships.

How do the characters of Elinor and Marianne Dashwood
embody the concepts of sense and sensibility?
Elinor Dashwood represents 'sense' through her rationality, self-control, and practicality, while
Marianne embodies 'sensibility' with her emotional openness, spontaneity, and romantic ideals.

What role does social class play in the relationships depicted
in 'Sense and Sensibility'?
Social class significantly influences the relationships in 'Sense and Sensibility', highlighting issues
such as marriage for financial stability versus love, and the limitations placed on women in the early
19th century.



How does Jane Austen use irony in 'Sense and Sensibility'?
Austen employs irony to critique societal norms and behavior, often revealing the discrepancies
between characters' perceptions and reality, such as in the interactions between suitors and their
true intentions.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
The setting, primarily in rural England, reflects the social structures and values of the time, serving
as a backdrop for the characters' struggles with love, financial security, and societal expectations.

How does the ending of 'Sense and Sensibility' reflect the
main characters' growth?
The ending of 'Sense and Sensibility' shows Elinor's acceptance of her feelings and Marianne's
maturation, illustrating how both characters find a balance between sense and sensibility in their
romantic endeavors.

What is the role of secondary characters in 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
Secondary characters, such as Willoughby and Colonel Brandon, serve to highlight the main
characters' traits and dilemmas, while also providing contrasting perspectives on love and morality.

How does Austen explore the concept of marriage in 'Sense
and Sensibility'?
Austen explores marriage as both a social contract and a romantic ideal, critiquing marriages based
on convenience while advocating for genuine love and mutual respect in relationships.

In what ways does 'Sense and Sensibility' reflect the historical
context of its time?
The novel reflects early 19th-century England's gender roles, class structures, and economic
realities, showcasing the limited options available to women and the societal pressures surrounding
marriage and inheritance.
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