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Sense and Sensibility is a novel by Jane Austen, first published in 1811. It is a seminal
work that exemplifies not only the social dynamics of its time but also the complex
interplay of reason and emotion in human relationships. As Austen's first published novel, it
sets the stage for her later works, showcasing her keen observations of society, her sharp
wit, and her profound understanding of human nature. This article delves into the themes,
characters, and societal context of "Sense and Sensibility," highlighting its enduring
relevance and literary significance.

Overview of the Novel

"Sense and Sensibility" follows the lives of the Dashwood sisters—Elinor and Marianne—as
they navigate love, heartbreak, and societal expectations in early 19th-century England.
After their father’s death, the sisters face financial difficulties and must adapt to their new
circumstances while remaining true to their personalities and ideals.

Plot Summary

The novel opens with the Dashwood family's financial woes following Mr. Dashwood's
death. The inheritance passes primarily to John Dashwood, Mr. Dashwood's son from a
previous marriage, leaving Elinor, Marianne, and their mother with little means. They are
forced to move to a modest cottage in Devonshire.

As the story unfolds, Elinor embodies "sense"—a rational and pragmatic approach to
life—while Marianne epitomizes "sensibility," characterized by her emotional depth and
romantic ideals. Their contrasting personalities lead them on different romantic journeys:

1. Elinor Dashwood: She is in love with Edward Ferrars, who is engaged to another woman,
Lucy Steele.
2. Marianne Dashwood: She falls passionately in love with John Willoughby, only to face
heartbreak when he abandons her for a wealthier match.

The sisters' experiences ultimately teach them valuable lessons about love, resilience, and
the balance between reason and emotion.

Major Themes

Several prominent themes emerge throughout "Sense and Sensibility," reflecting both the
personal struggles of the characters and the societal norms of Austen's time.

1. Sense vs. Sensibility
The central theme of the novel is the dichotomy between sense and sensibility. Elinor



represents sense—self-control, rationality, and emotional restraint—while Marianne
embodies sensibility—passion, spontaneity, and emotional expression. Austen explores how
both traits are essential in navigating life's challenges and relationships.

2. Love and Marriage
Austen critiques the institution of marriage, highlighting the importance of romantic love
versus economic necessity. The various relationships in the novel illustrate different
motivations for marriage:

- Elinor and Edward: Their relationship is built on mutual respect and understanding.
- Marianne and Willoughby: Their passionate connection is ultimately unfulfilled and reveals
the dangers of prioritizing emotion over reason.
- Colonel Brandon and Marianne: Their eventual union underscores the idea that love can
grow from respect and understanding, rather than just passion.

3. Social Class and Economic Security
The novel also addresses the constraints of social class, particularly concerning women's
dependence on men for financial security. The Dashwood sisters' struggle to secure their
futures highlights the limited options available to women in the early 19th century.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Sense and Sensibility" are richly developed, each contributing to the
novel's exploration of its themes.

Elinor Dashwood
Elinor, the elder Dashwood sister, exemplifies the qualities of sense. She is practical,
composed, and deeply loyal. Throughout the novel, Elinor's ability to maintain her
composure in the face of emotional turmoil demonstrates her strength of character. Her
unrequited love for Edward Ferrars serves as a poignant reminder of the sacrifices that
often accompany love.

Marianne Dashwood
In contrast, Marianne is impulsive and passionate. Her emotional nature leads her to
experience intense highs and lows, particularly in her relationship with Willoughby.
Marianne's journey is one of self-discovery, as she learns the importance of tempering her
emotions with reason.

Colonel Brandon
Colonel Brandon serves as a foil to Willoughby, representing steadfastness and integrity.
His quiet strength and unwavering love for Marianne highlight the novel's theme of love



evolving over time. Brandon's character illustrates that true love is not always the most
passionate but can be profound in its depth and stability.

John Willoughby
Willoughby is a charismatic yet flawed character whose initial allure masks his moral
shortcomings. His abandonment of Marianne serves as a critical turning point in the
narrative, emphasizing the dangers of valuing emotional attraction over character.

Historical and Social Context

To fully appreciate "Sense and Sensibility," it is essential to understand the historical and
social context in which Jane Austen wrote. The early 19th century was a time of significant
social change in England, marked by the rise of the middle class and shifting attitudes
towards marriage and gender roles.

The Role of Women
Women in Austen's time had limited rights and were often financially dependent on their
male relatives. Marriage was frequently viewed as the only viable means of securing
economic stability. The plight of the Dashwood sisters reflects the broader struggles of
women in this era, as they grappled with societal expectations and personal aspirations.

Class and Society
Austen's keen observations of class dynamics are evident throughout the novel. The
characters' varying social standings and economic situations profoundly affect their
relationships and choices. The Dashwoods' transition from affluence to financial hardship
serves as a commentary on the precariousness of wealth and social status.

Literary Significance

"Sense and Sensibility" is not only a captivating narrative but also a significant contribution
to English literature. Austen's exploration of character, social commentary, and thematic
depth has influenced countless writers and continues to resonate with readers today.

Impact on Literature
Austen's nuanced portrayal of women and their experiences in a patriarchal society paved
the way for future female authors. The novel's blend of romance, humor, and social critique
has inspired adaptations in various media, including film, television, and theater.



Enduring Relevance
The themes of love, societal expectations, and the balance of reason and emotion remain
relevant in contemporary discussions about relationships and gender roles. Austen's ability
to capture the complexities of human experience ensures that "Sense and Sensibility"
remains a timeless classic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Sense and Sensibility" is a rich and multifaceted novel that delves into the
intricacies of human relationships and societal norms. Through the contrasting characters
of Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, Austen explores the delicate balance between sense and
sensibility, illustrating the importance of both reason and emotion in navigating love and
life. As a pioneering work of literature, "Sense and Sensibility" continues to resonate with
readers, serving as a timeless exploration of the human condition. Whether through its
insightful character studies, social commentary, or romantic entanglements, Jane Austen's
first novel remains a cherished and significant contribution to the literary canon.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
The main themes in 'Sense and Sensibility' include the contrast between sense (rationality)
and sensibility (emotion), the role of social class and gender, the importance of family, and
the search for love and happiness.

Who are the main characters in 'Sense and Sensibility'?
The main characters include Elinor Dashwood, who embodies sense and rationality; her
sister Marianne Dashwood, who represents sensibility and emotion; and Edward Ferrars and
Colonel Brandon, who are key figures in their romantic lives.

How does Jane Austen use irony in 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
Jane Austen employs irony to highlight the discrepancies between characters' perceptions
and reality, often using it to critique societal norms and the limitations placed on women
during the Regency era.

What role does social class play in 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
Social class plays a significant role in the novel, influencing characters' relationships,



marriage prospects, and the way they are treated by society, reflecting the rigid class
structures of early 19th-century England.

How does Elinor Dashwood's character develop
throughout the novel?
Elinor's character develops by showcasing her strength and resilience in the face of
personal challenges, ultimately balancing her sense of duty with her desire for love, leading
to her growth and self-awareness.

What is the significance of the title 'Sense and
Sensibility'?
The title represents the two contrasting approaches to life and love embodied by the
Dashwood sisters: 'Sense' refers to rational thought and practicality, while 'Sensibility'
denotes emotional depth and impulsiveness.

How does 'Sense and Sensibility' address the issue of
women's independence?
The novel addresses women's independence by portraying the limited options available to
women in the 19th century, emphasizing the importance of marriage for financial security
while also advocating for emotional fulfillment.

What literary techniques does Austen use to develop
her characters in 'Sense and Sensibility'?
Austen uses techniques such as free indirect discourse, detailed character sketches, and
dialogue to reveal her characters' inner thoughts and motivations, creating a rich and
nuanced portrayal of their personalities.
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