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SENSE AND
SENSIBILITY

LITERARY ANALYSIS
EXPLORING THE THEMES AND
CHARACTERS OF JANE AUSTEN'S
CLASSIC NOVEL

Sense and Sensibility is one of Jane Austen's most celebrated novels, first published in
1811. It explores themes of love, marriage, social class, and the dichotomy between reason
and emotion. The story follows the lives of the Dashwood sisters—Elinor and Marianne—as
they navigate the complex social landscape of early 19th-century England. Through their
contrasting personalities, Austen illustrates the balance between sense (reason) and
sensibility (emotion), ultimately advocating for a harmonious integration of both in the
pursuit of happiness and fulfillment.

Plot Overview

The narrative begins with the death of Mr. Dashwood, which leaves his wife and daughters
in a precarious financial situation. The inheritance is primarily bequeathed to Mr.
Dashwood’s son from a previous marriage, John Dashwood, who is influenced by his selfish
wife, Fanny. As a result, Elinor, the elder sister, and Marianne, the younger, are forced to
leave their family home and seek a new life in a modest cottage in Devonshire.

As the plot unfolds, the sisters encounter various suitors and navigate the trials of romantic
relationships:

1. Elinor Dashwood finds herself in a complex situation with Edward Ferrars, who is initially
presented as a suitable match. However, his secret engagement to another woman
complicates their relationship.

2. Marianne Dashwood, characterized by her passionate and impulsive nature, falls in love
with John Willoughby, a charming but irresponsible man. Their relationship highlights the

risks of emotional decision-making.

3. The introduction of Colonel Brandon, a more reserved and sensible figure, presents an
alternative to Marianne’s romantic ideals, ultimately leading to her personal growth.

The story culminates in the resolution of the sisters' romantic entanglements, where



Elinor's rational approach leads to her eventual happiness with Edward, while Marianne
learns to temper her sensibility with a newfound appreciation for Colonel Brandon's
steadfastness.

Thematic Analysis

Sense vs. Sensibility

The central theme of the novel revolves around the contrast between sense and sensibility,
embodied by the Dashwood sisters.

- Elinor Dashwood represents sense. She embodies rationality, restraint, and a deep sense
of duty. Her character is marked by her ability to navigate social expectations while
keeping her emotions in check, even in the face of personal heartbreak.

- Marianne Dashwood, on the other hand, embodies sensibility. She is emotional,
passionate, and often impulsive. Her character illustrates the dangers of an unchecked
emotional life, as seen in her tumultuous relationship with Willoughby, which ends in
heartbreak and disillusionment.

Austen uses the contrasting traits of the sisters to argue that a balance between sense and
sensibility is vital for personal happiness and social acceptance. The resolution of the novel,
where both sisters find love, suggests that neither extreme is ideal; rather, a synthesis of
both qualities is necessary for a fulfilling life.

Marriage and Social Class

Austen’s exploration of marriage is intricately tied to social class and economic stability. In
the early 19th century, marriage was often viewed as a means of securing financial security
rather than romantic fulfillment.

- Economic Considerations: The Dashwood sisters’ financial struggles highlight the
precarious position of women who lack economic independence. Their fates are largely
determined by their marital prospects, underscoring the limited options available to women
of their class.

- Romantic Ideals vs. Practicality: The novel contrasts romantic ideals with the harsh
realities of social expectations. Marianne's infatuation with Willoughby is rooted in romance,
yet his eventual abandonment serves as a harsh lesson in the importance of practical
considerations in marriage.

- Colonel Brandon vs. Willoughby: The contrast between Colonel Brandon and Willoughby
further illustrates this theme. Brandon represents stability, maturity, and the potential for a
fulfilling partnership based on mutual respect, while Willoughby symbolizes the fleeting
nature of romantic passion.



Through these contrasts, Austen critiques societal norms surrounding marriage, advocating
for love that is grounded in reason and mutual respect rather than mere passion.

Character Development

The development of the main characters throughout the novel is crucial to Austen’s
exploration of her themes.

- Elinor Dashwood: Elinor's character evolves as she grapples with her feelings for Edward
Ferrars and the societal pressures surrounding her. Her strength lies in her ability to
maintain composure amidst emotional turmoil, ultimately revealing her depth of character.

- Marianne Dashwood: Marianne undergoes significant growth from an impulsive romantic
to a more tempered individual. Her experiences with heartbreak lead her to appreciate the
values of stability and rationality embodied by Colonel Brandon.

- Edward Ferrars: Edward’s character serves as a foil to Elinor and Marianne. His moral
integrity and struggle with societal expectations reflect the challenges faced by men in a
rigid class system. His eventual happiness with Elinor signifies a resolution that balances
reason and emotion.

- John Willoughby: Willoughby represents the allure of romanticism but ultimately serves as
a cautionary tale. His inability to commit and subsequent betrayal emphasizes the risks
associated with prioritizing passion over sense.

Literary Techniques

Austen employs various literary techniques to enhance her storytelling and underscore her
themes.

Irony

Irony is a prominent feature in the novel, particularly in the characters' situations and
interactions. For example, John Dashwood’s promise to support his half-sisters financially is
undercut by his selfishness and the influence of his wife. This irony emphasizes the
disparity between societal expectations and individual actions.

Dialogue and Characterization

Austen’s use of dialogue is instrumental in revealing character traits and social dynamics.
The conversations between characters often expose their motivations, values, and social
standings. The witty exchanges between Elinor and Marianne highlight their differing
perspectives, while conversations with suitors reveal the complexities of romantic



relationships.

Symbolism

Austen employs symbolism throughout the novel to reinforce her themes. The settings,
such as the Dashwoods’ modest cottage, symbolize their social status and the constraints
they face. Additionally, objects like letters and gifts serve as symbols of communication and
miscommunication, reflecting the characters’ emotional states and societal pressures.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Jane Austen's Sense and Sensibility is a rich exploration of the interplay
between reason and emotion, social class, and the institution of marriage. Through the
experiences of Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, Austen advocates for a balanced approach
to life and love, one that recognizes the importance of both sense and sensibility. The novel
remains a timeless reflection on the complexities of human relationships and the societal
expectations that shape them, ensuring its relevance and resonance with readers across
generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in Jane Austen's
'Sense and Sensibility'?

The central themes in 'Sense and Sensibility' include the contrast between reason and
emotion, the role of social class and economics in relationships, and the importance of
female friendships and family bonds.

How do the characters of Elinor and Marianne
Dashwood represent 'sense' and 'sensibility'?

Elinor Dashwood embodies 'sense' through her rational, practical approach to life and
relationships, while Marianne represents 'sensibility' with her passionate, emotional nature.
Their contrasting personalities highlight the balance needed between reason and emotion.

What role does social class play in the relationships
depicted in 'Sense and Sensibility'?

Social class significantly influences the relationships in '‘Sense and Sensibility', as
characters navigate societal expectations and economic pressures. The Dashwood sisters
face challenges due to their reduced financial status, affecting their marriage prospects and
personal choices.



How does Jane Austen use irony in '‘Sense and
Sensibility'?

Austen employs irony throughout 'Sense and Sensibility' to highlight the discrepancies
between characters' perceptions and reality, particularly in romantic pursuits and societal
norms. This device underscores the limitations of social conventions and the folly of
misjudgments.

In what ways does 'Sense and Sensibility' critique the
institution of marriage?

The novel critiques marriage by portraying it as a complex institution influenced by
economic considerations, social status, and personal happiness. Through various
relationships, Austen examines the tension between love and convenience, suggesting that
not all unions lead to fulfillment.

What impact does the setting have on the narrative of
'Sense and Sensibility'?

The setting, primarily in the English countryside, reflects the characters' emotional states
and societal constraints. It serves as a backdrop for the sisters' growth and experiences,
emphasizing themes of nature, domesticity, and the contrast between rural and urban life.
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