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			JANE AUSTEN was born on December 16, 1775, at Steventon, near Basingstoke, the seventh child of eight of the rector of the parish and his wife. As a girl, Austen wrote stories, including burlesques of popular fiction. She lived with her family at Steventon until her father retired to Bath in 1801. After he died in 1805, she moved around with her mother and sister, without a permanent home. In 1809, they settled in Chawton Cottage, near Alton, Hampshire, on the estate of a wealthy brother. She published four novels, each after much revision, without signing her name to them: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), and Emma (1816). She died in Winchester on July 18, 1817. Two other novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion (1818), were published posthumously in December 1817, with a biographical notice by her brother Henry Austen. He publicly revealed her as the author of all six novels. She also left unpublished compositions, including a short epistolary novel, Lady Susan; two unfinished novels, The Watsons and Sanditon; and three volumes of juvenilia. Her fiction is among the most respected and oft-quoted in the English language.
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			Introduction

			How do you know when you’ve found your first love? What if it never happens to you? Those questions nag at Marianne Dashwood, one of two sisters in Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811). Marianne considers her romantic future, worrying, “The more I know of the world, the more am I convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much!”

			This is a young heroine who knows what she wants. Her life partner must be her intellectual equal, sharing her interests. He “must enter into all my feelings; the same books, the same music must charm us both.” He’ll be virtuous, good, and intelligent. He’ll exude charisma and taste. He’ll be incredibly good-looking, with a striking, graceful figure. She’ll recognize him because his eyes will be filled with spirit and fire, and he’ll easily express his powerful feelings while reciting poetry. If she were a twenty-first-century heroine, Marianne would do very little Tinder-swiping right. She might be willing to swipe up only once. With her first Super Like, a modern-day Marianne would expect her man to fall for her hard, too, after which they’d live happily ever after. Period. End of story.

			Even if you think Marianne’s attitude is over-the-top, you have to admire her high standards and breathtaking self-confidence. She begins the novel searching for the complete package, and she’s sure she’ll know him when she sees him. She isn’t out to fool anyone, and she never competes with other women for an eligible man. It would strike a character like Marianne as absolutely ridiculous for a woman to agree to be a contestant on a reality TV show like The Bachelor. As if any man worth having could look at twenty-five women and not know from the first whether one among them is his soul mate, and vice versa! Marianne shares her mother’s contempt for the idea that girls might be raised to “catch” husbands. Although Marianne isn’t faultless, she never seems to worry about whether she’s lovable.

			She does add one quality to her long list that might raise a red flag. She claims that money isn’t important to her, yet she imagines her dream husband will have at least a “moderate” income. Worse yet, we learn that the amount of money she calls moderate is twice as much as what her older sister, Elinor, calls wealth. We may no longer have easy access to what any of these amounts of money mean, but obviously Elinor’s is the more accurate assessment. We know that because both sisters have recently learned just how much money they’ll bring into a marriage: a lump sum of a thousand pounds. Yet Marianne imagines she’ll be running a household with two thousand pounds a year. The amount she will contribute to her dream household is just 5 percent of its income. She expects her (rich) husband to provide 95 percent of what they’ll live on. Her financial double standard for a mate never seems to dawn on her, despite her protestations in favor of marital mutuality and shared interests.

			With these hopes, it’s no wonder that Marianne has doubts about whether she’ll meet her match. To Elinor—the calm, self-governed, firstborn Dashwood daughter—Marianne’s high expectations aren’t just unrealistic. They’re distressing. What dangers await an inexperienced, beautiful, energetic young woman like Marianne who refuses, out of inclination and principle, to move cautiously or to check her feelings? Elinor, too, seeks love, but she vows to begin more thoughtfully. She will be moderate in her expressions. She will start in a quiet way with her own feelings. So which is the better approach to falling in love, according to Austen’s novel? Is it better to refuse to love by halves, the outside world be damned, like Marianne? Or should you protect yourself and others by never showing more than half of what you really feel, like Elinor? These are difficult enough questions now, but they were momentous ones then. Women were supposed to let men discover themselves to be in love before showing any sign of returning their feelings.

			In Austen’s day, moving from girlhood to womanhood ideally involved leaving a father’s home for a husband’s. Genteel, educated women were not encouraged to earn their own living. That was the indecorous track of necessity and desperation. The Dashwood women discover themselves to be on a dangerously narrow path between social privilege and financial need. When their father dies, the three sisters—Elinor, Marianne, and thirteen-year-old Margaret—start new lives with a reduced income, in a modest household headed by their displaced, widowed mother. The daughters are poised either to marry or to be a drain on their mother’s newly limited resources. If she lives beyond her means and dies in debt, the daughters could end up in even more straitened circumstances. But if one of them were to marry well? She could potentially support the others. Marriage wasn’t just about personal happiness. It might be the only way to make it possible for your family to live in greater comfort.

			Single men of means worried about their romantic futures, too, of course. The famous first line to Austen’s second novel, Pride and Prejudice (1813), suggests this: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” It’s a line of humor and social criticism—not a line to be read straightforwardly—but it also implies that any young man with money ought to be worried. Are you a man in possession of a good fortune? Next, you must possess a wife! It’s what young men of privilege were told they must do. Still, such a young man need not have acted immediately, unlike the eligible young women around him. He had other options. If he could resist the social, financial, and familial pressures to marry, his life path might meander, with schooling, university, quasi–educational foreign travel, or professional life–building serving as completely acceptable detours. (These things were either never or rarely open to polite women.) These activities could last a man many years. If he didn’t possess a good fortune, however, his options were likely to be constrained, too. He could choose to seek that fortune through a profession, if he weren’t poised to inherit it. But if he didn’t have enough money to marry and set up a household, then he might choose to wed in order to gain wealth.

			This is the situation most of the eligible men face at the beginning of Sense and Sensibility. They are bachelors not yet in possession of a good fortune. Each has expectations of his own. John Willoughby has a “pretty little estate of his own,” but he expects to inherit a larger one. It leads to his being described by turns as dependent and independent. The Ferrars sons are dependent on the whims and wishes of their wealthy mother, who not only holds the purse strings but wants to choose wealthy wives for them. She has her sons right where she wants them, and she’s not above offering bribes to get her way to control their marital futures. The only single man in possession of a good fortune at the novel’s beginning is thirty-five-year-old Colonel Brandon, who manages his own financial destiny because his father and his elder brother have died. He alone among the novel’s single men could make an unfettered choice in a mate.

			What’s clear, as the novel opens, is that all these characters, male and female, are plotting to find love and money, separately and together. How do we know what each of them wants? It is the novel’s omniscient, all-knowing narrator who guides us through. The narrator—usually referred to by convention as “she,” because the author is a woman—introduces and unfolds these characters’ stories and backstories. She does so in an extremely well-crafted plot that may sometimes resemble a slow series of chess moves but that also takes dramatic twists and turns. The mind that readers enter into most often is Elinor’s—strong, cool, and wise. What Elinor sees, we see.

			HOW TO READ THIS NOVEL

			How do you know if you will love this novel? What if it doesn’t happen to you? First-time readers of Austen’s fiction, knowing its reputation for literary greatness, may approach Sense and Sensibility with Marianne-like expectations. You want to be bowled over, to find charms in every sentence, or to discover that all the novel’s beauties are entirely shared on a first reading. It could happen to you. There are certainly those who love this novel in ways that might seem imprudent or excessive.

			What they love especially are its highly compelling, yet remarkably ordinary, characters, whose painful and passionate experiences are believable and moving. A century and more ago, a few critics thought that “a plausible case may be made out for regarding” Sense and Sensibility as “the most brilliant of its author’s works.”1 Closer to our own day, Emma Thompson’s Academy Award–winning screenplay for Ang Lee’s film Sense and Sensibility (1995), and its inimitable cast, have done much to gain the story not only millions of viewers but countless die-hard fans.2 In the 2010s, a fast-moving, dazzling stage adaptation of Sense and Sensibility by Kate Hamill keeps up the story’s renown beyond the page. The novel’s literary stock is now either stable or rising.

			This points to the fact that readers who love Sense and Sensibility in its original form are rarely describing their first encounters with the book. Instead, they’re describing what it means to read and reread it or to revisit it through film, television, and stage. These devoted readers have developed, rather than discovered, a Marianne-like inability to love the novel by halves while internalizing Elinor’s more measured approach to its prose. To love Sense and Sensibility—if you seek to—it’s crucial to enter its pages with gusto, as well as with deliberative care.

			You may come to this novel already knowing the rough outline of the plot, having seen a recent popular film or stage version. (Some are discussed in the contextual essay “Pop Culture” on page 388.) Whether or not you’re reading the novel knowing how it all turns out, you may find the language challenging. This edition’s glossary should help. So, too, will understanding that the story is not only about discovering love and negotiating family conflict but about reevaluating long-accepted traditions. If you read this book more slowly, you’ll be more likely to notice the way its language and its themes come together, as well as to appreciate its understated, wry comedy. It’s both a profoundly serious and an amusingly comic novel.

			Look, for instance, at how the novel introduces Elinor and Marianne’s elder half-brother, John Dashwood, in the first chapter: “He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold hearted, and rather selfish, is to be ill-disposed.” Reading just the first phrase, you’d expect that what follows the comma would be a compliment. To be “ill-disposed” is to be someone disposed to do ill—to be a bad person. But what follows the clause telling us that John is not a bad young man is another double negative. He’s not bad, unless we think being coldhearted and selfish make a person bad—as, of course, we should! The way Austen backs us into that assessment of John is not just clever. It’s funny. It’s designed to make us think about how a community determines a man’s respectability. By all outward appearances, he’s a “good man.” At the same time, his impulses and feelings are atrocious. To make matters worse, he’s married to a woman who brings out his worst coldhearted, selfish qualities. Together, John’s and Fanny’s actions (and inactions) produce real evils.

			That sly, double-negative, ironic approach to storytelling means the novel’s lessons are often opaque. Austen’s fiction asks readers to consider truths and half-truths, omissions and lies, and generosity and greed. At its core, Sense and Sensibility deals with how individuals make meaningful lives in a world that is often deeply unfair. Its questions are set out by differences in its two sister-heroines’ opinions and styles. The story also shows how the sisters have an impact on each other’s evolving judgments. Marianne’s lines that she “requires so much” in a man might be seen through Elinor’s eyes. Elinor would surely substitute the word “too” for Marianne’s “so.” Which one of them gets it closer to right, in the world of the novel or beyond it? Perhaps, in love, so much is too much. But perhaps setting one’s sights on so much leads to opportunities for so much more.

			SENSIBILITY, LOVE, AND MONEY

			Readers ought to channel their inner Elinors, as well as their inner Mariannes, to read Sense and Sensibility with greater sense and sensibility. We ought to pause to define these terms, because the words have changed in meaning over the past two centuries. The title’s two nouns are neither synonyms nor antonyms. The meaning of “sense” then was close to what it means in our day—rationality, wisdom, reasonableness. It suggested having well-regulated powers of mind. But “sensibility” in the Romantic era (the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries) had nothing to do with being sensible or wise. Sensibility signaled emotional sensitivity, sympathy, and susceptibility. It was a power of the senses, of perception or taste, and of the heart. To claim to feel more deeply, or to express stronger feelings, was a very fashionable form of sensibility. Dozens of studies have been published on what’s called the era’s cult of sensibility. Janet Todd’s Sensibility: An Introduction (1986) remains one of the best places to begin.3

			Histories of sensibility in literature often start with Laurence Sterne’s novel A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768), Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling (1771), or Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774). It seems audiences encountered these novels in order to experience and share the powerful feelings that the stories called up. Whether these books were devoured in contemplative solitude or read aloud among family or friends, the point was to be so moved as to shed tears. Both men and women were invited to cry with these male characters, but over time, the concept of sensibility became further divided by gender. Men might cultivate admirable sensibility, but women were widely believed to have greater natural or biological access to it. The ramifications of these stereotypes about gender, thinking, and feeling still linger with us.

			Sensibility was also a politically controversial concept. Some then argued that more “refined” (or higher-class) people had greater taste, sensitivity, and sensibility. Sensibility could be used to sort out the well-born from the low-born or the well-educated from the uneducated. Whether learned or inborn, the moral qualities of a privileged person were said to heighten his or her ability to recognize and respond to beauty. Others, however, believed just the opposite. If sensibility were truly about sympathy, then anyone could claim to have it. It could be found in all walks of life. Indeed, recognizing sensibility in all sensitive people—regardless of class, race, gender, or nation—could also prove one’s own worth. If a privileged person could show sympathy for the plight of the sensitive downtrodden and wanted to better the lot of those who shared his fine sensibility, then he could claim to be a superior moral person. The problem, of course, was that sensibility could be feigned. Many sounded alarms about the dangers of false sensibility, too.

			Austen’s fiction suggests that she had definite opinions about, and a healthy skepticism toward, fashionable sensibility. Her distrust of the excesses of sympathy is made especially clear in one humorous conversation in the novel. While walking on a beautiful fall afternoon, Elinor teases Marianne, “It is not every one who has your passion for dead leaves.” It’s both a throwaway joke and an implicit criticism. Do dead leaves deserve sympathy? Are there other things that deserve our passionate concern more than dead leaves? Elinor’s snarky line implies that Marianne’s powerful feelings may be more excessive and indiscriminate than admirable. But Marianne shoots back at her, with seriousness and self-assurance, “No; my feelings are not often shared, not often understood. But sometimes they are.” Marianne defends the idea that anyone with her kind of fine sensibility is a superior person. To love dead leaves is to show an exquisite appreciation of nature, beauty, and life, from cradle to grave. Elinor’s response suggests she thinks that loving dead leaves is not a sure sign of anything admirable about a person. She would seem to prefer to evaluate people on their intentions, judgments, and behavior rather than on their heightened sensitivities, dramatic empathy, or professed taste.

			The sisters’ disagreements over feelings and dead leaves point not just to their individual differences but to their family problems. Marianne follows in the emotional footsteps of her mother, with little regard for moderating her responses. Elinor serves not only as Marianne’s adviser but as her own mother’s counselor. To make matters worse, young Margaret is said to have Marianne’s romantic turn without her sense. (It’s important to note the implication in this line that Marianne, too, has sense.) Elinor’s worries for her mother and sisters are hardly selfish, but they are informed by her own self-interest. She must realize that the choices of one of them could affect all of them. One sister’s damaged reputation, outlandish behavior, or unconventional choices could have an impact on the marriage prospects of the rest. That fact ought to make any female character from this period who worries about finding love—for herself or others—appear the furthest thing from a frivolous person.

			This was a culture in deep conflict about the roles of love and money in marriage. Public debates were still being staged in the 1790s, asking whether it was a greater evil to marry for love without money or to marry for money without love.4 As one satirical source put it, love without money is “like a Hive without Honey.”5 Another jibed, “If truth may be spoke / ’Tis but a mere joke, / For love without money / Will vanish like smoke.”6 Works of fiction usually privileged the love side of the equation. Money would miraculously fall into place by story’s end. Marianne’s ideal man is a figure ripped out of the pages of the day’s improbable novels. Like her fictional heroine, Austen must have considered long and hard what a worthy hero ought to look like in a work of realistic fiction. It was a literary problem, too.

			NAMES AND NAMEABILITY

			To understand where Marianne’s perfect hero comes from, we might compare him to one from a bestselling novel in Austen’s day. Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810) uses as its hero the thirteenth-century warrior William Wallace. He’s described as having

			married Marion Braidfoot the beautiful heiress of Lammington. Of the same age, and brought up from childhood together, reciprocal affection grew with their growth; and sympathy of taste, virtues, and mutual tenderness, made them so entirely one, that when at the age of twenty-two the enraptured lover was allowed . . . to pledge that faith publicly at the altar which he had so often vowed to his Marion in secret, he clasped her to his heart, and softly whispered,—“dearer than life! part of my being now and forever! blessed is this union, that mingles thy soul with mine to all eternity!”7

			Marianne Dashwood clearly wants a Wallace. She looks for entire sympathy of taste and virtues, a two-making-one, a soul mingling. Her man of great feeling will deliver his poetic lines of love in tender whispers, with breathy exclamation points.

			Marianne also thinks true love happens just once, doubting the heart’s ability to love fully a second time or more. It’s an odd belief for someone who is herself the product of a happy second marriage, as Elinor points out. But their tussle over this question is in keeping with the rest of the novel, because Sense and Sensibility repeatedly asks how its characters, and we, are supposed to place a value on what’s first, second, and even third. It explores not just first and second loves but first-, second-, or third-born children and first, second, and third generations. Siblings in the novel come in distinct pairs and triples. Names double up. The novel asks us to measure, compare, and contrast in ones, twos, or threes. Firsts are often prioritized, but we’re repeatedly prompted to ask whether first is really best.

			Although Sense and Sensibility was probably the second full-length novel that Jane Austen began to write (and likely the third she “finished”), it was the one she published first. Begun, according to family legend, as an epistolary novel—a novel told in letters—in the late 1790s, the novel that became Sense and Sensibility would stake Austen’s literary claim. Her first readers had no way of knowing that, because she published it anonymously. She used the phrase “By a Lady,” instead of her name, on the book’s title page. She concealed her identity, but not her gender, from the public.

			There remains a great deal of misunderstanding and myth about that move. It was neither an oddity nor a female requirement. Anonymity appears to have been a majority choice among all fiction writers in the period, male and female. More than 60 percent of novels published in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were not signed on their title pages.8 Even the authors who would become the most famous among these novelists—Sir Walter Scott, Maria Edgeworth, Frances Burney, and Mary Shelley—all published their fiction anonymously at first. They only later signed their real names to their works. It would seem they waited to see whether their books would attract positive notice and fame before revealing their authorship. We tend to assume that Austen, had she lived, would always have preferred anonymity. These examples suggest another possible path. We don’t know what Austen would have chosen to reveal about her authorship had she lived a longer life. We don’t know what she might have chosen to do had she witnessed, as these other authors did, that her novels continued to attract positive attention.

			Women writers were responsible for about half of the approximately 1,500 works of prose fiction published in Britain in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. That makes the novel of the time an equal opportunity genre, by the numbers at least. (Women were not so well represented in other genres, which surely made the novel seem more female-dominated by comparison.) As an author, Austen could have chosen to mask her gender, but she must have wanted to be identified as female. What we’ve been slow to notice is that, in making the choice for “By a Lady,” she was out of step with her contemporaries. There was a major explosion of “By a Lady” novels in the 1780s, when Austen was a little girl. Almost a quarter of the novels published in 1785 were signed that way. By the late 1790s, however, when Austen may have first started drafting Elinor and Marianne (the title she’s said to have first given the story that became Sense and Sensibility), the number of novels signed “By a Lady” dropped to just 5 percent. After 1800, it is said to have dwindled to a thin trickle.9

			That means Austen’s “By a Lady” signature was an out-of-fashion outlier in 1811. Was she deliberately marking herself out, not only by gender but with an antiquated or nostalgic phrase? It’s possible. It’s also possible that she was following a family-author tradition. Her cousin Cassandra Cooke—who was also her godfather’s wife—published her Battleridge: An Historical Tale, Founded on Facts (1799) anonymously as “By a Lady of Quality.” Austen, in choosing to go with “By a Lady” but omitting Cooke’s further class marker (“of quality”), might be said to have chosen a less aggrandizing, yet still polite, way of describing herself. Perhaps Austen was both echoing and bucking family tradition in referring to herself in print this way.

			What’s notable is that Austen would directly identify as a “Lady” author on a title page only once. She published Pride and Prejudice (1813) as “By the Author of Sense and Sensibility.” Mansfield Park (1814) was published as by the author of Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, still giving her first novel pride of place on the list. Either Austen or her publishers—or both—wanted readers to be able to track her authorship. Her second novel was attached to her first by its name. In linking Sense and Sensibility to Pride and Prejudice, on her second novel’s title page, Austen was creating her own literary brand, as we might put it today. The similarities of her first two titles, with their three-word, two-term, musical alliterations, suggest an author dedicated to creating a following. Sense and Sensibility is important to the history of Austen and to the history of the novel in giving “a Lady” her start. But it was also the novel that Austen first used to invite her readers to come back for more fiction. And come back they did—and still do—to this powerful story of sisters and brothers, greed and generosity, honor and betrayal.

			Using twin terms joined by a conjunction was then a trendy title choice among novelists. Many used proper names or character types, joined by “and.” There were novels called Charles and Charlotte (1777), Damon and Delia (1784), Clara and Emmeline (1788), Eugenia and Adelaide (1791), Amantus and Elmira (1794), and Leonard and Gertrude (1800), with the dominant pattern involving the listing of the masculine name first, unless it were two women’s names. A dozen late-eighteenth-century novel titles began with Edward, Edwin, Frederick, Orlando, or Paul, followed by a female name. This pattern continued with character types, such as The Father and Daughter (1801), The Wife and the Mistress (1802), or Men and Women (1805). Locations, too, were paired, as in Bath and London (1811). These works set out to attract novel readers by inviting them into dual fictional relationships, lives, and places. The titles promised difference and connection.

			Other titles employed the same singsong formula with contrasting qualities: Love and Madness (1780), Nature and Art (1796), Truth and Fiction (1801), Hide and Seek (1806), Virtue and Vice (1806), Riches and Poverty (1808), Levity and Sorrow (1809), and Family Pride and Humble Merit (1810). Occasionally, the title included three terms, such as Love, Hatred, and Revenge (1809), or Love, Mystery, and Misery! (1810).10 Many were clichés. In fact, when Austen’s niece Anna first saw Sense and Sensibility at a circulating library, before knowing it was her aunt’s work, she’s reported to have tossed it aside saying, “Oh that must be rubbish I am sure from the title.”11 Although Austen took her cue from these fashionable rubbish titles, hers were subtly different. She did not choose a simple contrastive formula. Where typical titles tied together opposite things, communicating little ambiguity about which to prefer, Austen’s twin terms were far more complicated.

			That’s because her novels do not present struggles between good and evil. Rather, her fictional investigations explore how much or how little of a quality might add up to a greater good or a lesser evil. Sense and sensibility would seem to incline toward “good” words, and pride and prejudice tip toward “bad,” but that doesn’t tell the whole Austenian story. Previous critics have noted that Austen’s novel is not called Sense or Sensibility or Sense vs. Sensibility; it uses “and.” We can see the greater good/lesser evil theme at play in Sense and Sensibility’s opening chapter, as John and Fanny Dashwood investigate their interpretations of the word “comfortable.” They recognize what help is and accept that help is a familial and a social good. Still, they refuse to help enough, which becomes, in fact, harmful. Right and wrong are revealed as matters of degree, as well as kind. The novel invites readers to struggle, in their own John-and-Fanny way, with how much sense is enough sense and how much sensibility is enough sensibility. There’s no easy recipe to follow, in fiction or in life. The more we know of the world, the more we must see that to come to an answer requires so much.

			

			•   •   •

			Jane Austen died after a long illness, in 1817, at age forty-one, just six years after Sense and Sensibility was published. The novel had sold well enough to warrant a second edition, which came out in 1813. That means approximately 1,000 to 1,500 copies in total would have been printed of this novel. Some of them ended up in privately run circulating libraries, which functioned like a Netflix for books. As a result, even after her death (and during the years when all six of her novels were out of print), Sense and Sensibility could still be discovered by new readers as borrowers. Her novel definitely had some staying power, because the phrase “sense and sensibility” was featured in newspaper headlines of the day. Although unattached to Austen, it was surely inspired and reinforced by her book. She amplified a catchy phrase that’s never stopped resonating in popular culture, appearing in everything from the animal stories in Horse Sense and Sensibility (1927) to the recent treatise Cents and Sensibility: What Economics Can Learn from the Humanities (2017).

			“What would Jane Austen have thought of all this?” we so often ask, no doubt because it seems odd that she didn’t survive long enough to enjoy, or endure, becoming a literary superstar. Facing a lack of biographical details about her, we’ve sometimes wondered, “Was she like the characters she created?” Sense and Sensibility plays a role there. Her oldest brother, James Austen (1765–1819), links the author to her two heroines. In a long-unpublished, unsigned poem, “To Miss Jane Austen the reputed author of Sense and Sensibility a Novel lately publish’d,” he writes:

			On such Subjects no Wonder that she shou’d write well,

			In whom so united those qualities dwell;

			Where “dear Sensibility”, Sterne’s darling Maid,

			With Sense so attemper’d is finely pourtray’d.

			Fair Elinor’s Self in that Mind is exprest,

			And the Feelings of Marianne live in that Breast.

			Oh then, gentle Lady! continue to write,

			And the Sense of your Readers t’muse & delight

			A Friend12

			To a loving brother, this gentle lady—Miss Jane Austen, reputed author—herself united the qualities of sense and sensibility. She was Elinor in mind and Marianne in feelings, a human ideal that’s thrilling to contemplate. Whatever Austen herself actually was or was not, her fiction has the potential to unite things in us. Sense and Sensibility still inspires readers, amusing and delighting by turns. It’s a remarkable first novel that may make you want to know more of her world and prompt you to require so much more of our own.
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			A Note on the Text

			The present edition has been reprinted from Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen (Penguin Classics, 1995), edited with an introduction and notes by Ros Ballaster. The text is from the first edition of Sense and Sensibility, published in 1811. Interested readers can refer to the Penguin Classics 1995 edition for a complete list of textual variants between the first edition (1811) and the second edition (1813) and for emendations to the text (of the first edition) by Claire Lamont.

			

		

	
		
			VOLUME ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			The family of Dashwood had been long settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner, as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The last owner but one, of this estate, was a single man, who lived to a very advanced age, and who, for many years of his life, had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for, to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old Gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded, not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

			By a former marriage, Mr. Henry Dashwood had one son: by his present Lady, three daughters. The son, a steady respectable young man, was amply provided for by the fortune of his mother, which had been large, and half of which devolved on him on his coming of age. By his own marriage, likewise, which happened soon afterwards, he added to his wealth. His wife had something considerable at present, and something still more to expect hereafter from her mother, her only surviving parent, who had much to give. To him, therefore, the succession to the Norland estate was not so really important as to his sisters; for their fortune, independent of what might arise to them from their father’s inheriting that property, could be but small. Their mother had nothing, and their father only seven thousand pounds in his own disposal; for the remaining moiety of his first wife’s fortune was also secured to her child, and he had only a life interest in it.

			The old Gentleman died; his will was read, and like almost every other will, gave as much disappointment as pleasure. He was neither so unjust, nor so ungrateful, as to leave his estate from his nephew;—but he left it to him on such terms as destroyed half the value of the bequest. Mr. Dashwood had wished for it more for the sake of his wife and daughters than for himself or his son:—but to his son, and his son’s son, a child of four years old, it was secured, in such a way, as to leave to himself no power of providing for those who were most dear to him, and who most needed a provision, by any division of the estate, or by any sale of its valuable woods. The whole was tied up for the benefit of this child, who, in occasional visits with his father and mother at Norland, had so far gained on the affection of his uncle, by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old; an imperfect articulation, an earnest desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise, as to outweigh all the value of all the attention which, for years, he had received from his niece and her daughters. He meant not to be unkind however, and, as a mark of his affection for the three girls, he left them a thousand pounds a-piece.

			Mr. Dashwood’s disappointment was, at first, severe; but his temper was cheerful and sanguine, and he might reasonably hope to live many years, and by living economically, lay by a considerable sum from the produce of an estate already large, and capable of almost immediate improvement. But the fortune, which had been so tardy in coming, was his only one twelvemonth. He survived his uncle no longer; and ten thousand pounds, including the late legacies, was all that remained for his widow and daughters.

			His son was sent for, as soon as his danger was known, and to him Mr. Dashwood recommended, with all the strength and urgency which illness could command, the interest of his mother-in-law and sisters.

			Mr. John Dashwood had not the strong feelings of the rest of the family; but he was affected by a recommendation of such a nature at such a time, and he promised to do every thing in his power to make them comfortable. His father was rendered easy by such an assurance, and Mr. John Dashwood had then leisure to consider how much there might prudently be in his power to do for them.

			He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold hearted, and rather selfish, is to be ill-disposed: but he was, in general, well respected; for he conducted himself with propriety in the discharge of his ordinary duties. Had he married a more amiable woman, he might have been made still more respectable than he was:—he might even have been made amiable himself; for he was very young when he married, and very fond of his wife. But Mrs. John Dashwood was a strong caricature of himself;—more narrow-minded and selfish.

			When he gave his promise to his father, he meditated within himself to increase the fortunes of his sisters by the present of a thousand pounds a-piece. He then really thought himself equal to it. The prospect of four thousand a year, in addition to his present income, besides the remaining half of his own mother’s fortune, warmed his heart, and made him feel capable of generosity.—“Yes, he would give them three thousand pounds: it would be liberal and handsome! It would be enough to make them completely easy. Three thousand pounds! he could spare so considerable a sum with little inconvenience.”—He thought of it all day long, and for many days successively, and he did not repent.

			No sooner was his father’s funeral over, than Mrs. John Dashwood, without sending any notice of her intention to her mother-in-law, arrived with her child and their attendants. No one could dispute her right to come; the house was her husband’s from the moment of his father’s decease; but the indelicacy of her conduct was so much the greater, and, to a woman in Mrs. Dashwood’s situation, with only common feelings, must have been highly unpleasing;—but in her mind there was a sense of honour so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immoveable disgust. Mrs. John Dashwood had never been a favourite with any of her husband’s family; but she had had no opportunity, till the present, of shewing them with how little attention to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required it.

			So acutely did Mrs. Dashwood feel this ungracious behaviour, and so earnestly did she despise her daughter-in-law for it, that, on the arrival of the latter, she would have quitted the house for ever, had not the entreaty of her eldest girl induced her first to reflect on the propriety of going, and her own tender love for all her three children determined her afterwards to stay, and for their sakes avoid a breach with their brother.

			Elinor, this eldest daughter whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding, and coolness of judgment, which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart;—her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn, and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught.

			Marianne’s abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor’s. She was sensible and clever; but eager in every thing; her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was every thing but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great.

			Elinor saw, with concern, the excess of her sister’s sensibility; but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each other now in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first, was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking increase of wretchedness in every reflection that could afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could exert herself. She could consult with her brother, could receive her sister-in-law on her arrival, and treat her with every proper attention; and could strive to rouse her mother to similar exertion, and encourage her to similar forbearance.

			Margaret, the other sister, was a good humoured well disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense, she did not, at thirteen, bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			Mrs. John Dashwood now installed herself mistress of Norland; and her mother and sisters-in-law were degraded to the condition of visitors. As such, however, they were treated by her with quiet civility; and by her husband with as much kindness as he could feel towards any body beyond himself, his wife, and their child. He really pressed them, with some earnestness, to consider Norland as their home; and, as no plan appeared so eligible to Mrs. Dashwood as remaining there till she could accommodate herself with a house in the neighbourhood, his invitation was accepted.

			A continuance in a place where every thing reminded her of former delight, was exactly what suited her mind. In seasons of cheerfulness, no temper could be more cheerful than hers, or possess, in a greater degree, that sanguine expectation of happiness which is happiness itself. But in sorrow she must be equally carried away by her fancy, and as far beyond consolation as in pleasure she was beyond alloy.

			Mrs. John Dashwood did not at all approve of what her husband intended to do for his sisters. To take three thousand pounds from the fortune of their dear little boy, would be impoverishing him to the most dreadful degree. She begged him to think again on the subject. How could he answer it to himself to rob his child, and his only child too, of so large a sum? And what possible claim could the Miss Dashwoods, who were related to him only by half blood, which she considered as no relationship at all, have on his generosity to so large an amount. It was very well known, that no affection was ever supposed to exist between the children of any man by different marriages; and why was he to ruin himself, and their poor little Harry, by giving away all his money to his half sisters?

			“It was my father’s last request to me,” replied her husband, “that I should assist his widow and daughters.”

			“He did not know what he was talking of I dare say; ten to one but he was light headed at the time. Had he been in his right senses, he could not have thought of such a thing as begging you to give away half your fortune from your own child.”

			“He did not stipulate for any particular sum, my dear Fanny, he only requested me, in general terms, to assist them, and make their situation more comfortable than it was in his power to do. Perhaps it would have been as well if he had left it wholly to myself. He could hardly suppose I should neglect them. But as he required the promise, I could not do less than give it: at least I thought so at the time. The promise, therefore, was given, and must be performed. Something must be done for them whenever they leave Norland and settle in a new home.”

			“Well, then, let something be done for them; but that something need not be three thousand pounds. Consider,” she added, “that when the money is once parted with, it never can return. Your sisters will marry, and it will be gone for ever. If, indeed, it could ever be restored to our poor little boy—”

			“Why, to be sure,” said her husband, very gravely, “that would make a great difference. The time may come when Harry will regret that so large a sum was parted with. If he should have a numerous family, for instance, it would be a very convenient addition.”

			“To be sure it would.”

			“Perhaps, then, it would be better for all parties if the sum were diminished one half.—Five hundred pounds would be a prodigious increase to their fortunes!”

			“Oh! beyond any thing great! What brother on earth would do half so much for his sisters, even if really his sisters! And as it is—only half blood!—But you have such a generous spirit!”

			“I would not wish to do any thing mean,” he replied. “One had rather, on such occasions, do too much than too little. No one, at least, can think I have not done enough for them: even themselves, they can hardly expect more.”

			“There is no knowing what they may expect,” said the Lady, “but we are not to think of their expectations: the question is, what you can afford to do.”

			“Certainly—and I think I may afford to give them five hundred pounds a-piece. As it is, without any addition of mine, they will each have above three thousand pounds on their mother’s death—a very comfortable fortune for any young woman.”

			“To be sure it is: and, indeed, it strikes me that they can want no addition at all. They will have ten thousand pounds divided amongst them. If they marry, they will be sure of doing well, and if they do not, they may all live very comfortably together on the interest of ten thousand pounds.”

			“That is very true, and, therefore, I do not know whether, upon the whole, it would not be more adviseable to do something for their mother while she lives rather than for them—something of the annuity kind I mean. My sisters would feel the good effects of it as well as herself. A hundred a year would make them all perfectly comfortable.”

			His wife hesitated a little, however, in giving her consent to this plan.

			“To be sure,” said she, “it is better than parting with fifteen hundred pounds at once. But then if Mrs. Dashwood should live fifteen years, we shall be completely taken in.”

			“Fifteen years! My dear Fanny, her life cannot be worth half that purchase.”

			“Certainly not; but if you observe, people always live for ever when there is any annuity to be paid them; and she is very stout and healthy, and hardly forty. An annuity is a very serious business; it comes over and over every year, and there is no getting rid of it. You are not aware of what you are doing. I have known a great deal of the trouble of annuities; for my mother was clogged with the payment of three to old superannuated servants by my father’s will, and it is amazing how disagreeable she found it. Twice every year these annuities were to be paid; and then there was the trouble of getting it to them; and then one of them was said to have died, and afterwards it turned out to be no such thing. My mother was quite sick of it. Her income was not her own, she said, with such perpetual claims on it: and it was the more unkind in my father, because, otherwise, the money would have been entirely at my mother’s disposal, without any restriction whatever. It has given me such an abhorrence of annuities, that I am sure I would not pin myself down to the payment of one for all the world.”

			“It is certainly an unpleasant thing,” replied Mr. Dashwood, “to have those kind of yearly drains on one’s income. One’s fortune, as your mother justly says, is not one’s own. To be tied down to the regular payment of such a sum, on every rent day, is by no means desirable: it takes away one’s independence.”

			“Undoubtedly; and after all you have no thanks for it. They think themselves secure, you do no more than what is expected, and it raises no gratitude at all. If I were you, whatever I did should be done at my own discretion entirely. I would not bind myself to allow them any thing yearly. It may be very inconvenient some years to spare a hundred, or even fifty pounds from our own expences.”

			“I believe you are right, my love; it will be better that there should be no annuity in the case; whatever I may give them occasionally will be of far greater assistance than a yearly allowance, because they would only enlarge their style of living if they felt sure of a larger income, and would not be sixpence the richer for it at the end of the year. It will certainly be much the best way. A present of fifty pounds, now and then, will prevent their ever being distressed for money, and will, I think, be amply discharging my promise to my father.”

			“To be sure it will. Indeed, to say the truth, I am convinced within myself that your father had no idea of your giving them any money at all. The assistance he thought of, I dare say, was only such as might be reasonably expected of you; for instance, such as looking out for a comfortable small house for them, helping them to move their things, and sending them presents of fish and game, and so forth, whenever they are in season. I’ll lay my life that he meant nothing farther; indeed, it would be very strange and unreasonable if he did. Do but consider, my dear Mr. Dashwood, how excessively comfortable your mother-in-law and her daughters may live on the interest of seven thousand pounds, besides the thousand pounds belonging to each of the girls, which brings them in fifty pounds a year a-piece, and, of course, they will pay their mother for their board out of it. Altogether, they will have five hundred a year amongst them, and what on earth can four women want for more than that? They will live so cheap! Their housekeeping will be nothing at all. They will have no carriage, no horses, and hardly any servants; they will keep no company, and can have no expences of any kind! Only conceive how comfortable they will be! Five hundred a year! I am sure I cannot imagine how they will spend half of it; and as to your giving them more, it is quite absurd to think of it. They will be much more able to give you something.”

			“Upon my word,” said Mr. Dashwood, “I believe you are perfectly right. My father certainly could mean nothing more by his request to me than what you say. I clearly understand it now, and I will strictly fulfil my engagement by such acts of assistance and kindness to them as you have described. When my mother removes into another house my services shall be readily given to accommodate her as far I can. Some little present of furniture too may be acceptable then.”

			“Certainly,” returned Mrs. John Dashwood. “But, however, one thing must be considered. When your father and mother moved to Norland, though the furniture of Stanhill was sold, all the china, plate, and linen was saved, and is now left to your mother. Her house will therefore be almost completely fitted up as soon as she takes it.”

			“That is a material consideration undoubtedly. A valuable legacy indeed! And yet some of the plate would have been a very pleasant addition to our own stock here.”

			“Yes; and the set of breakfast china is twice as handsome as what belongs to this house. A great deal too handsome, in my opinion, for any place they can ever afford to live in. But, however, so it is. Your father thought only of them. And I must say this: that you owe no particular gratitude to him, nor attention to his wishes, for we very well know that if he could, he would have left almost every thing in the world to them.”

			This argument was irresistible. It gave to his intentions whatever of decision was wanting before; and he finally resolved, that it would be absolutely unnecessary, if not highly indecorous, to do more for the widow and children of his father, than such kind of neighbourly acts as his own wife pointed out.

		

	
		
			Chapter III

			Mrs. Dashwood remained at Norland several months; not from any disinclination to move when the sight of every well known spot ceased to raise the violent emotion which it produced for a while; for when her spirits began to revive, and her mind became capable of some other exertion than that of heightening its affliction by melancholy remembrances, she was impatient to be gone, and indefatigable in her enquiries for a suitable dwelling in the neighbourhood of Norland; for to remove far from that beloved spot was impossible. But she could hear of no situation that at once answered her notions of comfort and ease, and suited the prudence of her eldest daughter, whose steadier judgment rejected several houses as too large for their income, which her mother would have approved.

			Mrs. Dashwood had been informed by her husband of the solemn promise on the part of his son in their favour, which gave comfort to his last earthly reflections. She doubted the sincerity of this assurance no more than he had doubted it himself, and she thought of it for her daughters’ sake with satisfaction, though as for herself she was persuaded that a much smaller provision than 7000l. would support her in affluence. For their brother’s sake too, for the sake of his own heart she rejoiced; and she reproached herself for being unjust to his merit before, in believing him incapable of generosity. His attentive behaviour to herself and his sisters convinced her that their welfare was dear to him, and, for a long time, she firmly relied on the liberality of his intentions.

			The contempt which she had, very early in their acquaintance, felt for her daughter-in-law, was very much encreased by the farther knowledge of her character, which half a year’s residence in her family afforded; and perhaps in spite of every consideration of politeness or maternal affection on the side of the former, the two ladies might have found it impossible to have lived together so long, had not a particular circumstance occurred to give still greater eligibility, according to the opinions of Mrs. Dashwood, to her daughter’s continuance at Norland.

			This circumstance was a growing attachment between her eldest girl and the brother of Mrs. John Dashwood, a gentlemanlike and pleasing young man, who was introduced to their acquaintance soon after his sister’s establishment at Norland, and who had since spent the greatest part of his time there.

			Some mothers might have encouraged the intimacy from motives of interest, for Edward Ferrars was the eldest son of a man who had died very rich; and some might have repressed it from motives of prudence, for, except a trifling sum, the whole of his fortune depended on the will of his mother. But Mrs. Dashwood was alike uninfluenced by either consideration. It was enough for her that he appeared to be amiable, that he loved her daughter, and that Elinor returned the partiality. It was contrary to every doctrine of her’s that difference of fortune should keep any couple asunder who were attracted by resemblance of disposition; and that Elinor’s merit should not be acknowledged by every one who knew her, was to her comprehension impossible.

			Edward Ferrars was not recommended to their good opinion by any peculiar graces of person or address. He was not handsome, and his manners required intimacy to make them pleasing. He was too diffident to do justice to himself; but when his natural shyness was overcome, his behaviour gave every indication of an open affectionate heart. His understanding was good, and his education had given it solid improvement. But he was neither fitted by abilities nor disposition to answer the wishes of his mother and sister, who longed to see him distinguished—as—they hardly knew what. They wanted him to make a fine figure in the world in some manner or other. His mother wished to interest him in political concerns, to get him into parliament, or to see him connected with some of the great men of the day. Mrs. John Dashwood wished it likewise; but in the mean while, till one of these superior blessings could be attained, it would have quieted her ambition to see him driving a barouche. But Edward had no turn for great men or barouches. All his wishes centered in domestic comfort and the quiet of private life. Fortunately he had a younger brother who was more promising.

			Edward had been staying several weeks in the house before he engaged much of Mrs. Dashwood’s attention; for she was, at that time, in such affliction as rendered her careless of surrounding objects. She saw only that he was quiet and unobtrusive, and she liked him for it. He did not disturb the wretchedness of her mind by ill-timed conversation. She was first called to observe and approve him farther, by a reflection which Elinor chanced one day to make on the difference between him and his sister. It was a contrast which recommended him most forcibly to her mother.

			“It is enough;” said she, “to say that he is unlike Fanny is enough. It implies every thing amiable. I love him already.”

			“I think you will like him,” said Elinor, “when you know more of him.”

			“Like him!” replied her mother with a smile. “I can feel no sentiment of approbation inferior to love.”

			“You may esteem him.”

			“I have never yet known what it was to separate esteem and love.”

			Mrs. Dashwood now took pains to get acquainted with him. Her manners were attaching and soon banished his reserve. She speedily comprehended all his merits; the persuasion of his regard for Elinor perhaps assisted her penetration; but she really felt assured of his worth: and even that quietness of manner which militated against all her established ideas of what a young man’s address ought to be, was no longer uninteresting when she knew his heart to be warm and his temper affectionate.

			No sooner did she perceive any symptom of love in his behaviour to Elinor, than she considered their serious attachment as certain, and looked forward to their marriage as rapidly approaching.

			“In a few months, my dear Marianne,” said she, “Elinor will in all probability be settled for life. We shall miss her; but she will be happy.”

			“Oh! mama, how shall we do without her?”

			“My love, it will be scarcely a separation. We shall live within a few miles of each other, and shall meet every day of our lives. You will gain a brother, a real, affectionate brother. I have the highest opinion in the world of Edward’s heart. But you look grave, Marianne; do you disapprove your sister’s choice?”

			“Perhaps,” said Marianne, “I may consider it with some surprise. Edward is very amiable, and I love him tenderly. But yet—he is not the kind of young man—there is a something wanting—his figure is not striking; it has none of that grace which I should expect in the man who could seriously attach my sister. His eyes want all that spirit, that fire, which at once announce virtue and intelligence. And besides all this, I am afraid, mama, he has no real taste. Music seems scarcely to attract him, and though he admires Elinor’s drawings very much, it is not the admiration of a person who can understand their worth. It is evident, in spite of his frequent attention to her while she draws, that in fact he knows nothing of the matter. He admires as a lover, not as a connoisseur. To satisfy me, those characters must be united. I could not be happy with a man whose taste did not in every point coincide with my own. He must enter into all my feelings; the same books, the same music must charm us both. Oh! mama, how spiritless, how tame was Edward’s manner in reading to us last night! I felt for my sister most severely. Yet she bore it with so much composure, she seemed scarcely to notice it. I could hardly keep my seat. To hear those beautiful lines which have frequently almost driven me wild, pronounced with such impenetrable calmness, such dreadful indifference!”—

			“He would certainly have done more justice to simple and elegant prose. I thought so at the time; but you would give him Cowper.”

			“Nay, mama, if he is not to be animated by Cowper!—but we must allow for difference of taste. Elinor has not my feelings, and therefore she may overlook it, and be happy with him. But it would have broke my heart had I loved him, to hear him read with so little sensibility. Mama, the more I know of the world, the more am I convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much! He must have all Edward’s virtues, and his person and manners must ornament his
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