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    Two sisters test the fragile seam between prudence and passion, discovering that the heart’s richest rewards demand both clear-eyed judgment and the courage to feel fully.

Sense and Sensibility dramatizes a perennial human dilemma: how to balance disciplined reason with the exhilarating, sometimes perilous, claims of emotion. Jane Austen transforms this tension into a living social landscape, where dinner parties and drawing rooms become arenas of ethical choice, self-knowledge, and survival. The novel’s power arises from its proximity to ordinary life—inheritances, gossip, civility, and courtship—and from its insistence that character, more than circumstance, shapes destiny. At once intimate and panoramic, it presents the calibrations of feeling not as private indulgences but as public negotiations, revealing how values are forged amid family duties, financial constraints, and communal scrutiny.

Written by Jane Austen and first published anonymously in 1811, Sense and Sensibility was her debut in print and introduced readers to the distinctive clarity and irony of her voice. Composed and revised across the 1790s and early nineteenth century, it reflects the world of late Georgian and early Regency England. The novel follows the Dashwood family’s altered fortunes after a patriarch’s death and traces two sisters’ contrasting approaches to love and security. Without disclosing plot turns, it is fair to say that Austen’s purpose is both moral and social: to explore the ethics of feeling and the pressures exerted by property, propriety, and reputation.

At the story’s outset, the Dashwood women are displaced from comfort to modest circumstances, their future uncertain and their choices narrowed by laws and customs that limit women’s economic independence. In this setting, Elinor’s steadiness and Marianne’s ardor offer two modes of navigating desire, disappointment, and duty. The novel observes how friendships, flirtations, and family obligations collide, how appearances blur into judgments, and how the smallest speech acts can alter a life. Austen keeps the stakes recognizably human—affections, incomes, and honor—while showing how even private feelings are shaped by public conversation and the subtleties of class, courtesy, and calculation.

The book is considered a classic because it marries keen social scrutiny with enduring psychological insight, achieving an elegance of form that still feels modern. Austen refines the novel of manners into a precise instrument for moral inquiry, demonstrating how wit, understatement, and restraint can yield profound emotional resonance. Her scenes are choreographed with exacting economy, every visit and letter carrying weight, every misreading revealing character. The result is fiction that is both disciplined and alive: the comedy softens but does not obscure the ethical clarity, and the romance illuminates rather than evades the realities of money, rank, and the hard work of choosing well.

Its influence extends through the realist tradition, especially in the development of close third-person narration and free indirect style, techniques that allow readers to inhabit characters’ minds while maintaining critical distance. Austen’s craftsmanship helped set standards for the psychological novel, encouraging later writers to treat domestic life as a worthy subject of serious art. The book’s balance of irony and empathy shaped expectations for how courtship plots can interrogate social norms rather than merely celebrate them. Across two centuries, critics and novelists have found in Sense and Sensibility a model of clarity, concision, and moral nuance that rewards imitation and invites debate.

Austen’s setting—country cottages, great houses, and the bustle of town—offers a cross-section of English gentry life in a moment of transition. Inheritance practices and the etiquette of visiting, music, and letter-writing become more than period details; they are engines of plot and mirrors of character. The Dashwood sisters’ reduced circumstances underscore how wealth and gender intersect, while the community’s chatter maps the pathways through which reputation is made or marred. Without sensational incident, Austen renders the social fabric with such precision that even a walk in the rain or a change in seating can register as ethically charged, shaping the trajectory of hearts and futures.

Stylistically, the novel’s calm surface conceals a remarkable technical daring. Austen’s sentences accommodate irony and sympathy in the same breath, allowing readers to share a character’s feelings while perceiving their limits. The narrative voice maintains composure, yet it can tighten into subtle critique or relax into tender observation. Dialogue is both weapon and lifeline; it exposes pretension, expresses loyalty, and tests integrity. Letters, visits, and conversations are staged with a dramatist’s timing, where shifts in tone carry the force of action. This compositional restraint is not coldness but discipline, heightening the emotional stakes by refusing excess and trusting the reader’s intelligence.

Thematically, Sense and Sensibility examines self-command, sincerity, and the ethics of disclosure. It asks what we owe to those we love, what we owe to ourselves, and how truth can be spoken without cruelty. Money and marriage are never abstract; they are matrices of care and compromise. Austen distinguishes between genuine feeling and performative sensibility, between judgment and judgmentalism, and she suggests that maturation involves not silencing emotion but schooling it. The sisters’ bond grounds the novel’s inquiries, offering a portrait of mutual correction and steadfast affection that counters the distortions of vanity, rumor, and self-deception. The book’s moral center is humane rather than punitive.

Part of the pleasure of reading lies in Austen’s orchestration of suspense without melodrama. The narrative unfolds through incremental revelations, misunderstandings, and reversals that feel inevitable in retrospect. Places accrue significance as the characters return to them with altered knowledge, and small tokens—gifts, invitations, glances—carry weight. The prose invites slow attentiveness, rewarding readers who notice subtext and silence as much as speech. Yet the pace is never stagnant: humor, especially in portraits of secondary characters, keeps the world lively, while the central story advances with quiet inevitability. The result is a novel that is both decorous and urgent, measured and deeply felt.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s questions remain strikingly current: how to pursue intimacy without losing autonomy, how to weigh security alongside desire, how to act ethically in cultures saturated with display and judgment. Its attention to financial precarity, emotional labor, and social performance anticipates debates that animate our own age. The sisters’ negotiations with community expectations will resonate with anyone navigating competing demands of family, career, and self. Moreover, Austen’s ironic poise offers a tonic against extremes, suggesting that strength may reside in balance and perspective. The book continues to engage because it respects readers’ capacities for feeling and thinking at once.

Sense and Sensibility endures as a study of character under pressure, of love tempered by conscience, and of society as both constraint and catalyst. Its classic status rests on lucid prose, architectural precision, and the bracing honesty of its moral vision. Jane Austen transforms the ordinary into the illuminating, proving that domestic life can carry the weight of art and argument. Returning to this novel is to rediscover the pleasure of intelligence at play and the solace of humane judgment. It remains relevant not by nostalgia but by clarity, offering readers companionship in the lifelong work of harmonizing heart and mind.
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    Sense and Sensibility opens at Norland Park, where the Dashwood family faces a swift change in fortune after the death of their benefactor and then of Mr Dashwood. The estate passes, by legal restriction, to the son of the first marriage, John Dashwood, whose wife, Fanny, discourages generosity to his stepmother and half sisters. Mrs Dashwood, with her daughters Elinor and Marianne, must leave their longtime home. Before they depart, Fanny’s brother, Edward Ferrars, visits, and a quiet mutual regard forms between him and Elinor. The sisters’ contrasting temperaments emerge clearly: Elinor values restraint and judgment, while Marianne champions ardor and spontaneity.

A distant relative, Sir John Middleton, offers the Dashwoods a cottage on his Devonshire estate, and they settle at Barton. The new circle includes the genial Sir John, the polite Lady Middleton, and the talkative, well-meaning Mrs Jennings. Colonel Brandon, a reserved and honorable friend of the family, soon takes an interest in Marianne’s musical talent and spirited conversation. The community’s sociable routine of dinners, visits, and outings gives the sisters room to establish themselves. Elinor remains composed, corresponding cautiously and observing social boundaries, while Marianne continues to express her preferences and emotions freely, confident that true feeling should always guide conduct.

During a stormy walk, Marianne sprains her ankle and is aided by John Willoughby, a lively gentleman whose tastes seem to mirror her own. His frequent visits and marked attentions quickly become the talk of the neighborhood. Marianne’s delight in shared sensibilities encourages open displays of admiration, while those around her, including Elinor and Colonel Brandon, observe with varying degrees of concern or forbearance. The apparent intimacy prompts speculation about commitments without any explicit declaration. This contrast between public appearance and formal propriety places Marianne’s romantic ideals in direct conversation with the community’s expectations and introduces uncertainties that test both judgment and feeling.

The social season at Barton unfolds with picnics, musicales, and animated conversation. Mrs Jennings teases playful predictions of matches, revealing how gossip shapes reputations. Colonel Brandon’s steadiness and watchful kindness form a quiet counterpoint to Willoughby’s exuberance. Elinor’s calm exterior conceals private uneasiness about Edward Ferrars, whose prolonged absence and family constraints remain unexplained. She moderates her hopes, mindful of rank and income. Marianne, confident in the authority of sincere emotion, dismisses such caution as needless compromise. Through these daily interactions, the novel traces how manners, timing, and spoken or unspoken promises place real limits on how desire and duty can be pursued.

New acquaintances, the Miss Steeles, arrive, and Lucy Steele soon confides to Elinor a long-standing secret engagement to Edward Ferrars. This revelation startles Elinor and recasts earlier impressions, imposing a burden of silence that tests her composure. Bound by Lucy’s trust and unwilling to distress her family, Elinor manages the tension privately. The disclosure highlights the practical stakes that accompany affection, particularly when inheritance, social rank, and parental favor determine futures. Elinor’s response exemplifies the discipline of sense: she weighs facts, checks impulse, and preserves goodwill, even as the knowledge alters her expectations. The household remains unaware of the conflict shaping her reserve.

After Christmas, the sisters accompany Mrs Jennings to London, where crowded drawing rooms and assemblies intensify scrutiny and rumor. Marianne eagerly hopes to see Willoughby in this more public arena, while Elinor must navigate the Ferrars circle without revealing Lucy’s confidence. Invitations, brief encounters, and shifting attentions expose the precariousness of unspoken commitments. A sudden change in a gentleman’s behavior brings public embarrassment and private distress, underscoring how appearances can mislead and how dependence on external approval magnifies disappointment. In parallel, polite evasions and guarded conversations force Elinor to balance empathy with discretion, maintaining civility amid growing emotional and social pressures.

Consequences follow quickly. Letters, explanations, and hearsay complicate earlier assumptions, while family influence and economic calculation assert themselves. Colonel Brandon demonstrates quiet loyalty and offers a personal history that lends moral weight to his character and warns against rash judgments. Marianne’s unguarded sensibility, strained by reversals, leads her into a period of acute turmoil that alarms those around her. Elinor, though equally affected by private concerns, steadies the family and manages practical matters. The sisters confront the limits of certainty in a world arranged by money, manners, and marriageability, learning how easily private hopes can be shaped or thwarted by public circumstance.

Gradually, clarity emerges. Changed fortunes, including altered expectations of inheritance and a new professional prospect, reshape possibilities. Engagements are questioned, rearranged, or confirmed, sometimes through choices, sometimes through necessity. Misunderstandings are corrected by plain accounts, and motives appear in fuller light. Elinor articulates the need to govern strong feeling with principled judgment, while Marianne measures the costs of unreserved expression against the benefits of thoughtful restraint. Family loyalties are tested and reaffirmed through acts of generosity and forgiveness. Without lingering on outcomes, the narrative prepares a settlement grounded in increased self-knowledge, steadier affections, and practical arrangements suited to each character.

The story concludes with domestic stability restored and social positions recalibrated, reflecting the era’s ties between property, propriety, and personal happiness. Sense and Sensibility presents no simple victory of reserve over emotion; rather, it proposes harmony between guided feeling and considerate judgment. The sisters’ experiences demonstrate how attachments mature when tempered by honesty, patience, and respect for circumstance. Elinor’s steadiness shows that empathy need not abandon prudence, while Marianne’s growth affirms that ardor gains depth when informed by reflection. The novel’s fundamental message is balance: character and conduct flourish when sensibility is real and generous, and sense is humane and alert to the heart.
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    Sense and Sensibility is set in late Georgian England, principally in the southern counties of Sussex and Devonshire, with episodes in London and Somersetshire. The Dashwoods begin at Norland Park in Sussex, then remove to Barton Cottage on the Devon coast, and later travel to London for the winter social season. The implied chronology aligns with the mid-1790s to early 1800s, a moment of transition between the Georgian and Regency worlds. The setting is that of the landed gentry’s countryside: parish churches, market towns, and great houses linked by improving turnpike roads. Social life unfolds in drawing rooms and assembly rooms, regulated by kinship, patronage, and property.

The places Austen selects mirror the social geography of her time. Devonshire’s landscapes, with their cottages contrasted against Barton Park’s hospitality, emphasize dependence on landlords and kin. London scenes underscore the ritualized calendar of calls, balls, and card parties that structured courtship and reputation. Distances between counties—several days’ journey by coach from Barton to London—shape plots through delayed letters and news. The local parish and neighboring estates form a micro-political world where wealth, lineage, and marriage contracts dictate prospects. Estate names—Norland, Barton, Delaford, Cleveland—signify legal and economic entities whose control determines the Dashwood women’s fate.

The Regency Crisis culminated in the Regency Act of 5 February 1811, when George, Prince of Wales, became Prince Regent due to King George III’s incapacitating illness. While the novel’s story precedes this date, it was published in 1811 and reflects the manners and hierarchies that the Regency crystallized: conspicuous London sociability, patronage-driven careers, and deference to rank. The Prince Regent’s lavish court and expanding West End social season shaped expectations of marriage, display, and credit. Sense and Sensibility echoes this atmosphere in its London chapters, where reputation and fortune are negotiated in drawing rooms as consequentially as in Parliament.

The French Revolutionary Wars (1792–1802) and the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) formed an inescapable backdrop. Britain mobilized militia and regular forces, feared invasion (notably 1797–1805), and financed war through taxation and loans. Veterans and officers permeated polite society. Colonel Brandon, a retired officer, emblemizes the respectable military gentleman returning to parish and estate life. Though the novel avoids battlefronts, it registers wartime effects: heightened caution, the value placed on steady incomes for clergymen and officers, and the moral scrutiny of conduct during a period when national stability was prized. The quiet country concerns sit atop a nation at war.

The legal-economic regime of inheritance and marriage settlements in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century England most decisively shaped the world of Sense and Sensibility. Primogeniture, operating via strict settlements and entails, concentrated landed estates in the eldest male line. Family lawyers used trusts to preserve estates from subdivision and from the creditors of prodigal heirs. Under coverture, a married woman’s personal property passed to her husband; she could not own, sue, or contract independently, except via separate estate created by settlement. The 1753 Hardwicke’s Marriage Act imposed banns or license and parental consent for those under 21, curbing clandestine unions and turning marriage into a public, legally policed contract. Fortunes were ranked by the income their capital could reliably produce: a £10,000 portion might yield about 4–5 percent, or £400–£500 per annum; government 3% Consols offered lower returns with high security. Austen’s Dashwood women are left with about £500 a year to maintain four persons, a modest gentry income that determines housing, servants, and marriage prospects. The absence of Married Women’s Property Acts (not enacted until 1870 and 1882) means the stakes of choosing a husband were financial as well as emotional. Settlements arranged jointures for widows and pin money for wives; advantageous matches could secure livings for sons in the Church or commissions in the army. Within the novel, Norland Park’s descent to John Dashwood exemplifies primogeniture’s displacement of daughters and widow. Willoughby’s decision to marry Miss Grey—reported to possess £50,000—illustrates marriage as a financial strategy under this legal order. Edward Ferrars’s future depends on a clerical living rather than patrimonial wealth, showing how settlements, entails, and coverture structure every choice, from residence to romance.

The Church of England’s patronage system shaped careers and incomes for gentlemen. Parochial livings (rectories, vicarages, curacies) were attached to tithes in kind and fees; an advowson, the right to present a clergyman, could be held by a lay patron. Incomes varied widely, from under £100 to over £1,000 per year, depending on glebe land and tithe values. Ordination required a bishop’s approval and a theological examination. Colonel Brandon’s presentation of the Delaford living—often estimated in the narrative at roughly £200 per annum—situates Edward Ferrars within this structure. The novel connects clerical preferment directly to landownership and personal patronage.

Britain’s imperial expansion through the East India Company (EIC) tied gentry fortunes to overseas service. The EIC’s 1793 Charter Act renewed its trade monopoly, while Governor-General Richard Wellesley (1798–1805) pursued aggressive policies in India, culminating in the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War (1799) and expanding British territories. Officers and civil servants amassed pensions or prizes and returned as respectable men of means. Colonel Brandon’s years in the “East Indies,” explicitly noted in the novel, position him within this imperial circuit, where military service conferred both status and melancholy experience. His gravity and sense of duty reflect a class shaped by imperial postings and reintegration into county life.

The London social season, synchronized with the parliamentary calendar, organized elite courtship and reputation. By the late eighteenth century, West End districts—Mayfair, St. James’s, Marylebone—hosted routs, assemblies, and private balls, with venues such as Almack’s (established 1765) regulating exclusivity. Berkeley Street, Bond Street, and similar addresses signaled fashion. The population of London surpassed one million by 1801, intensifying visibility and gossip. In the novel, Mrs. Jennings’s London hospitality exposes Elinor and Marianne to the capital’s rituals, where introductions, carriage calls, and public appearances govern narratives of engagement and rupture. Marianne’s humiliation becomes a social event as much as a private grief.

Financial upheavals and innovations framed gentry budgets. The 1797 Bank Restriction Act suspended specie payments by the Bank of England, expanding paper credit during wartime. Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger introduced Britain’s first modern income tax in 1799 to fund the war effort, levied on incomes over £60 at graduated rates, repealed in 1802 and reimposed in 1803. Government securities—3% Consols—anchored conservative investment. Families calculated annuities, jointures, and allowances against these instruments. In Sense and Sensibility, the Dashwoods’ limited interest income, contrasts with the Ferrars family’s capital and Willoughby’s dependence on inheritance, charting the era’s intersection of sentiment with cash flow and tax realities.

Parliamentary enclosure accelerated between c. 1760 and 1820, with key general acts in 1801 and 1809 facilitating the privatization and reallocation of common fields. Enclosure enhanced agricultural productivity, rationalized hedges and drainage, and boosted rents for improving landlords, while displacing customary rights of the rural poor. Estates modernized landscapes into parks and profitable farms. This restructuring enriched many country gentlemen like Sir John Middleton, whose estate sustains generous hospitality at Barton Park. The Dashwoods’ tenancy at Barton Cottage, under a benevolent landlord, dramatizes how access to land and housing depended on gentry decisions amid nationwide consolidation of property and rural social change.

Turnpike trusts and mail-coach reforms revolutionized travel and communication. The mail coach system, reorganized by John Palmer in 1784, cut journey times dramatically; by 1800, London–Exeter could be done in about 17–20 hours under favorable conditions. Improved macadamized surfaces arrived slightly later (from the 1810s), but regular coaching inns and posting stations already knitted counties to the capital. The high cost of fares and post-chaises reinforced class distinctions in mobility. In Austen’s plot, visits from Sussex to Devonshire and the winter journey to London shape timing and misunderstanding, while letters—subject to postage charged by distance and sheets—mediate crucial revelations about engagements.

Poor relief and the legal status of illegitimacy formed a stern social backdrop. The 1782 Gilbert’s Act encouraged poorhouses for the impotent poor; the Speenhamland system (initiated 1795 in Berkshire) subsidized wages through parish rates. Bastardy orders sought paternal support, but enforcement was uneven, and unmarried mothers faced severe stigma. Parish settlement laws governed who could claim relief, tying mobility to legal residence. Willoughby’s seduction and abandonment of Eliza Williams—resulting in an illegitimate child—expose the fragility of female reputation and the limited institutional recourse available. Colonel Brandon’s guardianship operates as private charity compensating for a punitive, patchwork welfare system.

Marriage was at once a legal contract and a public moral institution. The 1753 Marriage Act required banns or license and parental consent for minors, reducing clandestine or impulsive unions. Divorce remained rare and prohibitive, available only by private Act of Parliament following an ecclesiastical separation and a criminal conversation suit, with fewer than a handful granted annually. Women had minimal property rights under coverture. These rules made engagement negotiations high-stakes financial planning. In the novel, Lucy Steele’s secret engagement to Edward Ferrars, and her subsequent marriage to his brother Robert, display calculated responses to legal and economic incentives, rather than mere romantic caprice.

Patronage and class hierarchy structured advancement. Aristocratic and gentry families dispensed livings, commissions, and introductions; urban wealth from commerce and banking increasingly mingled with landed status, especially around London. Mrs. Ferrars wields inheritance as social discipline, disinheriting and reinstating to steer marriages to her advantage. Such maneuvers mirrored real practices whereby settlements and legacies rewarded filial compliance. The Dashwoods’ reliance on Sir John Middleton’s generosity and Colonel Brandon’s patronage illustrates how networks of kin and neighbors replaced absent state supports. The novel’s outcomes map onto a society where gatekeepers of property and office regulated the life chances of younger sons and genteel women.

Country-house sociability—dinners, hunting parties, musical evenings—provided the theatre of manners in which reputations were made. Card tables and pianofortes were not trivialities: they indexed wealth, leisure, and “accomplishment” expected of genteel women. Local assemblies in market towns such as Exeter or Plymouth (proximate to Devon) connected provincial elites to metropolitan fashion. Codes of politeness demanded self-command, while the late eighteenth-century valorization of sentiment encouraged expressive feeling, creating tensions in behavior. Sense and Sensibility stages these social expectations through Elinor’s restraint and Marianne’s ardor, set against the precise conventions of visiting, letter-writing, and public decorum that governed courtship and family alliances.

The novel functions as a critique of a legal and economic order that renders women’s welfare contingent on male decisions and property instruments. By dramatizing primogeniture’s disinheritance, coverture’s erasure of female economic agency, and the transactional marriage market, it exposes structural injustice rather than mere individual vice. Austen shows how genteel poverty—£500 a year to sustain a household—narrows choices, making prudence not cynicism but survival. The quiet violence of settlements, dowries, and livings replaces overt political debate, yet the effect is political: who eats well, who travels, who marries suitably, and who must accept dependence is determined by law.

Austen also interrogates class performance and metropolitan power. London’s season amplifies reputational cruelty and marketizes intimacy, while rural patronage paternalism, exemplified by Sir John Middleton and Colonel Brandon, both mitigates and sustains hierarchy. The novel condemns the double standard that punishes Eliza Williams yet tolerates Willoughby until wealth redeems him socially. It questions a system that equates virtue with income streams, revealing how empire-made fortunes, church patronage, and enclosure profits underwrite “good society.” In tracing ethical maturity within these constraints, the book offers a measured political vision: personal virtue must challenge, not merely adapt to, the inequities of its age.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Jane Austen (1775–1817) is one of the central figures of English literature, a novelist of the late Georgian and Regency periods whose finely controlled prose, social acuity, and irony reshaped the possibilities of the novel. Writing about provincial gentry, courtship, and the economics of marriage, she brought psychological nuance and formal precision to narratives grounded in everyday life. Her six completed novels—now canonical—balance comedy with moral rigor and an exact sense of manners, speech, and motive. Across two decades of composition, she refined techniques that later critics would recognize as foundational to realist fiction, influencing narrative voice, character interiority, and the modern novel’s social reach.

Austen was born and raised in rural Hampshire in southern England, in a bookish Anglican household that valued reading, conversation, and amateur theatricals. Her education combined brief periods of formal schooling with extensive home study and voracious use of circulating libraries and periodicals. From early adolescence she drafted short comic pieces and parodies, later gathered as juvenilia, exercising a sharp ear for dialogue and social absurdities. This early practice honed a disciplined sense of structure and tone, preparing the ground for her later work. She also experimented with letters and diary-like forms, absorbing and testing the conventions of the eighteenth-century novel.

Her reading and environment furnished a wide repertoire of models and countermodels. She engaged the legacies of earlier novelists—especially the moral gravity of Samuel Richardson, the comic breadth of Henry Fielding, and the domestic wit of Frances Burney—while also responding to the Gothic vogue associated with writers such as Ann Radcliffe. Rather than imitate any single strain, Austen adapted these currents to a quieter, ironically mediated realism. She became an early master of free indirect style, weaving characters’ thoughts into third-person narration without overt authorial intrusion. The result is a poised voice that tests sentiment against judgment and custom against conscience.

By the 1790s she had begun drafting longer works, including epistolary versions of stories that would later become major novels. An early “Elinor and Marianne” was reworked into Sense and Sensibility; “First Impressions” was transformed into Pride and Prejudice. After initial setbacks and revisions, she secured publication in the early 1810s, issuing her books anonymously, identified only as “By a Lady.” Sense and Sensibility appeared first, followed by Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, and Emma. During these years she lived both in Bath and, later, back in Hampshire, where steady routines supported concentrated revision and the disciplined pace that defined her mature output.

Austen completed six novels: Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Emma, Northanger Abbey, and Persuasion. The first four appeared during her lifetime; the last two were published posthumously. She also wrote shorter and unfinished works, among them Lady Susan, The Watsons, and Sanditon. Across these books, she probes the intersection of feeling, judgment, and property—inheritance, entail, patronage—while mapping the rituals of courtship and kinship that structure social power. Without relying on melodrama, she fashions plots from choices about reading, conversation, and conduct, building tension through misunderstanding and self-knowledge. Her comedy preserves ethical seriousness, and her restraint heightens dramatic effect.

Contemporary reception was respectful and increasingly appreciative, with reviewers praising realism, dialogue, and moral balance, even as her authorship remained officially unnamed. She managed negotiations with publishers and bore the economic risks common to novelists of the period, gradually earning from her work. Her method combined meticulous drafting with revision attentive to pacing and voice, and her narrators cultivate a subtle irony that invites readers to weigh competing claims of desire, duty, and prudence. In technique and effect she helped consolidate the resources of realist narration, especially free indirect discourse, influencing later traditions in the English novel and beyond.

In her final years she continued to write despite declining health, completing Persuasion and preparing Northanger Abbey for the press; both appeared shortly after her death in 1817, accompanied by a notice that for the first time publicly identified her as the author. She was buried in Winchester Cathedral, and her reputation grew steadily through the nineteenth century and into the present. Today her novels are central to literary study and remain widely read, inspiring adaptations across stage and screen. Readers prize their wit, narrative control, and ethical tact, finding in them enduring insight into choice, self-knowledge, and the textures of social life.
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The family of Dashwood had long been settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park[1], 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 late owner 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. 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 charge on 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 affections 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 honor so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immovable 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 everything: her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was everything 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 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-humored, 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.
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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 anybody 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 everything 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[2], 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 be restored to our poor little boy–”

“Why, to be sure,” said her husband, very gravely, “that would make 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 anything 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 about 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 advisable 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 an 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 expenses.”

“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 expenses 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 as 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 everything 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.
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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 inquiries 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[3] 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 increased 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 daughters’ 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 hers 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 everything 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 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 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 goodness with every possible charm.”

“Remember, my love, that you are not seventeen. It is yet too early in life to despair of such a happiness. Why should you be less fortunate than your mother? In one circumstance only, my Marianne, may your destiny be different from hers!”
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“What a pity it is, Elinor,” said Marianne, “that Edward should have no taste for drawing.”

“No taste for drawing!” replied Elinor, “why should you think so? He does not draw himself, indeed, but he has great pleasure in seeing the performances of other people, and I assure you he is by no means deficient in natural taste, though he has not had opportunities of improving it. Had he ever been in the way of learning, I think he would have drawn very well. He distrusts his own judgment in such matters so much, that he is always unwilling to give his opinion on any picture; but he has an innate propriety and simplicity of taste, which in general direct him perfectly right.”

Marianne was afraid of offending, and said no more on the subject; but the kind of approbation which Elinor described as excited in him by the drawings of other people, was very far from that rapturous delight, which, in her opinion, could alone be called taste. Yet, though smiling within herself at the mistake, she honoured her sister for that blind partiality to Edward which produced it.

“I hope, Marianne,” continued Elinor, “you do not consider him as deficient in general taste. Indeed, I think I may say that you cannot, for your behaviour to him is perfectly cordial, and if THAT were your opinion, I am sure you could never be civil to him.”

Marianne hardly knew what to say. She would not wound the feelings of her sister on any account, and yet to say what she did not believe was impossible. At length she replied:

“Do not be offended, Elinor, if my praise of him is not in every thing equal to your sense of his merits. I have not had so many opportunities of estimating the minuter propensities of his mind, his inclinations and tastes, as you have; but I have the highest opinion in the world of his goodness and sense. I think him every thing that is worthy and amiable.”

“I am sure,” replied Elinor, with a smile, “that his dearest friends could not be dissatisfied with such commendation as that. I do not perceive how you could express yourself more warmly.”

Marianne was rejoiced to find her sister so easily pleased.

“Of his sense and his goodness,” continued Elinor, “no one can, I think, be in doubt, who has seen him often enough to engage him in unreserved conversation. The excellence of his understanding and his principles can be concealed only by that shyness which too often keeps him silent. You know enough of him to do justice to his solid worth. But of his minuter propensities, as you call them you have from peculiar circumstances been kept more ignorant than myself. He and I have been at times thrown a good deal together, while you have been wholly engrossed on the most affectionate principle by my mother. I have seen a great deal of him, have studied his sentiments and heard his opinion on subjects of literature and taste; and, upon the whole, I venture to pronounce that his mind is well-informed, enjoyment of books exceedingly great, his imagination lively, his observation just and correct, and his taste delicate and pure. His abilities in every respect improve as much upon acquaintance as his manners and person. At first sight, his address is certainly not striking; and his person can hardly be called handsome, till the expression of his eyes, which are uncommonly good, and the general sweetness of his countenance, is perceived. At present, I know him so well, that I think him really handsome; or at least, almost so. What say you, Marianne?”

“I shall very soon think him handsome, Elinor, if I do not now. When you tell me to love him as a brother, I shall no more see imperfection in his face, than I now do in his heart.”

Elinor started at this declaration, and was sorry for the warmth she had been betrayed into, in speaking of him. She felt that Edward stood very high in her opinion. She believed the regard to be mutual; but she required greater certainty of it to make Marianne’s conviction of their attachment agreeable to her. She knew that what Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they believed the next–that with them, to wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect. She tried to explain the real state of the case to her sister.

“I do not attempt to deny,” said she, “that I think very highly of him–that I greatly esteem, that I like him.”

Marianne here burst forth with indignation–

“Esteem him! Like him! Cold-hearted Elinor! Oh! worse than cold-hearted! Ashamed of being otherwise. Use those words again, and I will leave the room this moment.”

Elinor could not help laughing. “Excuse me,” said she; “and be assured that I meant no offence to you, by speaking, in so quiet a way, of my own feelings. Believe them to be stronger than I have declared; believe them, in short, to be such as his merit, and the suspicion–the hope of his affection for me may warrant, without imprudence or folly. But farther than this you must not believe. I am by no means assured of his regard for me. There are moments when the extent of it seems doubtful; and till his sentiments are fully known, you cannot wonder at my wishing to avoid any encouragement of my own partiality, by believing or calling it more than it is. In my heart I feel little–scarcely any doubt of his preference. But there are other points to be considered besides his inclination. He is very far from being independent. What his mother really is we cannot know; but, from Fanny’s occasional mention of her conduct and opinions, we have never been disposed to think her amiable; and I am very much mistaken if Edward is not himself aware that there would be many difficulties in his way, if he were to wish to marry a woman who had not either a great fortune or high rank.”

Marianne was astonished to find how much the imagination of her mother and herself had outstripped the truth.

“And you really are not engaged to him!” said she. “Yet it certainly soon will happen. But two advantages will proceed from this delay. I shall not lose you so soon, and Edward will have greater opportunity of improving that natural taste for your favourite pursuit which must be so indispensably necessary to your future felicity. Oh! if he should be so far stimulated by your genius as to learn to draw himself, how delightful it would be!”

Elinor had given her real opinion to her sister. She could not consider her partiality for Edward in so prosperous a state as Marianne had believed it. There was, at times, a want of spirits about him which, if it did not denote indifference, spoke of something almost as unpromising. A doubt of her regard, supposing him to feel it, need not give him more than inquietude. It would not be likely to produce that dejection of mind which frequently attended him. A more reasonable cause might be found in the dependent situation which forbade the indulgence of his affection. She knew that his mother neither behaved to him so as to make his home comfortable at present, nor to give him any assurance that he might form a home for himself, without strictly attending to her views for his aggrandizement. With such a knowledge as this, it was impossible for Elinor to feel easy on the subject. She was far from depending on that result of his preference of her, which her mother and sister still considered as certain. Nay, the longer they were together the more doubtful seemed the nature of his regard; and sometimes, for a few painful minutes, she believed it to be no more than friendship.

But, whatever might really be its limits, it was enough, when perceived by his sister, to make her uneasy, and at the same time, (which was still more common,) to make her uncivil. She took the first opportunity of affronting her mother-in-law on the occasion, talking to her so expressively of her brother’s great expectations, of Mrs. Ferrars’s resolution that both her sons should marry well, and of the danger attending any young woman who attempted to DRAW HIM IN; that Mrs. Dashwood could neither pretend to be unconscious, nor endeavor to be calm. She gave her an answer which marked her contempt, and instantly left the room, resolving that, whatever might be the inconvenience or expense of so sudden a removal, her beloved Elinor should not be exposed another week to such insinuations.

In this state of her spirits, a letter was delivered to her from the post, which contained a proposal particularly well timed. It was the offer of a small house, on very easy terms, belonging to a relation of her own, a gentleman of consequence and property in Devonshire. The letter was from this gentleman himself, and written in the true spirit of friendly accommodation. He understood that she was in need of a dwelling; and though the house he now offered her was merely a cottage, he assured her that everything should be done to it which she might think necessary, if the situation pleased her. He earnestly pressed her, after giving the particulars of the house and garden, to come with her daughters to Barton Park, the place of his own residence, from whence she might judge, herself, whether Barton Cottage[4], for the houses were in the same parish, could, by any alteration, be made comfortable to her. He seemed really anxious to accommodate them and the whole of his letter was written in so friendly a style as could not fail of giving pleasure to his cousin; more especially at a moment when she was suffering under the cold and unfeeling behaviour of her nearer connections. She needed no time for deliberation or inquiry. Her resolution was formed as she read. The situation of Barton, in a county so far distant from Sussex as Devonshire, which, but a few hours before, would have been a sufficient objection to outweigh every possible advantage belonging to the place, was now its first recommendation. To quit the neighbourhood of Norland was no longer an evil; it was an object of desire; it was a blessing, in comparison of the misery of continuing her daughter-in-law’s guest; and to remove for ever from that beloved place would be less painful than to inhabit or visit it while such a woman was its mistress. She instantly wrote Sir John Middleton her acknowledgment of his kindness, and her acceptance of his proposal; and then hastened to shew both letters to her daughters, that she might be secure of their approbation before her answer were sent.

Elinor had always thought it would be more prudent for them to settle at some distance from Norland, than immediately amongst their present acquaintance. On THAT head, therefore, it was not for her to oppose her mother’s intention of removing into Devonshire. The house, too, as described by Sir John, was on so simple a scale, and the rent so uncommonly moderate, as to leave her no right of objection on either point; and, therefore, though it was not a plan which brought any charm to her fancy, though it was a removal from the vicinity of Norland beyond her wishes, she made no attempt to dissuade her mother from sending a letter of acquiescence.
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