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Abstract 

This research paper embarks on a comprehensive 

exploration of Fanny Burney's two influential novels, 

Evelina (1778) and Cecilia (1782), examining their 

thematic congruities and divergences and placing 

them within the socio-cultural context of late 18th-

century England. These novels serve as multifaceted 

mirrors reflecting the intricacies of a society in the 

throes of change. This paper scrutinizes the 

interwoven themes that permeate both works, 

focusing on the tension between individual virtue 

and societal expectations. Evelina and Cecilia, the 

heroines at the heart of these narratives, embody the 

moral and societal dilemmas faced by women in 

their respective positions within society. Their 

character developments reveal nuanced portrayals 

of the challenges and opportunities present for 

women during this era. Burney's use of satire 

emerges as a key lens through which she critiques the 

upper classes' affectations, hypocrisies, and moral 

ambiguities. By dissecting the satirical elements in 

each novel, we gain insights into Burney's incisive 

social commentary. To appreciate the depth of 

Burney's observations, we must consider the 

historical and social milieu of late 18th-century 

England, marked by Enlightenment ideals, political 

upheaval, and the persistence of traditional norms. 

Burney's novels emerge from this backdrop, offering 

readers a nuanced perspective on societal 

transformation. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 

Fanny Burney, born Frances Burney in 1752, occupies a 

distinguished place in the annals of 18th-century English 

literature. Her literary legacy thrived amidst the 

turbulent backdrop of the American and French 

Revolutions, where Enlightenment ideals clashed with 

established traditions. Burney's enduring contributions 

to literature are encapsulated in two seminal novels, 

Evelina (1778) and Cecilia (1782). These novels, while 

offering compelling narratives, also provide profound 

insights into the society of their time. Burney's 

significance in English literature cannot be overstated. In 

an era where the novel was still evolving as a literary 

form, Burney's works displayed remarkable narrative 

sophistication. Amidst contemporaries like Samuel 

Johnson and James Boswell, her novels introduced a 

distinct female perspective, shedding light on the 

complexities of 18th-century English society. 

 

Evelina and Cecilia serve as literary mirrors reflecting the 

era's intricate dynamics. They encapsulate the essence 

of an epoch marked by a tension between 

Enlightenment values – reason, individualism, and 

liberty – and the persistent influence of class distinctions 

and prescribed gender roles. Burney's storytelling 

acumen, rich character development, and keen social 

commentary elevate her novels from mere fiction to 

profound reflections of the society that shaped them. 

In Evelina, readers encounter the eponymous heroine, 

Evelina Anville, whose transformation from a sheltered, 

naive young woman into a confident, morally upright 

individual mirrors broader societal shifts. Evelina's 

experiences reveal the challenges young women face in 

a society often characterized by superficiality and moral 
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hypocrisy. As Evelina evolves, the novel exposes the 

stark contrast between the veneer of polite society and 

the true virtues beneath. 

 

Cecilia, Burney's second major work, delves deeper into 

the societal intricacies of the late 18th century. The novel 

centres on Cecilia Beverly, an heiress grappling with the 

moral dilemmas of her newfound wealth. Cecilia's moral 

drama explores the interplay between personal integrity 

and societal conformity, illuminating class distinctions, 

financial entanglements, and the consequences of moral 

compromise. Burney's narrative offers a profound 

meditation on the complexities of choice and identity in 

a rapidly changing society. 

As we embark on a comprehensive analysis of Evelina 

and Cecilia, we will delve into thematic complexities, 

character intricacies, and societal reflections within 

these novels. We will uncover profound thematic 

similarities, character-driven narratives, and the power 

of satire in Burney's social critique. Furthermore, we will 

consider the broader socio-cultural context of late 18th-

century England, where Burney's literary works emerged 

as mirrors reflecting societal tensions and the enduring 

relevance of their explored themes. 

 

2. SIMILAR THEMES IN "EVELINA" AND "CECILIA" 

 

The thematic landscape of Evelina and Cecilia forms a 

pivotal point of convergence between these two novels. 

A central theme that binds them is the delicate balance 

between individual virtue and societal expectations. In 

Evelina, readers witness the moral evolution of Evelina 

Anville as she navigates a society marked by 

superficiality and moral hypocrisy. Similarly, Cecilia 

plunges us into the moral dilemmas faced by its 

eponymous character as she confronts the demands of 

societal norms and financial entanglements. Burney's 

exploration of the conflict between personal integrity 

and external pressures resonates as a unifying theme in 

both narratives. 

 

Another shared theme is the scrutiny of class 

distinctions and their impact on individual choices. 

Evelina and Cecilia delve into the intricacies of class 

hierarchy, with the former highlighting the plight of a 

young woman of uncertain birthright and the latter 

exploring the consequences of an heiress's financial 

independence. Through these themes, Burney 

illuminates the challenges of navigating the social strata 

of her time. 

 

3. CHARACTER PORTRAYALS: EVELINA VS. CECILIA 

 

Comparative character analysis between Evelina and 

Cecilia unveils nuanced portrayals that mirror the 

societal expectations they confront. Evelina, in her 

innocence and naiveté, serves as a lens through which 

readers observe the perils encountered by young 

women navigating the intricacies of 18th-century 

English society. Her journey is characterized by a 

progression from an uncertain, self-effacing girl to a 

confident, morally upright woman. In contrast, Cecilia, in 

Cecilia, emerges as a mature and financially 

independent character, whose moral quandaries 

underscore the tensions between personal integrity and 

external pressures. Burney's portrayal of these 

characters serves as a testament to their transformative 

journeys and offers a discerning commentary on the 

evolving role of women in society. 

 

4. THE ROLE OF SATIRE IN SOCIAL CRITIQUE 

 

Burney's astute use of satire emerges as a powerful tool 

for critiquing the societal norms and hypocrisies of her 

time. In both Evelina and Cecilia, we encounter satirical 

elements that illuminate the foibles and contradictions 

of the aristocracy and upper classes. Evelina satirizes the 

affectations and superficiality of high society, while 

Cecilia takes aim at the moral compromises individuals 

are compelled to make within the confines of their class. 

Burney's skilful use of satire serves as a vehicle for her 

incisive social commentary, enabling readers to perceive 

the subtleties and paradoxes of late 18th-century 

English society. 

 

5. CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY AND BURNEY'S 

COMMENTARY 

 

To fully appreciate the depth of Burney's social 

commentary, it is imperative to delve into the societal 

backdrop of late 18th-century England. This period was 

characterized by the Enlightenment's emphasis on 

reason, individualism, and liberty, juxtaposed with the 

persistence of rigid class distinctions and traditional 

gender roles. Burney's novels emerge from this dynamic 
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context, offering readers a multifaceted perspective on 

a society in flux. 

The Enlightenment ideals of reason, individualism, and 

liberty influenced the intellectual landscape of the era, 

fostering an atmosphere of critical thinking and 

questioning of established norms. However, these ideals 

coexisted with deeply ingrained class hierarchies and 

traditional gender roles that continued to shape social 

interactions and expectations. 

 

6. THEMATIC COMPLEXITIES IN "EVELINA" AND 

"CECILIA" 

 

As we delve deeper into the thematic intricacies of 

Evelina and Cecilia, we uncover layers of complexity that 

enrich our understanding of these literary gems. While 

both novels share overarching themes of moral virtue 

and societal expectations, it is within the nuances of 

these themes that Burney's storytelling prowess shines. 

 

7. MORALITY AND VIRTUE 

 

"Moral virtue" in the context of Burney's novels is not a 

static concept but a dynamic and evolving quality. In 

Evelina, Evelina Anville's journey is not merely about 

adhering to societal conventions but about discovering 

her moral compass amidst a society that often lacks true 

virtue. Her trials and tribulations, particularly her 

encounters with the lecherous Sir Clement Willoughby, 

expose the stark contrast between genuine moral 

integrity and the veneer of polite society. Burney uses 

Evelina's experiences to emphasize the idea that true 

virtue often emerges in the face of adversity. 

Cecilia takes a more mature and nuanced approach to 

the question of moral virtue. Cecilia Beverly, as a woman 

of substantial wealth, grapples with the complexities of 

maintaining her integrity in a society driven by financial 

interests. Burney skilfully explores the moral 

compromises that can emerge when individuals are 

placed in circumstances where their values clash with 

external pressures. Cecilia's struggle to uphold her 

principles in the face of an advantageous but morally 

ambiguous marriage proposal showcases Burney's 

acute understanding of human nature. 

8. GENDER ROLES AND IDENTITY 

 

One of the most intriguing aspects of Burney's novels is 

her exploration of gender roles and the formation of 

identity. Evelina, a sheltered and somewhat naive young 

woman, embarks on a journey of self-discovery as she 

navigates the intricacies of London society. Her 

transformation from a timid observer to a confident 

woman of virtue highlights Burney's emphasis on the 

agency and resilience of women in a society that often 

limited their choices. 

 

In Cecilia, the eponymous character's financial 

independence grants her a unique position in society. 

She possesses the power to make choices that many 

women of her time could only dream of. Yet, this 

independence also exposes her to the moral and 

societal dilemmas that come with wealth. Cecilia's 

struggle to balance her personal desires with her social 

responsibilities illuminates the complexities of identity 

formation within the context of class and gender 

expectations. 

 

9. SOCIAL CLASS AND MOBILITY 

 

Burney's novels are not mere commentaries on the 

upper echelons of society but also examinations of 

social mobility and class distinctions. In Evelina, the 

eponymous character's uncertain social standing is a 

central plot point. Her journey from obscurity to 

recognition highlights the fluidity of class boundaries in 

18th-century England. Burney presents a society where 

reputation and manners are often more important than 

lineage, reflecting the changing social landscape of her 

time. 

Cecilia delves even deeper into questions of class, 

privilege, and inheritance. The novel's central conflict 

revolves around Cecilia's inheritance and her obligation 

to marry in a way that will preserve her wealth. Burney's 

portrayal of Cecilia's dilemma underscores the 

challenges and constraints faced by individuals in 

different social strata. The novel serves as a compelling 

exploration of the consequences of wealth and the 

choices it affords or restricts. 

 

10. THE POWER OF SATIRE IN SOCIAL CRITIQUE 

 

While the themes discussed above provide the thematic 

backbone of both novels, Burney's masterful use of 

satire elevates her social critique to a level of profound 

sophistication. Satire in Evelina takes the form of 

humorous and incisive commentary on the affectations 
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and superficiality of high society. Through the character 

of Madame Duval, a crude and self-important relative of 

Evelina, Burney exposes the stark contrast between 

aristocratic pretensions and genuine virtue. Madame 

Duval's outlandish behavior and ridiculous posturing 

serve as a satirical mirror that reflects the absurdities of 

the upper class. 

 

In Cecilia, Burney's satire takes a darker and more biting 

tone as she delves into the moral compromises made by 

characters in their pursuit of social advancement. The 

character of Mr. Delvile, Cecilia's guardian, represents 

the moral decay that can accompany a relentless pursuit 

of social status. His overbearing nature, obsession with 

lineage, and disdain for those he deems beneath him 

become objects of pointed satire. Burney's portrayal of 

Mr. Delvile serves as a scathing critique of a society 

where external appearances often take precedence over 

genuine character. 

 

11. CONCLUSION 

 

In our exploration of the thematic complexities within 

Evelina and Cecilia, we have uncovered layers of depth 

that underscore Fanny Burney's literary genius. Her 

ability to interweave themes of morality, gender, class, 

and satire into her narratives elevates these novels from 

mere social commentary to profound reflections on the 

human condition. Evelina and Cecilia, as characters, 

serve as conduits through which Burney explores the 

multifaceted nature of virtue, identity, and societal 

expectations. 

Moreover, Burney's use of satire, whether through 

humorous caricatures or biting critique, adds an 

additional layer of richness to her storytelling. Her 

satirical lens allows readers to not only engage with the 

characters and their moral dilemmas but also to critically 

examine the society in which they exist. 

As we reflect on Evelina and Cecilia, we recognize that 

Burney's novels transcend their time and continue to 

offer readers a lens through which to explore the 

complexities of society and human nature. These novels 

remain enduring classics, inviting us to contemplate the 

enduring relevance of the themes they address. 
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