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' A t the still point of the turning w o r l d . ' 
T . S. E l io t , Burnt Norton 

MA N S F I E L D P A R K tells the story o f F a n n y Pr ice ' s rise 
f r o m insignif icance to importance . W h e n we first meet 
her — t i m i d , i n tears and phys ica l ly weak — she is the 

p o o r re la t ion , the adopted c h i l d i n the great strange house . 
B y the end o f the n o v e l she has m o v e d f r o m the fr inge to the 
centre a n d is needed b y everyone. T h e b o o k shows us a complete 
reversal o f p o s i t i o n ; and the dramatic i r o n y and d is t inct ive 
shape o f the narrat ive lie i n this reversal . 

T h e first chapter makes p la in to us the special interests, the 
'areas o f experience' that Jane A u s t e n w i l l deal w i t h , a n d the 
chapter begins w i t h a reminder o f the importance o f m o n e y : 

A b o u t thirty years ago, Miss Mar ia W a r d , of Hunt ingdon , w i t h only 
seven thousand pounds, had the good luck to captivate Sir Thomas 
Bertram, o f Mansfield Park, i n the county o f Northampton, and to be 
thereby raised to the rank of a baronet's lady, wi th all the comforts 
and consequences o f an handsome house and large income. A l l 
Hunt ingdon exclaimed on the greatness of the match, and her uncle, 
the lawyer, himself, allowed her to be at least three thousand pounds 
short o f any equitable claim to it. 

H e r sister, M r s N o r r i s , was less l u c k y : ' M i s s W a r d , at the e n d o f 
ha l f a d o z e n years, f o u n d herself o b l i g e d to be attached to the 
R e v . M r N o r r i s , a f r iend o f her brother - in - law, w i t h scarcely any 
pr ivate f o r t u n e . . . ' ' Fe l t herself o b l i g e d to be at tached ' : the 
w o r d s s u m u p the attitude o f Char lot te Lucas towards M r 
C o l l i n s i n Pride and Prejudice. T h e difference between the t w o 
novels is that w h i l e for Char lot te f reedom to m a r r y for l o v e is 
difficult for e c o n o m i c reasons, i n Mansfield Park people are not 
free to make successful marriages because o f faults i n their m o r a l 
educat ion . A t once we reach one o f the great issues o f the n o v e l — 
the quest ion o f f reedom. T h e reference to M r s N o r r i s cannot be 
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d ismissed as a s imple piece o f sarcasm. She m a r r i e d w i t h o u t 
affection and for m o n e y (what there was o f i t ) , b u t S i r T h o m a s 
B e r t r a m i n the great c l imat ic scene o f the b o o k tries to force a 
s imi lar marriage o n F a n n y . O n e o f the ways Jane A u s t e n directs 
o u r judgement o f S i r T h o m a s a n d the ethical basis o f his w o r l d 
is to make h i m echo, h o w e v e r faintly , i n w o r d and deed, the 
extreme and nasty o p i n i o n s a n d attitudes o f M r s N o r r i s . 

S i r T h o m a s ho lds mis taken v iews o n educat ion , but i n this 
first chapter he raises the cruc ia l q u e s t i o n : w h a t can be done to 
change a person for the g o o d , a n d what factors — d i s p o s i t i o n 
(that key w o r d i n Mansfield Park) e n v i r o n m e n t , example — are 
most i m p o r t a n t i n the educat ion o f anyone. 

'There w i l l be some difficulty i n our way, M r s Norr i s , ' observed Sir 
Thomas, 'as to the distinction proper to be made between the girls as 
they grow up : how to preserve i n the minds of my daughters the cons­
ciousness o f what they are, without making them think too lowly of their 
cousin; and how, without depressing her spirits too far, to make her 
remember that she is not a Miss Bertram. I should wish to see them very 
good friends, and would , on no account, authorize i n my girls the 
smallest degree of arrogance towards their relation; but still they 
cannot be equals. Their rank, fortune, rights, and expectations, w i l l 
always be different. It is a point o f great delicacy, and you must assist 
us i n our endeavours to choose exactly the right line of conduct. ' 
(Ch. i ) 

W h a t Sir T h o m a s chiefly wishes to see altered i n F a n n y is her 
chie f v i r t u e , her f reedom o f s p i r i t ; he recognizes , i n theory , that a 
bad d i s p o s i t i o n can be 'dangerous ' for those w h o are i n contact 
w i t h i t , but is b l i n d to the poss ib i l i ty that this b a d d i s p o s i t i o n 
m i g h t be f o u n d i n his daughters . S i r T h o m a s may not ' author ize ' 
i n his daughters any arrogance towards F a n n y , but the w o r d 
betrays the shor tcomings o f his o w n author i tar ian a n d remote 
re lat ionship w i t h them. F a n n y 'is n o t a M i s s B e r t r a m ' and 'cannot 
be the equa l ' o f M a r i a and J u l i a . T h e m o r a l ins ight o f the n o v e l is 
that w h o l e m o v e m e n t o f the narrat ive w h i c h takes us f r o m a 
l i tera l reading o f these w o r d s to an awareness, by the e n d , o f 
their e c h o i n g i r o n y w h e n we come to see that, indeed , F a n n y 
Pr i ce is not a M i s s B e r t r a m , and that they cannot ever be 'equals ' . 

I n the second chapter F a n n y arrives, ' somewhat delicate and 
p u n y . . . smal l o f her age, a n d w i t h n o g l o w o f c o m p l e x i o n n o r 
any other s t r i k i n g beauty' . She is t i m i d , shy, u n h a p p y and is 
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f o u n d one m o r n i n g by E d m u n d c r y i n g o n the attic stairs. 
E d m u n d alone takes some interest i n F a n n y ; he establishes a 
personal re lat ionship w i t h her , a w a r m h u m a n contact very 
different f r o m that w h i c h Sir T h o m a s a n d his daughters s h o w 
either to her or to one another . I n re turn she ' l o v e d h i m better 
than a n y b o d y i n the w o r l d except W i l l i a m ' . M o r a l educat ion — 
a n d Jane A u s t e n scarcely dist inguishes between educat ion a n d 
m o r a l educat ion — is possible o n l y where there is l o v e , a real 
personal regard for one person b y another. 

T h r o u g h o u t the n o v e l the quest ion o f m o r a l educat ion is 
repeatedly raised b y marr iage : marriage is the touchstone b y 
w h i c h we are to gauge the qua l i ty o f a person's d i s p o s i t i o n a n d 
character. M a r i a Ber t ram's v i e w o f marriage is brief ly sketched 
and p l a c e d : 

Being now in her twenty-first year, Mar ia Bertram was beginning to 
think matrimony a duty ; and as a marriage wi th M r Rushworth w o u l d 
give her the enjoyment of a larger income than her father's, as wel l as 
ensure the house i n town, which was n o w a prime object, it became, 
by the same rite o f moral obligation, her evident duty to marry M r 
Rushworth i f she could. (Ch. 4) 

M a r i a wants a house i n L o n d o n . L o n d o n , i n the n o v e l typifies 
rootlessness, t r i v i a l i t y a n d a l icence w h i c h is mis taken for free­
d o m ; a n d M a r i a sees f reedom as escape f r o m external restraint. 
La ter her attitude is presented m o r e sharply. H e n r y C r a w f o r d has 
flirted w i t h her and left her , and marriage to M r R u s h w o r t h 
becomes m o r e i m p o r t a n t . 

She must escape from h i m [Henry Crawford] and Mansfield as soon 
as possible, and find consolation i n fortune and consequence, bustle 
and the wor ld , for a wounded sp i r i t . . . In al l the important prepara­
tions o f the mind she was complete: being prepared for matrimony 
by an hatred of home, restraint, and tranquil ity; by the misery o f 
disappointed affection, and contempt of the man she was to marry. 
The rest might wait. (Ch. 21) 

W h a t happens to her later is inevi table . She is n o t free; her 
educat ion , d i s p o s i t i o n a n d pr inc ip les make f reedom i m p o s s i b l e , 
a n d she a n d M r s N o r r i s come together at the e n d to pass the rest 
o f their days i n the existential h e l l o f eath other 's c o m p a n y . 

M a r i a may w i s h to escape, b u t F a n n y loves M a n s f i e l d P a r k a n d 
' every th ing i n i t ' . Several t imes, i n the o p e n i n g chapters, she 
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expresses her l o v e for the place, for the house, but does not m e n ­
t i o n the occupants . A n d except for E d m u n d she has n o reason to 
l o v e these people . She is terri f ied o f Sir T h o m a s ; she is b u l l i e d by 
M r s N o r r i s , and her m i n d ' h a d s e l d o m k n o w n a pause i n its 
alarms and embarrassments ' . M a n s f i e l d P a r k may represent the 
truer values o f the c o u n t r y , as opposed to L o n d o n , a n d a finer w a y 
o f life o f c u s t o m and ceremony. B u t the values o f the great 
country houses are threatened a n d c o l l a p s i n g ; f r o m the c u s t o m 
and ceremony o f Mans f ie ld P a r k neither innocence n o r beauty is 
b o r n , and at Sother ton we learn that the chapel is n o longer used 
for m o r n i n g prayers. E v e r y o n e at M a n s f i e l d P a r k contr ibutes to 
Fanny ' s unhappiness ; everyone has been c o r r u p t e d by a false 
educat ion. F o r Jane A u s t e n b l o o d and heredity count for n o t h i n g ; 
the t rad i t iona l pieties cannot be inher i ted . M a r i a a n d J u l i a , T o m 
B e r t r a m a n d Sir T h o m a s are, l ike Fanny ' s family at P o r t s m o u t h , 
v i c t ims o f e n v i r o n m e n t a n d bad educat ion. 

H e n r y a n d M a r y C r a w f o r d are central to the a i m o f the n o v e l , 
and Jane Aus ten ' s treatment o f t h e m has been often misunder­
s tood a n d c o n d e m n e d . M a r y , w i t h her l ivel iness a n d c h a r m 
appears to many as another E l i z a b e t h Bennett , a n d her brother 
as a perfectly respectable y o u n g m a n w h o w o u l d never have r u n 
off w i t h M a r i a , and w h o was genuine ly a n d o b v i o u s l y i n l o v e 
w i t h F a n n y and m o r e than w o r t h y o f her. M a r v i n M u d r i c k 
makes the p o i n t sharply : ' T h e author betrays M a r y as an author 
must always betray a character . . . e l u d i n g the m o r a l s i t u a t i o n . ' 1 

M a r y C r a w f o r d is the most subt ly d r a w n o f a l l Jane Aus ten ' s 
characters a n d we are n o t r e s p o n d i n g to the art o f this n o v e l i f we 
fail to see the real ism a n d firmness o f the m o r a l ins ight i n the 
portra i t o f M a r y . 

M i s s C r a w f o r d intends to marry , ' p r o v i d e d she c o u l d marry 
w e l l ' . 

'I w o u l d have every body marry i f they can do it properly ; I do not 
like to have people throw themselves away; but every body should 
marry as soon as they can do it to advantage.' (Ch. 4) 

M a r r i a g e is for her a ' t a k e - i n ' ; i f one is g o i n g to be taken i n i t 
m i g h t as w e l l be o n the m o s t favourable financial terms, and T o m 
B e r t r a m , the elder s o n , l o o k s as t h o u g h he can p r o v i d e t h e m . I n 

1 M a r v i n Mudr ick , Jane Austen, Princeton, 1952, p. 165. 
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nearly a l l M a r y ' s conversat ions Jane A u s t e n suggests a false note 
to her talk. T h e r e is a restlessness i n her ta lk , a w i s h to be b r i g h t , 
a constant suggest ion o f ins incer i ty that is h a r d to define b u t is 
certainly there. T h i s k i n d o f chatter is Jane A u s t e n ' s most effective 
because least in t rus ive w a y o f suggest ing some fa i l ing , some 
deficiency i n M a r y . 

M a r y C r a w f o r d is a v e r y different person f r o m E l i z a b e t h 
Bennett . E l i z a b e t h Bennett does n o t talk for display. H e r w i t is 
her m o r a l inte l l igence ; i t is a means o f e x a m i n i n g c o n d u c t a n d 
m a k i n g m o r a l d is t inct ions . H e r c h a r m is her in te l l igence ; M a r y 
C r a w f o r d ' s c h a r m is her abuse o f her intel l igence. She assumes 
that c h a r m atones for selfishness, a n d there is a g o o d deal o f 
e g o i s m i n the a s s u m p t i o n : 'Selfishness must always be f o r g i v e n , 
y o u k n o w , because there is n o hope o f a cure. ' E l i z a b e t h Bennett 
is the o n l y free person i n Pride and Prejudice. She feels shame at 
Char lotte ' s marriage w i t h M r C o l l i n s ; she is n o t t ied b y the 
o u t l o o k and attitudes o f her society. H e r w a l k t h r o u g h the m u d 
o f the fields to v i s i t Jane shocks D a r c y ' s sisters (but n o t D a r c y ) 
and the episode neatly po ints to the central interest o f the b o o k — 
the f reedom o f the heroine w h o freely chooses i n marriage. 
E l i z a b e t h Bennett w o u l d p r o b a b l y shock M a r y C r a w f o r d . F o r 
what gives pathos a n d interest to M a r y C r a w f o r d is that she 
considers herself emancipated, free f r o m c o n v e n t i o n , f r o m belief, 
f r o m every th ing that restricts the g r o w t h o f personal i ty . T h e 
tragic i r o n y o f M a r y ' s p o s i t i o n , her deep ignorance o f 
herself are s u m m e d u p w i t h memorab le exactness; M a r y C r a w ­
f o r d shows 'a m i n d led astray a n d bewi ldered , a n d w i t h o u t any 
susp ic ion o f b e i n g s o ; darkened, yet fancy ing itsel f l i g h t ' . Jane 
A u s t e n has earned the r ight to make this c o m m e n t b y her d e m o n ­
strat ion o f its t r u t h t h r o u g h o u t the n o v e l . M a r y C r a w f o r d is 
judged but not c o n d e m n e d ; the hardness that some readers find 
here and elsewhere does not come f r o m the hardness o f Jane 
A u s t e n ' s judgements o n her characters, but f r o m the force w i t h 
w h i c h she registers the constr ic t ive p o w e r o f e n v i r o n m e n t and 
faulty educat ion. F o r M a r y b r o u g h t u p i n her uncle 's h o m e , for 
the Pr i ce c h i l d r e n i n the mean house i n P o r t s m o u t h , for M a r i a 
a n d J u l i a i n M a n s f i e l d P a r k f reedom is equal ly imposs ib le . B u t 
F a n n y is free, just as E l i z a b e t h Bennett a n d , after m u c h t roub le , 
D a r c y a n d A n n E l l i o t are free. A t the e n d o f the n o v e l the 
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values o f the re formed M a n s f i e l d P a r k are n o t restr ict ive, but 
alone make f reedom possible . 

Sir T h o m a s departs for A n t i g u a . Jane A u s t e n wishes to s h o w 
us h o w M a r i a a n d J u l i a w i l l behave w h e n the external restraint, 
w h i c h alone has any p o w e r to c o n t r o l and direct their b e h a v i o u r , 
is w i t h d r a w n . T h e v i s i t to S o t h e r t o n i n Chapter 10 is the first 
scene where the true natures o f the y o u n g people , gleefully free 
f r o m the const ra in ing presence o f Sir T h o m a s , are a l l o w e d to 
s h o w themselves. 

A t Sother ton , F a n n y , E d m u n d a n d M a r y w a l k i n the w i l d e r ­
ness. F a n n y soon becomes t i r e d , and a l l three rest o n a bench 
' w e l l shaded and sheltered a n d l o o k i n g over a ha-ha i n t o the park ' . 
I n the scene that fo l lows w e see F a n n y l i teral ly 'at the st i l l p o i n t 
o f the t u r n i n g w o r l d ' as, i n a series o f compl ica ted movements , 
a l l the others m o v e r o u n d her w h i l e she sits s t i l l . 

T h e many exits and entrances w h i c h f o l l o w suggest the mean­
i n g o f the scene a n d focus the tota l m o v e m e n t o f the b o o k ; 
that F a n n y stays st i l l as the others restlessly g o r o u n d and r o u n d 
p e r f o r m i n g their v a i n movements and c o m i n g to seem m o r e and 
m o r e l i k e puppets . A s the n o v e l progresses the movements 
become more frenzied (Julia 's e lopement w i t h T o m Yates , 
M a r i a ' s adultery w i t h H e n r y C r a w f o r d ) but F a n n y remains always 
the ' s t i l l p o i n t ' . She alone is free. 

Readers o f Mansfield Park d o n o t ins t inct ive ly l i k e F a n n y . 
A n d this , o f course, is the p o i n t . It m i g h t be interest ing to trace 
Fanny ' s genealogy and find her i n direct l ine o f descent f r o m the 
heroines o f sensibi l i ty w i t h their aptitude for submiss ion a n d 
h u m i l i t y and their endless filial obedience. B u t i n the present 
case the i n d i v i d u a l talent is m o r e interest ing than the t rad i t ion . 
T h e p o i n t about F a n n y Pr i ce is that at the cruc ia l m o m e n t she 
does n o t submit , she does n o t obey. W e are n o t asked to l ike 
F a n n y P r i c e ; we are asked to admire her and the toughness w i t h 
w h i c h she overcomes the social pressures that are always at her 
e l b o w . 

S ir T h o m a s ' s sudden r e t u r n f r o m A n t i g u a is for his c h i l d r e n a 
' m o m e n t o f absolute h o r r o r ' . T o say this is not , o f course, to 
suggest that Jane A u s t e n is b e h i n d S ir T h o m a s , cheer ing h i m o n 
and b a c k i n g his judgements to the h i l t . (Sir T h o m a s , we 
recal l is g i v e n to 'd igni f ied musings ' . ) H e represents the o r t h o d o x 
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m o r a l i t y o f the country gent leman at its finest. O b v i o u s l y a 
b u l w a r k against m o d e r n encroachments , he is against v u l g a r i t y , 
against the flashy, against v ice o f a l l k i n d s . O r is he? W h a t w e 
see f r o m n o w o n i n the n o v e l is h o w Jane A u s t e n offers S i r 
T h o m a s at first as the inf lexible guard ian o f a l l that is g o o d 
a n d proper , o f a l l that is ' accustomed, ce remonious ' , and 
then draws o u r attent ion to bis radica l l imi ta t ions , to the defi­
ciencies i n the plan o f educat ion he has d r a w n u p for his c h i l d r e n , 
to his m o r a l bl indness a n d the v u l g a r i t y , even, o f his attitudes, 
a n d to his respons ib i l i ty for his family 's fai l ings a n d his o w n 
failure to preserve a n d strengthen a l l those things w h i c h M a n s f i e l d 
P a r k symbol izes for F a n n y and w h i c h ideal ly i t o u g h t to possess. 
W h a t F a n n y loves so m u c h is ' this place ' , and S ir T h o m a s is n o t a 
fit guard ian o f the values w h i c h s h o u l d prosper i n such a place. 

Sir T h o m a s has been aptly sketched in Chapter 17 by M r s 
G r a n t , a rel iable, neutra l observer : ' H e has a fine d igni f ied 
manner , w h i c h suits the head o f such a house, and keeps every 
b o d y i n their place. ' S i r T h o m a s restrains others ; but he restrains 
n o t o n l y a l l displays o f bad behav iour but a l l free exchange 
between h imse l f a n d his ch i ldren — that free exchange w h i c h is 
s h o w n to be the source o f a l l m o r a l g r o w t h . T h o m a s is m u c h 
impressed b y the i m p r o v e m e n t i n Fanny ' s appearance — ' Y o u r 
uncle th inks y o u v e r y pret ty ' — but cannot appreciate those 
qualities o f m i n d and character w h i c h have been quiet ly g r o w i n g 
i n the n o v e l and w h i c h her increased beauty symbol izes . T h i s 
o b v i o u s p o i n t needs to be stressed because i t has often been 
m i s u n d e r s t o o d . ' It is always clear to F a n n y , ' says M a r v i n 
M u d r i c k , ' that S i r T h o m a s and E d m u n d are g o d l y a n d j u s t . ' 1 

B u t the total shape o f the narrative compels an entirely opposi te 
v i e w — our 's a n d Fanny ' s increas ing awareness o f Sir T h o m a s ' s 
u n justness and w o r s h i p o f M a m m o n . Mansfield Park is not a 
' n o v e l v i n d i c a t i n g the ethical foundat ions o f Jane Aus ten ' s 
w o r l d ' ; 2 i t examines those foundat ions and finds t h e m rot ten . 
T h i s mis read ing extends a n d M a r v i n M u d r i c k can assert that 
' Jane A u s t e n has c o n d i t i o n e d the entire course o f the narrat ive 
u p o n o u r acceptance o f S i r T h o m a s ' s c o d e ' , 3 w h e n i n fact at the 

1 Ibid., p. 157. 
2 Ibid. , p. 173. 
3 Ibid. , pp. 175-6. 
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c l imax o f the b o o k — Fanny ' s refusal o f H e n r y C r a w f o r d — we 
are l e d , l ike F a n n y , to reject his code, a n d we come to see i n the 
b o o k ' s catastrophe the impl i ca t ions a n d inevitable results o f that 
code. T h e r e is n o excuse for ident i f y ing Jane Aus ten ' s values w i t h 
those o f Sir T h o m a s . It is S i r T h o m a s w h o is her chie f target. 
F o r some readers i t is confus ing that the chie f target s h o u l d have 
so many admirable traits. B u t , as w i t h the many different qualities 
o f M a r y and H e n r y , these are s h o w n to be not e n o u g h . ' N e i t h e r 
Sir T h o m a s ' s w o r l d n o r his r e l i g i o n has chari ty , sweetness, 
compass ion , forg iveness . ' 1 H o w s h o u l d they have, since Jane 
A u s t e n carefully denies t h e m these v i r tues? S i r T h o m a s is not 
the hero o f the n o v e l ; a n d he is not the hero because he fails i n 
these respects. 

T h e second hal f o f the b o o k begins w i t h H e n r y C r a w f o r d ' s 
determinat ion to make F a n n y l o v e h i m , and this leads to his 
genuine w i s h to m a r r y F a n n y . H e n r y ' s flirtation stems f r o m 
idleness a n d fo l l y , a n d M a r y C r a w f o r d does n o t h i n g to check her 
brother . M a r y , i n fact, 'left F a n n y to her fate — a fate w h i c h , had 
not Fanny ' s heart been guarded i n a w a y unsuspected b y M i s s 
C r a w f o r d , m i g h t have been a l itt le harder than she deserved' . 
T h e w a y unsuspected b y M i s s C r a w f o r d — a n d H e n r y — is 
Fanny ' s love for E d m u n d . Jane A u s t e n does n o t underestimate 
the pressures o n F a n n y n o r has any w i s h to make her a heroine o f 
unrea l o r extravagant prowess . N o t even F a n n y c o u l d wi ths tand 
the addresses o f H e n r y C r a w f o r d unless she l o v e d elsewhere. 
T h i s m i g h t have seemed to the o r d i n a r y n o v e l reader o f the day 
as a s lur o n the heroine ; but the qual i f icat ion is central to the b o o k . 
It is o n l y t h r o u g h love that there is f reedom f r o m the c o n v e n ­
t i o n a l socia l and e c o n o m i c pressures. 

H e n r y C r a w f o r d , l ike M a r y , is g i v e n many attractive qualit ies. 
H e may be a gadabout and a flirt, b u t his manners , l ike his 
sister's, are l i v e l y and pleasant. H e n r y is 'a y o u n g m a n o f sense, o f 
character, o f temper , o f manners , a n d o f fo r tune ' ; the descr ipt ion 
is S i r T h o m a s ' s , but there is n o need to dispute i t . H e is a m a n o f 
taste; he has taste i n reading Shakespeare and the Prayer B o o k 
a n d l a y i n g out g r o u n d s ; a n d he also has ' m o r a l taste'. M o r a l taste 
is a mere ve l le i ty a n d does n o t h i n g to alter 'his o w n habits o f 

1 Ibid., p. 177. 
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selfish indulgence ' . M o r e valuable is the fact that he finds h imse l f 
genuinely i n l o v e w i t h F a n n y . A l l the w o r l d loves a l o v e r , a n d 
many readers find i t h a r d that H e n r y s h o u l d not w i n F a n n y a n d 
intolerable that he s h o u l d destroy his chances — and Jane A u s t e n 
insists that the chance is there — b y r u n n i n g off w i t h M a r i a . 
T h e Tightness o f Jane A u s t e n ' s treatment o f H e n r y C r a w f o r d 
w i l l short ly appear. 

Sir T h o m a s tells F a n n y that H e n r y C r a w f o r d has asked for 
her h a n d i n marriage. F a n n y is t o o confused to speak, b u t is 
forced to say someth ing w h e n Sir T h o m a s explains that H e n r y 
C r a w f o r d is w a i t i n g downsta i rs for an answer : 

' Y o u are mistaken, sir, ' — cried Fanny, forced by the anxiety of the 
moment even to tell her uncle that he was wrong — 'you are quite 
mistaken. H o w could M r Crawford say such a thing? I gave h i m no 
encouragement yesterday. O n the contrary, I told h i m — I cannot 
recollect my exact words — but I am sure I to ld h im that I would not 
listen to h i m , that it was very unpleasant to me in every respect, and 
that I begged h im never to talk to me i n that manner again. I am sure I 
said as much as that and more ; and I should have said still more, i f I 
had been quite certain of his meaning anything seriously; but I d id 
not like to be — I could not bear to be — imputing more than might 
be intended. I thought it might all pass for nothing wi th him.' 

She could say no more; her breath was almost gone. 
' A m I to understand,' said Sir Thomas, after a few moments' 

silence, 'that you mean to refuse M r Crawford ?' 
'Yes, sir. ' 
'Refuse h i m ? ' 
'Yes, sir. ' 
'Refuse M r Crawford: U p o n what plea? F o r what reason?' 
T — I cannot l ike h i m , sir, wel l enough to marry h i m . ' (Ch. 32) 

These are the w o r d s w h i c h focus the m o r a l ins ight o f the n o v e l ; 
they i l lustrate H e n r y James's d i c t u m that 'the art o f the n o v e l is 
above a l l an art o f preparat ions ' . A l l that has gone before has 
he lped to prepare for this ; a n d this i n t u r n directs the m e a n i n g o f 
what is to come. T h e verba l exchange is quiet a n d u n ­
dis t inguished . F a n n y s tammers ; she has very few w o r d s at her 
c o m m a n d , but she has e n o u g h ; and her 'I — I cannot l ike h i m , 
sir , w e l l e n o u g h to marry h i m ' is the central m o m e n t i n the b o o k 
a n d i n a l l Jane Aus ten ' s w o r k . T h e w o r d s may not reverberate, 
but the tota l scene does. S i r T h o m a s ' w i t h a g o o d deal o f c o l d 
sternness' turns o n her a n d bull ies her. T h e ' c o l d sternness' is i n 
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every w o r d o f his attack as he betrays a l l the values b y w h i c h he 
really l ives and w h i c h his c h i l d r e n have i m b i b e d . H e r e is the 
u n c o m p r e h e n d i n g o r t h o d o x y o f the day conf ronted by someone 
w h o cannot accept its basic tenet, that marriage is p r i m a r i l y a 
matter o f social and e c o n o m i c convenience. T h e r e are few m o r e 
nasty episodes i n Jane Aus ten ' s w o r k than S ir T h o m a s ' s bruta l 
attempt to force F a n n y i n t o the pattern. T h e r e is an i r o n y i n 
some o f his remarks that gives force to what has gone before 
and to w h a t w i l l f o l l o w : 

'I had thought you peculiarly free from wilfulness of temper, self-
conceit, and every tendency to that independence of spirit, which 
prevails so much in modern days, even i n young women, and which in 
young women is offensive and disgusting beyond all common offence.' 

W e have seen, a n d w i l l see this independence o f spir i t i n M a r y 
C r a w f o r d , M a r i a a n d J u l i a , t h o u g h S ir T h o m a s has been b l i n d 
to i t ; but the n o v e l shows that their independence is ch imer ica l ; 
they are chained b y their e n v i r o n m e n t and educat ion. M a r y 
C r a w f o r d cannot make the necessary sacrifices to marry E d m u n d : 
M a r i a marries M r R u s h w o r t h f r o m pique a n d runs off w i t h H e n r y 
C r a w f o r d f r o m vani ty a n d lust — and J u l i a marries M r Yates 
f r o m selfish fear. F a n n y , has indeed , true independence o f spir i t , 
and S ir T h o m a s is r i ght to hate i t a n d be d i smayed b y this 
express ion o f f reedom, for i t threatens his w h o l e w o r l d . 

T h e three w o r l d s o f the n o v e l , P o r t s m o u t h , L o n d o n a n d 
Mans f ie ld P a r k have been often m e n t i o n e d . L o n d o n is the w o r l d 
o f a m o r a l b e h a v i o u r a n d rootlessness ; P o r t s m o u t h is the w o r l d 
o f e c o n o m i c struggle that leaves people m o r a l l y s tunted ; M a n s ­
field is ' the fortress, the reposi tory o f the so l id v i r tues o f the 
Estab l i shed C h u r c h . . . the strength o f rura l conservat i sm against 
the encroach ing sophis t icat ion o f the c i t y ' . 1 T h e three w o r l d s are 
there, but apparently i t is easy to mistake their purpose . M a r v i n 
M u d r i c k writes : 

In Mansfield Park . . . the individual can no longer act without 
locating himself. Place and group have, indeed, become central: 
the individual faces, not a choice o f action, but a choice of allegiance; 
and the action of the novel is a collision of worlds. 

The thesis of Mansfield Park is severely mora l : that one w o r l d , 
representing the genteel orthodoxy of Jane Austen's time, is cate-

1 Ibid., p. 173. 
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gorically superior to any other. Nowhere else does Jane Austen take 
such pains to make up the mind of her reader . . . The author never 
lets us doubt that Fanny's only freedom is to choose among wor lds . 1 

F a n n y chooses M a n s f i e l d P a r k ; i t is better than L o n d o n or 
P o r t s m o u t h b u t i t is n o t the best o f a l l possible w o r l d s . T h e a i m 
o f the n o v e l has been to s h o w the inadequacy o f M a n s f i e l d P a r k 
as a way o f l i fe, a n d h o w l i tt le quali f ied the people i n i t are to 
t h i n k themselves super ior . M a n s f i e l d P a r k is the h o m e of the 
parano id M r s N o r r i s , the b l i t h e r i n g l y selfish L a d y B e r t r a m , the 
v a i n , i l l -educated M a r i a a n d J u l i a , the i rresponsible T o m ; its 
guard ian is S i r T h o m a s , capable (as we have seen) o f cruelty and 
b u l l y i n g and is directed largely b y considerat ions o f m o n e y and 
rank. T h e r e is no ' c o l l i s i o n o f w o r l d s ' i n the n o v e l ; a l l three 
w o r l d s are sharply and cr i t ica l ly presented. Place and g r o u p are 
central o n l y i n that Jane A u s t e n makes us see their corros ive 
force. Fanny ' s o n l y f reedom o f choice — and this is her t r i u m p h 
— is to reject a l l w o r l d s and assert a value that is f o u n d i n n o n e ; 
the value o f l o v e that is free f r o m al l social a n d e c o n o m i c 
pressures. T h e clash i n the n o v e l is between the i n d i v i d u a l and 
a l l the w o r l d s that the authoress k n o w s . 

These three w o r l d s o f L o n d o n , P o r t s m o u t h a n d M a n s f i e l d 
P a r k focus the m a i n interests o f the n o v e l . T h e w o r l d s o f L o n d o n 
and M a n s f i e l d , that is the e n v i r o n m e n t a n d educat ion o f those 
w h o have been b r o u g h t up there, have been s h o w n to be respon­
sible for the m o r a l deficiencies o f the Crawfords and the Bertrams. 
P o r t s m o u t h can d o n o better. It may be h a r d for those b o r n w i t h 
s i lver spoons i n their m o u t h s to be g o o d ; i t is even harder for 
those b o r n w i t h o u t t h e m . T h e Pr i ce fami ly s t r u g g l i n g to keep 
their heads above water cannot have f reedom o f c h o i c e ; b u t i n 
this they are n o worse off than M a n s f i e l d o r L o n d o n . Jane 
A u s t e n is ra is ing the quest ion o f educat ion — m o r a l educat ion — 
and f reedom at a l l levels o f society, a n d n o other E n g l i s h n o v e l 
offers so bleak a v i e w . 

Sir T h o m a s is determined that F a n n y shal l m a r r y H e n r y 
C r a w f o r d , but does n o t t h i n k that H e n r y is a m o d e l o f a l l the 
v ir tues : ' H e w i s h e d h i m to be a m o d e l o f constancy, a n d fancied 
the best means o f effecting i t w o u l d be by n o t t r y i n g h i m too 

1 Ibid. , pp. 155-6. 
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l o n g . ' T o further his scheme he decides to send F a n n y to Por t s ­
m o u t h for a ho l iday . H e wishes her to appreciate more the c o m ­
forts and luxuries she takes for granted, a n d he believes that 
faced w i t h the meanness o f life at P o r t s m o u t h she w i l l be i n c l i n e d 
to value more h i g h l y M r C r a w f o r d ' s offer: ' It was a medic ina l 
project u p o n his niece's unders tand ing , w h i c h he must consider 
as at present diseased. ' T h a t Sir T h o m a s can t h i n k i t is Fanny ' s 
m i n d w h i c h is diseased is Jane Aus ten ' s sharpest c o m m e n t o n 
h i m , a n d the clearest i n d i c a t i o n o f the m o r a l t o p s y - t u r v y d o m 
w h i c h characterizes the w o r l d o f Mans f i e ld . 

Fanny ' s we lcome at P o r t s m o u t h is very l ike her i n i t i a l w e l c o m e 
at M a n s f i e l d : i n b o t h places her job is to be useful . T w o things 
oppress her — the noise and confus ion o f the house, and the 
absence, as at M a n s f i e l d , o f any personal interest i n herself. She 
is as a lone, as m u c h an outs ider as w h e n she first came to M a n s ­
field Park . T h e P o r t s m o u t h scenes make v i v i d the p o w e r o f 
e n v i r o n m e n t to shape character and make o u r decisions for us : 
P o r t s m o u t h reinforces the lessons o f L o n d o n and Mans f i e ld . 
Y e t F a n n y escapes f r o m P o r t s m o u t h and f r o m M a n s f i e l d P a r k as 
w e l l . A n d not o n l y F a n n y ; i n spite o f a l l that circumstances and 
u p b r i n g i n g can d o , three members o f the Pr ice fami ly escape — 
F a n n y , W i l l i a m and Susan. There is n o p o i n t i n saying, as M a r v i n 
M u d r i c k does, that symbol i ca l l y a l l three come under the protec­
t i o n o f Sir T h o m a s . Sir T h o m a s does l itt le for W i l l i a m and can 
ga in n o credit for his ' g o o d pr inc ip les ' . A n d ' p r o t e c t i o n ' is an 
o d d w o r d to use since the n o v e l shows h o w incapable S i r T h o m a s 
is o f p r o t e c t i n g anybody , and shows , t o o , h o w Sir T h o m a s at 
the end learns this t r u t h about himself . F a n n y was not saved by 
b e i n g b r o u g h t to Mans f ie ld P a r k ; this is clear not o n l y f r o m the 
failure o f the same place to save the B e r t r a m daughters , but also 
f r o m w h a t we learn about Susan. A t first the 'determined charac­
ter o f her general manners had astonished a n d a la rmed ' F a n n y . 
B u t 'Susan saw that m u c h was w r o n g at h o m e , and wanted to 
set i t r i g h t ' , and F a n n y s o o n comes to admire 'the natura l l i ght 
o f the m i n d w h i c h c o u l d so early d i s t ingu i sh just ly ' . A g a i n , we 
learn that Susan has ' innate taste' and Fanny ' s greatest w o n d e r o n 
the subject ( l ike the reader's) soon becomes '. . . that so m u c h 
better k n o w l e d g e , so m a n y g o o d n o t i o n s , s h o u l d have been hers 
at a l l ; a n d that, b r o u g h t u p i n the mids t o f negl igence a n d error , 
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she s h o u l d have f o r m e d such p r o p e r o p i n i o n s o f w h a t o u g h t to 
be — she, w h o had no c o u s i n E d m u n d to direct her thoughts or 
fix her pr inc ip les ' ( C h . 40). Susan's temper is ' o p e n ' ; a n d , what­
ever her faults, F a n n y is able to understand 'the w o r t h o f her 
d i s p o s i t i o n ' . 

Susan, i n m a n y ways, is i n the p o s i t i o n o f F a n n y before she 
left P o r t s m o u t h , but F a n n y finds that Susan is m o r e admirable 
than herself. F a n n y has 'natura l de l icacy ' ; natural qualities exist 
(and not o n l y i n F a n n y and Susan) but w i l l not o f themselves g o 
far. M a r y C r a w f o r d , t o o , has natura l gifts — ' h o w de l ight fu l 
nature has made her , a n d h o w excellent she w o u l d have been, 
h a d she fallen i n t o g o o d hands earl ier ' . T h e ' g o o d hands ' (educa­
t i o n and env i ronment) are every th ing ; but these are to be further 
explained. 

F a n n y joins a c i r cu la t ing l ibrary , but i t is n o t the ' b i o g r a p h y 
and poetry ' w h i c h w i l l educate Susan a n d enable the 'natura l 
l i g h t ' o f her m i n d to shine, but the personal interest F a n n y takes 
i n her, Fanny ' s affection for her a n d her treatment o f her as a 
person a n d not a t h i n g . It is this that w i l l g ive Susan a m o r a l 
educat ion and fit her at the e n d o f the n o v e l to become a substitute 
for F a n n y at M a n s f i e l d . T h i s is h o w F a n n y herself escaped f r o m 
the e n v i r o n m e n t a l influences o f P o r t s m o u t h and M a n s f i e l d Park . 

H e n r y C r a w f o r d is i n l o v e w i t h F a n n y ; Jane A u s t e n a l lows us 
n o reason to d o u b t the genuineness o f his feel ing. L i k e F a n n y we 
find that we l ike h i m m o r e a n d we are d ismayed w h e n we hear 
o f his sudden disgrace. T h o s e 'rears a n d v ices ' , the 'bad domest ic 
example ' that were matter o f c o m e d y to M a r y have destroyed h i m , 
and the l o v e he feels for F a n n y comes t o o late. W h a t offends the 
reader is n o t Jane Aus ten ' s inconsistency b u t her terr ible c o n ­
sistency w h i c h sees h o w e n v i r o n m e n t a n d faulty educat ion have 
this p o w e r to destroy. A few m o r e years a n d i t w o u l d be t o o late 
to rescue Susan. 

M a r y C r a w f o r d does n o t meet w i t h the same fate as H e n r y . 
She, t o o , is i n l o v e , but cannot accept a marriage that w i l l make 
her the wife o f a c o u n t r y c lergyman o f smal l i n c o m e . She is not 
free. So s t rong is the i n c l i n a t i o n o f some readers to fall i n love 
w i t h M a r y that even this can be turned i n t o a v i r tue . She is n o t 
free because she bas never k n o w n l o v e ; and because she does not 
k n o w l o v e she cannot n o w be free. 
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T h e last chapter opens w i t h these w o r d s : 
Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects 
as soon as I can, impatient to restore every body, not greatly i n fault 
themselves, to tolerate comfort, and to have done wi th all the rest. 

T h e w o r d s are, o f course, a joke . Jane A u s t e n has been w r i t i n g 
about g u i l t and misery for four h u n d r e d pages; about the 
adulterous gu i l t o f H e n r y and M a r i a a n d their consequent 
m i s e r y ; about the less dramat ic but m o r e i m p o r t a n t g u i l t o f Sir 
T h o m a s f r o m whose failures i n the b r i n g i n g up o f his c h i l d r e n 
m u c h o f their misery stems ; about the i m a g i n e d gu i l t o f F a n n y — 
her constant fear o f b e i n g ungrateful — and the misery caused 
her by this , b y her jealousy o f M a r y and by her h u m i l i a t i n g and 
sometimes cruel treatment i n Mans f ie ld Park . 

Sir T h o m a s r i g h t l y takes a l l the blame to himself , since he 
p r o v i d e d the o n l y e n v i r o n m e n t and educat ion that his family 
c o u l d k n o w . T h e i r d isposi t ions h a d n o t been f o r m e d by ' p r i n ­
c ip le , active p r i n c i p l e ' . T h e i r u p b r i n g i n g had exc luded al l 
poss ib i l i ty o f free exchange, m u t u a l love and interest : ' S i r 
T h o m a s d i d not k n o w w h a t was w a n t i n g , because, t h o u g h a t ru ly 
anxious father, he was n o t o u t w a r d l y affectionate, and the reserve 
o f his manner repressed al l the flow o f their spirits before h i m . ' 
( C h . i ) . 

T h e narrat ive shape o f the n o v e l becomes finally clear and 
complete w h e n we read that ' F a n n y was indeed the daughter 
that he wanted ' . 

T h e title o f the n o v e l has suggested to some readers that 
M a n s f i e l d P a r k is b e i n g offered as a sort o f ideal place where 
alone v i r tue can prosper . B u t the n o v e l scrutinizes the w o r l d o f 
the gentry a n d rura l conserva t i sm; Mans f ie ld P a r k is not an 
admirable b u l w a r k against the c o r r u p t i o n o f the great c i ty , but is 
i tsel f cor rupt , a n d must change, must be cleansed as the n o v e l 
progresses. I n F a n n y Burney ' s Cecilia we read that 'the rank o f 
L a d y H o n o r i a , t h o u g h i t has not rendered her p r o u d , n o r even 
made her conscious she has any d i g n i t y to support , has yet g i v e n 
her saucy indifference w h o m she pleases or hurts , that borders 
u p o n what i n a w o m a n is o f a l l things the most od ious , a d a r i n g 
defiance of the w o r l d and its o p i n i o n s ' ( B k . v i , C h . 6). It is a 
measure o f Jane A u s t e n ' s o r ig ina l i ty and ins ight that i n Mansfield 
Park it is n o t the equivalent o f L a d y H o n o r i a ( M a r y C r a w f o r d ) 
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but F a n n y , difHdent a n d meek, w h o offers this d a r i n g defiance. 
M a r y C r a w f o r d does n o t defy the o p i n i o n s o f the w o r l d ; she 
exemplifies them. 

I n the last chapter the narrat ive completes its c u r v e ; a l l the 
i ronies stand revealed and take us back to the o p e n i n g chapter : 
the reversal o f accepted values is complete . I f the encompass ing 
i r o n y o f the n o v e l is that F a n n y alone is free, the stress is always 
o n the difficulty o f a c h i e v i n g such f reedom against the fo rmidab le 
pressures o f t ime and place a n d circumstance. 

Below the Ghat 
B e l o w the ghat where the bodies 
are b u r n t o n the funeral pyres 
the turtles s l o w l y g l ide a n d dream 
laz i ly beneath the water , 
replete w i t h remnants o f flesh 
not c o n s u m e d by the flames. 

Inside the T o w e r o f Silence 
the g lu t tonous vul tures savagely 
tear at their prey, w h i l e h i g h 
above t h e m eagles, kites a n d buzzards 
w h e e l , anxious ly w a i t i n g to seize 
the meagre leavings o f the feast. 

U n d e r the c h u r c h y a r d the w o r m s 
softly p e r f o r m i n the darkness 
the same service as turtles a n d b i rds . 
F o r one expect ing a C h r i s t i a n b u r i a l 
their b l i n d ins id ious in f i l t ra t ion 
seems the most d i squ ie t ing o f a l l . 
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