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Introduction


FANNY: ‘but then I am unlike other people I dare say.’

EDMUND: ‘Why should you dare say that?’ (II, iii)



Mansfield Park is the first of Jane Austen’s novels to be conceived as well as executed and published in maturity. She was working on it in 1813, completing it by the summer. The two previously published novels, Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, though they appeared in 1811 and 1813, were first drafted in the 1790s, when Austen was in her early twenties. The posthumous Northanger Abbey (1817) had also been written at this earlier time and sold to the publishers Crosby and Co. in 1803. Where in all three early works, despite her accepted anti-Jacobin allegiances, critics have detected a free spirit of wit and compassionate spontaneity corresponding to their post-Revolutionary origins, Austen’s mature Regency writings appear to strike a more constrained note, sardonic rather than witty, to caution retirement and the wisdom of second thoughts, and even to embody a spirit of unforgiveness. Published in 1814, Mansfield Park inaugurates this change, and while critics and readers have embraced what seems both new and familiar in Emma (1815) and Persuasion (1817), they remain suspicious of Mansfield Park. Austen’s most designed and designing novel, its ideological programme is both oppressive and puzzling, insistent and yet difficult to pin down. Equivocally labelled as her most experimental and most modern novel,1 Mansfield Park’s problematic status has been rationalized in the best English literary tradition: it has long been agreed that this is Austen’s most complex and profound and her least likeable novel.

A highly moralized romance of family fortunes, Mansfield Park is about power (and powerlessness), about dependency (and independence) within the family. In some obvious senses, it appears to continue and to complicate where Pride and Prejudice left off. The social mobility of the Bennet sisters, themselves an amalgam of trade and lesser gentry, in particular the easy assimilation of Elizabeth Bennet into the aristocracy on her marriage to Darcy, treats as comedy an integration of high and low which in the darker network of relationships in Mansfield Park will only be accomplished through the near destruction of family itself. Mansfield Park opens ‘about thirty years ago’, that is, in about 1783, when Sir Thomas Bertram, a baronet, of Mansfield Park, in Northamptonshire, marries a not-very-affluent Miss Maria Ward, one of three sisters. It continues by describing how the sisters are distinguished from one another by their marriage choices – the other two fixing on, out of desperation (the eldest Miss Ward), a clergyman friend of Sir Thomas (the Revd Mr Norris) and, to the annoyance of her family (Miss Frances), a lieutenant of marines with no prospects (Mr Price). There is a fairy-tale identity of event and character in these choices which drives home the point that, for women, marriage is all-determining. Significantly, too, though Mansfield Park will be a study in patriarchal power, what the opening pages show is that this power will be held within a context of rising and falling female fortunes. What will interest us in the course of the novel’s unfolding will be the steep social and moral trajectories of the next generation of women, for whom the brief history of the Ward sisters provides some precedents.

In arranging for the importation to Mansfield Park of the younger Fanny Price, the namesake daughter of the imprudent Fanny Ward, what is emphasized is the degree of assimilation she might expect – how far her recontextualization will eradicate her expected ‘meanness of opinions’ and ‘vulgarity of manner’, making her like her cousins the younger Bertrams; but how at the same time her unlikeness should be both feared (‘should her disposition be really bad’ (I, i)) and maintained (‘how … to make her remember that she is not a Miss Bertram’ (I, i)). Where the three Ward sisters were effectively distinguished only by a choice of husband, their children, it is assumed, are culturally and naturally far removed from one another. The young Bertrams – Tom and Edmund, Maria and Julia – are handsome, intelligent, socially confident, and ‘well-grown and forward of their age’ (I, ii). Fanny Price, the poor relation from Portsmouth, is small, awkward, and shy. Already, by the close of Chapter I, the reader is presented with an intergenerational conception of character in relation to environment and opportunity, and with a calculated, if well-intentioned, project to test the potential and limits of individual reprogramming. It is only on a second reading, in knowledge of outcomes, that we discover how the truth of these cultural and natural assumptions rests in the systematic demolition of the prejudices underlying them.

In Mansfield Park family functions in largely negative and ironic terms: as both constrictive space, hampering the desires of its members, and as that which is defined in its absence as the only foundation of individual identity. Fanny Price, who embodies so many of the reader’s difficulties with the novel, is constituted in terms of an absence of family identity which amounts to a pathology: wherever she is, Fanny is homesick. She arrives at Mansfield Park a timid child of ten, ‘longing for the home she had left’ (I, ii), and she returns to her Portsmouth family at eighteen, anticipating a reunion which will compensate for years of neglect: ‘it seemed as if to be at home again, would heal every pain that had since grown out of the separation’ (III, vi). It is the eventual realization that Portsmouth contains nothing she can recognize as ‘home’ that allows Fanny to reconstitute Mansfield Park as home in its absence. A quotation from her favourite poet, the equally nervous and domestically defined William Cowper (‘With what intense desire she wants her home’ (III, xiv)), introduces a shift in perception which is triumphantly empowering for Fanny.

When, with her new understanding of home, she returns to Mansfield, Fanny returns not to her old position on the margins, as ‘the stationary niece’, but as the centre around whom all that is left of the shattered Bertram household rearranges itself. To cousin Edmund she is ‘My Fanny—my only sister—my only comfort now’ (III, xv); with Fanny’s return, her aunt Lady Bertram resumes her accustomed lethargy – ‘Dear Fanny! now I shall be comfortable’ (III, xv); and, significantly, her uncle Sir Thomas recognizes that ‘Fanny was indeed the daughter that he wanted’ (III, xvii). But only the usurped and childless Aunt Norris sees that in this resolution of relations Fanny is ‘the dæmon of the piece’ (III, xvi), its shaping energy. Returning to a family in ruins, Fanny at last finds home and happiness. That she finds her own ease in the midst of so much distress strikes a dissonant note, all the more disturbing for the complicity of the narrative voice in this arrangement: ‘My Fanny indeed at this very time, I have the satisfaction of knowing, must have been happy in spite of every thing. She must have been a happy creature in spite of all that she felt or thought she felt, for the distress of those around her’ (III, xvii). How can Fanny not be happy amid so much real distress, when previously she was anguished amid so much seeming good fortune and security? The novel poses several such disturbing questions, the cumulative effect of which is to challenge the very values (of tradition, stability, retirement, and faithfulness) it appears to endorse.

It is the realization that the return home to Portsmouth is in fact an exile from the true home which completes Fanny’s transformation from victim to chief exponent of the Mansfield ethic. Fanny’s belated self-recognition is presented, appropriately enough in this economically coded family romance, in terms of a set of consumer choices. In Portsmouth, with Sir Thomas Bertram’s parting gift, a ten-pound note, in her pocket, Fanny compensates for what she finds distasteful in her unaccustomed surroundings by a series of purchases. The first is a silver penknife, which buys the friendship of her sisters Betsey and Susan, whose quarrel over ownership of another knife, the little legacy of their dead sister Mary, is one of the novel’s most disturbing images of family life. But it is an incident which Fanny turns to her own advantage: ‘The deed thoroughly answered; a source of domestic altercation was entirely done away, and it was the means of opening Susan’s heart to her, and giving her something more to love and be interested in’ (III, ix). Later, Fanny and Susan claim an upstairs room as their retreat from the noisy Portsmouth household, and here Fanny attempts a poor recreation of her own east room at Mansfield, a private place to read and sew. She pays out more of Sir Thomas’s allowance on a subscription to the local circulating library. This second purchase, undertaken with the purpose of extending her own reading and directing Susan’s, confirms Fanny in her new and unexpected sense of personal authority: ‘She became a subscriber—amazed at being anything in propria persona, amazed at her own doings in every way; to be a renter, a chuser of books! And to be having any one’s improvement in view in her choice! But so it was.’ ‘Wealth’, the narrator observes with heavy irony, ‘is luxurious and daring’ (III, ix). Later still, we learn that Fanny, sickened from the start by her mother’s domestic arrangements, ‘was so little equal to Rebecca’s puddings, and Rebecca’s hashes’, that she spends out more of her money on biscuits and buns, and that on these she regularly makes ‘her heartiest meal’ (III, xi).

So far defined by her Mansfield environment, Fanny is motivated to reproduce in her Portsmouth dealings its patterns of consumption. That there is sufficient food at Portsmouth, if irregularly prepared, is evident; bread and butter, toasted cheese, and mutton alternate frequently with those reviled puddings and hashes. Indeed, the preparation and consumption of food are foregrounded ingredients of Portsmouth life, as they were not of the rarefied environment of Mansfield. But so Mansfield-adapted is Fanny that in Portsmouth her appetite appears ‘nice … from natural delicacy’: ‘after being nursed up at Mansfield, it was too late in the day to be hardened at Portsmouth’. The narrator’s complicit comment that Fanny is ‘in the most promising way of being starved, both mind and body’ (III, xi) can refer less to any danger of real starvation than to the absence of identification with her new environment. What Fanny experiences at Portsmouth is a sense of dissociation whose physical signs are symptomatic of a psychological exile. How else do we explain the startlingly modern apprehension we have of her, nauseated, minutely noticing, yet detached among the squalid remains of a Portsmouth tea-table?


She sat in a blaze of oppressive heat, in a cloud of moving dust; and her eyes could only wander from the walls marked by her father’s head, to the table cut and knotched by her brothers, where stood the tea-board never thoroughly cleaned, the cups and saucers wiped in streaks, the milk a mixture of motes floating in thin blue, and the bread and butter growing every minute more greasy than even Rebecca’s hands had first produced it. (III, xv)



The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw the emergence of a consumer society that is still with us today, and the major families of the novel – the gentrified Bertrams (and especially the managing Mrs Norris), the smart intruders, the London-bred brother and sister Henry and Mary Crawford, and the vulgar Prices – are all characterized in subtly distinct ways by patterns and habits of consumption. According to the social theorist Colin Campbell, ‘the dimension of affective attachment can be said to be more basic to consumption than any issue of rational calculation’.2 Qualifying Thorstein Veblen’s much-rehearsed argument, outlined in The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), that competitive consumption is so deeply rooted in human nature that the consumption of goods as the symbols of social status may even rival the purchase of necessities, Campbell counters that the messages which consumers signal may be more complex than a straightforward emulation theory allows. Veblen and his followers ‘fail to grasp the full complexity of either the symbolic meanings possessed by consumer products and services, or the communal and associational dimension of the act of consumption … It would be more realistic to note that consumers are typically striving to make their consumption conform to the pattern exhibited by one group and deviate from that manifested by another’.3 Fanny’s purchases, like her eating choices, are not acts of pure necessity nor utility nor emulation so much as urgent signs of self-regard. In the same way as the biscuits and the buns, sister Susan’s willing pupillage re-enforces Fanny’s own adapted state at a time when its painfully acquired characteristics are under severe external pressure. It is the assault which Portsmouth offers on the carefully charted boundaries of self that forces Fanny to recognize how identified that self is with a particular habitation, and how necessary its boundaries are.

The yearning for home, which becomes in the mid-Victorian novel a full-blown metaphysics of homelessness, is in fact a Romantic yearning. Though more familiar to us in the trials and progress of the orphaned heroes and heroines of Dickens and Charlotte Bronte in their search for education, fortune, and emotional belonging, the roots of this longing lie in a turn-of-the-century anxiety for connectedness. (It is worth remembering that the fictional settings within which Jane Eyre and Dickens’s Pip Pirrip, protagonist of Great Expectations, move are contemporary with Fanny Price’s.) Fanny is a Romantic heroine, and only surprisingly so because we tend to think of Romanticism as a peculiarly masculine and poetic phenomenon and one with which Austen had little to do. In the intense subjectivity which is the corollary of her unadopted status, in her disciplined use of solitude, in her diet of poetry (she quotes from Cowper and Walter Scott), in her self-forgetting contemplation of nature (‘When I look out on such a night as this, I feel as if there could be neither wickedness nor sorrow in the world; and there certainly would be less of both if the sublimity of Nature were more attended to, and people were carried more out of themselves by contemplating such a scene’ (I, xi)), Fanny is formed as a contemporary of Wordsworth and Coleridge. Although her impressions do not provide the reader’s exclusive entry into the narrative, her acute sensitivity – in particular, her painful sense of the miscommunications of isolated human beings – is increasingly employed as the filter for events (‘They were two solitary sufferers, or connected only by Fanny’s consciousness’ (I, xvii)).

Fanny’s strength, like her connective insights, comes from Romantic sources – from early education, from a creative use of memory, and from the power granted to her by sibling love, a love rooted, like memory and education, in ‘first associations and habits’ (II, vi). Fanny’s love for her natural brother William, and subsequently for her adopted brother Edmund, subsumes within it all other ties, including, eventually, the conjugal (‘even the conjugal tie is beneath the fraternal’ (II, vi)). Like the brother–sister relationships, real or idealized, of the Romantic writers – of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, of Charles and Mary Lamb, of Byron and his half-sister, Augusta – such love attempts, defensively, to ground the social in the natural, and to assuage the sense of homelessness in a consolatory sense of a self beyond the self whose strength yet lies in a single origin.

If Fanny fits comfortably into any space, it is the old schoolroom. The old schoolroom, now the east room, has been described by Barbara Hardy as ‘the archive of Mansfield Park’, and the centre from which the novel’s themes ‘radiate out’. Here Fanny keeps her plants and books and the early treasures of her childhood – ‘her personal survival kit’.4 As the physical site of Fanny’s and the house’s memory, the old schoolroom is a Romantic location, as laden with meaning and restorative power as the landscape above Tintern Abbey is for Wordsworth. Tintern Abbey, in fact, finds a place in the schoolroom as a transparency stuck to one of the windows. Though there is no clear suggestion that Fanny has read Wordsworth’s poem (‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’), it is unlikely that such an avid and up-to-date reader of poetry would not know the recently published Lyrical Ballads (1798) in which it is to be found. In a particularly Wordsworthian scene, Fanny, with uncharacteristic eloquence, lectures the surprised Mary Crawford on the power that memory exerts over the mind: ‘If any one faculty of our nature may be called more wonderful than the rest, I do think it is memory … our powers of recollecting and of forgetting, do seem peculiarly past finding out’ (II, iv). Not only is the ‘inattentive’ Mary implicitly chided; but in the context of the wider narrative concern with belonging, Fanny’s own selective powers of memory (eventually her greatest survival strategy) are exposed to a gently probing irony. As Isobel Armstrong suggests, it is only in terms of forgetting, as well as remembering, that Mansfield Park can be constructed in its absence as the ideal home.5 A Romantic heroine, Fanny’s often studiedly psychologized self is not beyond the reach of what can in places seem like a critique of Romanticism. Were it not for the fact that The Prelude, though complete in thirteen books by 1805, did not appear in published form until 1850, it would be tempting to see in Fanny’s revisionary capacity to transform the pains of presence into the pains of absence a comment on the Wordsworthian soul, ‘Remembering how she felt, but what she felt/Remembering not …’6

In its pervasive concern with the relationship between education, manners, and moral judgement, Mansfield Park extends the lessons of the schoolroom into the choices formed in adult life, and so contributes to an ongoing dialogue among female educationalists of the period over women’s opportunities to learn. I call this a dialogue, because the continuities in the arguments debated unite a wide range of writers, radical and conservative – Catherine Macaulay, Mary Wollstonecraft, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Hester Chapone, and Hannah More – who have often been dissociated from one another on the grounds of party, as opposed to sexual, politics. In 1790, the radical Macaulay had advised parents, ‘Confine not the education of your daughters to what is regarded as the ornamental parts of it;’7 and Wollstonecraft, in the same radical vein, had complained two years later that ‘in the education of women, the cultivation of the understanding is always subordinate to the acquirement of some corporeal accomplishment’.8 But equally, the more conservative Chapone, in Letters on the Improvement of the Mind (1773), written to a niece in her fifteenth year, appeals in her eighth letter, ‘On Politeness and Accomplishments’, for a disciplined rather than ornamental definition of female accomplishments, reasoning from the relative poverty of women’s opportunities for experience that ‘well chosen and properly regulated’ reading is all the more necessary:


The principal study, I would recommend, is history. I know of nothing equally proper to entertain and improve at the same time, or that is so likely to form and strengthen your judgment, and, by giving you a liberal and comprehensive view of human nature, in some measure to supply the defect of that experience, which is usually attained too late to be of much service to us.9



It may seem at first that Maria and Julia Bertram have been well educated: their syllabus of ancient and modern history, geography, natural history, and astronomy is recommended by Chapone and the liberal Barbauld, while poor Fanny Price arrives at Mansfield Park with only the most elementary skills: she can ‘read, work [sew], and write’ (I, ii). The Bertram girls have been trained in the fashionable method of memorizing tables, charts, and chronologies (again, recommended by Chapone), and are praised by Aunt Norris for their ‘wonderful memories’. In one of the many oppositions in terms of which the novel early establishes its moral agenda, only to demolish it subsequently through irony, Aunt Norris continues: ‘There is a vast deal of difference in memories, as well as in every thing else, and therefore you must make allowance for your cousin, and pity her deficiency’ (I, ii). But memory, as we have already begun to see, carries in this novel a complex set of meanings. In its study of memory, Mansfield Park contributes importantly to the topical Romantic preoccupation of male poets and female educationalists.

In their major treatise Practical Education (1798), the radical father and daughter Richard and Maria Edgeworth argue in secular terms for the cultivation in children of that ‘active principle’ (III, xvii) which Sir Thomas Bertram will later, and in specifically Christian terms, find lacking from his daughters’ education. In particular, the Edgeworths draw attention to the limits of rote learning of tables and chronologies as an abuse of memory:


Some people imagine, that the memory resembles a storehouse, in which we should early lay up facts; and they assert, that, however useless these may appear at the time when they are layed up, they will afterwards be ready for service at our summons … It is not sufficient … in education to store up knowledge, it is essential to arrange facts so that they shall be ready for use, as materials for the imagination, or the judgment, to select and combine. The power of retentive memory is exercised too much, the faculty of recollective memory is exercised too little, by the common modes of education. Whilst children are reading the history of kings, and battles, and victories, whilst they are learning tables of chronology and lessons of geography by rote, their inventive and their reasoning faculties are absolutely passive; nor are any of the facts which they learn in this manner associated with circumstances in real life. 10



There is, indeed, a vast deal of difference in memories, and it will be in terms of a new understanding of the concept of remembering, not as a passive act of recollection but as a selective and active process of discrimination, ‘of recollecting and of forgetting’ (as Fanny will call it), that not only the intellectual but the moral benefits of education will be discerned. It is this discrimination, knowing when and what to remember and when and what to forget, that marks the difference between education as ‘accomplishments’, which the Bertram girls possess, and as self-knowledge, which Fanny alone possesses. Maria Bertram, in particular, is a study in imprudent unforgetting, and her tenacity turns her into a tragic figure.

What is made abundantly clear to Sir Thomas by the relative development of his daughters and niece is that we are, throughout life, the products of our early training – nurture not nature holds the key. In a general sense, the novel’s educational theme contributes to the wider Regency preoccupation with improvement, which focuses elsewhere, in the introduction of the shallow, pleasure-seeking Crawfords and in the plan for relandscaping the grounds at Sotherton, on issues of fashion and conspicuous consumption, and on a nature beyond the human. But while the worldly Crawfords are to be condemned for their wanton disregard for tradition and their self-gratifying desire for change, another interpretation of the word includes the eventual recognition of the worth of Fanny Price, the object of Sir Thomas’s experiment in improvement. The difference is a moral one: where Fanny’s improvement has resulted from inward knowledge acquired through suffering, the Crawfords’ wish to improve both landscape and the prospects of certain members of the Bertram family is the consequence of boredom and whim.

It is tempting to consign Fanny Price to the status of a conduct-book heroine. The female character is principally ‘private and domestic’, argues Hester Chapone; and in consequence girls and women should study primarily the ‘improvement and regulation of the heart’.11 The militantly conservative Hannah More agrees, proposing in her Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (1799) to reform the ‘superstructure of the accomplishments’ on the ‘solid basis of Christian humility’. Girls should be taught that ‘this world is not a stage for the display of superficial talents, but for the strict and sober exercise of fortitude, temperance, meekness, faith, diligence, and self-denial’.12 Even the liberal Anna Barbauld, whose theories are among the most advanced, sets strict limits on educational opportunities for girls, suggesting that ‘the best way for women to acquire knowledge is from conversation with a father, a brother or a friend, in the way of family intercourse and easy conversation, and by such a course of reading as they may recommend.’13 These do seem, quite precisely, the bounds of Fanny’s accommodated desires, even down to the instruction from a companionate and sympathetic ‘brother’, her cousin Edmund.

Fanny Price continues to puzzle critics and readers. Her portrayal contributes to the lively late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century debate on the relation of nature to social conditioning in women (what we would now call the sex and gender debate) and the acceptable range of female behaviour in terms of self-expression and self-control. But if, in the intensity and even violence of her feelings, Fanny can seem the heir of a Romantic-revolutionary feminine tradition, of heroines like Wollstonecraft’s Maria (Maria; or the Wrongs of Woman (1798)), it is important to notice how deeply her extravagant emotional responses are internalized and kept from view. Fanny has a more obvious literary heritage rooted in idealized domestic femininity. Like Harriet Byron in Samuel Richardson’s novel Sir Charles Grandison (1754), she is adopted into a Northamptonshire family and acquires two ‘sisters’, and a ‘brother’ with whom she falls in love; like Lucilla Stanley in More’s Coelebs in Search of a Wife (1808), she is a model of home-centred feminine delicacy, reserve, and piety. Her descendants include Susan Ferrier’s sensible heroine Mary Douglas (Marriage (1818)), like Fanny a study in the power of redemptive social conditioning; and later those earnest good fairies of Victorian middle-class domestic fiction, women like Agnes Wickfield in Dickens’s David Copperfield (1849–50) who, self-deprecating and submissive, directs her ‘brother’–husband to a better life. The Ur-Victorian heroine, Fanny is variously described as ‘well principled and religious’ (II, xii), ‘exceedingly timid and shy, and shrinking from notice’ (I, ii), silent in company (II, v), with ‘some touches of the angel’ in her (III, iii), and as ‘the perfect model of a woman’ (III, iv), ‘who firm as a rock in her own principles … will make [her male partner] every thing’ (III, iv). These are the ingredients of the long-suffering heroines of many later nineteenth-century novels. But Fanny has no obvious kin in Austen’s own works and, unusually, she is a heroine on whom Jane Austen offers no personal opinion in her extant letters.

The puzzle that is Fanny Price belongs with the submerged politics of the novel and with Sir Thomas Bertram’s late recognition that the clue to Fanny’s ‘excellence’ lies in her ‘consciousness of being born to struggle and endure’ (III, xviii). A carefully charted interiorized space, Fanny, the silent but watchful bystander through so many events, has come to be seen by the late-twentieth-century reader as the highly charged psychic arena which is the private ‘other’ of history. In readings which repoliticize what the novel’s constraining domestic strategies so deliberately depoliticize, the wider significance of Mansfield Park as a study of family in crisis at a particular historical moment becomes more evident.


LADY BERTRAM: ‘I wish he may go to the East Indies, that I may have my shawl. I think I will have two shawls, Fanny.’ (II, xiii)



1814 saw the Fall of Paris, Napoleon’s abdication, and, as a consequence of victory over imperial France, Britain’s ascendancy in Europe and on the world stage. Mansfield Park is one of three key conservative texts to appear in this year, the other two being Walter Scott’s historical romance Waverley, and William Wordsworth’s long blank-verse philosophical poem The Excursion. All three are concerned with commemoration and reconciliation. Like Mansfield Park, The Excursion finds salvation in the traditions of Christianity, in a philosophy of suffering, and in isolated, organic communities – the villages of England, not its cities; and like Mansfield Park, Waverley postulates a return to peace after troubles in the rebuilding of a family home. In all three, history presses disconcertingly upon the present, and all three attempt to displace historical accounting by a set of evasive strategies which shift the public and outward on to the personal and inward: it is in terms of a spiritual revaluation and individual, moral revolution that a new vision of community will grow. All three therefore represent a tactical disengagement from history.

In her important re-evaluation of the political and intellectual context of Austen’s works (Jane Austen and the War of Ideas (1975; reissued 1987)), Marilyn Butler argued influentially that Mansfield Park is Austen’s most explicit and functional apology for the conservative case; but more recently Claudia L. Johnson (Jane Austen: Women, Politics, and the Novel (1988)) has adjusted the picture to suggest that its enterprise is rather ‘to turn conservative myth sour’.14 In Butler’s reading, the novel’s preoccupation with home and family values gives it a profoundly Burkean cast. (Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) had argued, against the rational cause of revolution, that the advanced political state is an organic whole, held together not by reason but by loyalty and love, under a head of state who functions like the head of a family, with the country house or castle, refurbished over centuries but never demolished, as the symbol of its strength.) In Johnson’s revision of this reading, the failed Bertram household and Sir Thomas Bertram’s misguided paternal tyranny parody the Burkean case, ‘by questioning the moral efficacy Burkeans attach to familial figures’.15

That Mansfield Park accommodates both interpretations is a consequence of the very aspect of the novel that Butler deems its failure – that is, its centralization of Fanny Price.16 Through Fanny’s personal politics of selective remembering, the narrative calls attention to the distortions of subjective vision at the same time as it appears to endorse them. It is Fanny’s work to suppress those doubts and criticisms that surface elsewhere in the text. Just as the reader notes that she cannot fail to be happy amid so much distress, so too Fanny’s conservative belief in family values is both confirmed and subverted in the outcome.

Austen’s mature narrative mode, whereby a central fictional consciousness (usually the heroine’s) is absorbed into the omniscient narrator’s voice (a fusion of first- and third-person narrative, described by critics as ‘free indirect discourse’), is the subtlest of methods. At times a potential first-person narrator’s thoughts press conspiratorially upon the outer narrative voice; at other times, the intimacies and errors of the central consciousness are tempered by an ironic detachment. Some of the disconcertion that accompanies a reading of Mansfield Park stems from the convergences and divergences of the narrative’s omniscient and subjective voices and the recognition that, identified though they often are, the omniscient voice can also provide a reversal of so many subjective interpretations. This helps to explain the sense many readers have that human consequences escape the narrative’s imposed conclusions, and that, happy though the outcome is for Fanny, this is Austen’s bleakest study of relationships. Coming to speak for everything at Mansfield Park, as they eventually do, Fanny’s quiet encroachments deny much.

Fanny’s selective remembering functions, among other things, as political suppressor in the text and can do so because of the inherently political nature of her position. The immediate occasion of Fanny’s musings on memory is that conversation with Mary Crawford which takes place in the Mansfield Parsonage shrubbery. Fanny recalls how only three years earlier this shrubbery ‘was nothing but a rough hedgerow … never thought of as anything, or capable of becoming anything’. Now it has been trained into a useful and ornamental walk, and soon its original roughness may be forgotten altogether – ‘How wonderful, how very wonderful the operations of time, and the changes of the human mind!’ (II, iv). As in so many scenes in this resonant novel, we sense that Fanny’s words refer to more than she says. We may recall her own early ‘rusticities and awkwardnesses’ (I, ii) and how her years at Mansfield have successfully pruned away (and obliterated) the marks of her lower-class origins. Enclosure, hedge-planting, was a political reality in Northamptonshire and throughout England in the early nineteenth century.17 The legalized appropriation of common land by the propertied few, it was a form of class robbery justified by improvement – the more intensive cultivation of the enclosed lands. It is not far-fetched to see in Fanny, uprooted from the insurrectionary atmosphere of her lower-middle-class Portsmouth home and transplanted into the ordered environment of the Mansfield Park gentry, the origin of the novel’s wider politics of enclosure.

Mansfield Park is a novel premised on closure, in which gestures towards and discussions of liberty take place in cramped symbolically and morally laden contexts which predict their failure – behind the iron gate and in the wilderness at Sotherton and on the makeshift stage, created by the annexation of Sir Thomas’s private room. Action advances to its determined end by way of a series of confinements, which are both anticipatory and misleading in their figuring of future resolutions, but which nevertheless cumulatively illustrate Austen’s major theme – the testing and establishment of personal and ethical limits. Beyond this, in its moral and romantic mystification of the economic and political, Mansfield Park can be read as a study in the significance of family at a particular moment when its status (and relation to history, to public life) was being redefined.

In Mansfield Park the family is not questioned in its nature as an institution any more than the Anglican Church or any social institution is questioned, but, like the Church, it is exposed in its abuse; and, surprisingly to the modern reader, who sees in the Bertrams, the Prices, and the Crawfords no convincing examples offered of its right operation, family is reinvested with a power for happiness that is little short of miraculous. At the heart of the novel’s procedure by mystification lies the position of the Mansfield Park household itself. The critical claims that Sir Thomas is either an ideal representative or parody of Burkean paternal authority both ignore the ambiguity of his wealth and position. Sir Thomas is a baronet (a hereditary title) and a Member of Parliament; but we do not know whether he is the first baronet or one in a long line. The information that Mansfield Park is a ‘modern-built house’, deserving of inclusion (but clearly not included) ‘in any collection of engravings of gentlemen’s seats in the kingdom’ (I, v), coupled with Sir Thomas’s anxiety to forge a connection by marriage with the more established Rushworth family, suggests new and uncertain rank, if not new wealth, and an unease in Sir Thomas’s social position. The insecurity of a family still making itself may be the explanation for the stilted propriety that governs all his domestic dealings and his particular outrage at the moral and financial misdemeanour of his elder son. Then, there is the problem of Sir Thomas’s Antiguan estate, presumably a reference to sugar plantations, which figures significantly enough in his fortunes to necessitate a dangerous wartime journey to oversee its management personally. As a historically plausible action, Sir Thomas’s West Indies trip at this time may be hazardous (running the risk of French blockades and the fictionally real ‘alarm of a French privateer’ (II, i)), but in terms of the novel’s conflated romantic–economic agenda it is effective. (It is worth noting that the device of a father absent on business in the West Indies is used by other women novelists to introduce sexual disturbance at home – Elizabeth Inchbald, in A Simple Story (1791) and Amelia Opie, in Adeline Mowbray (1804).)

What remains intriguingly unclear throughout the novel is the nature of the Bertrams’ family identity and how the details we are given mediate between self-representation, or how things seem, and how they in fact are. Hence the problem of how we interpret the threats to undermine family. Is this (as it wishes to appear) an old-established landed élite, a linearly ordered family drawing its strength exteriorly; or is it a ‘new’, commercial family, inward-looking and defensive, still finding its public position? The confusion in how to fix the value of family relations – representatively and intergenerationally, down a long perspective, or personally and within a closed frame – has to do with a deeper instructive confusion in the novel as a whole – between the historical and the domestic.

Mansfield Park was written and is fictionally situated as a wartime meditation on family and the place of family in the defence of a nation. It is this which explains the ideological weight that apparently personal conversation carries and the seemingly excessive moral armoury that Fanny and Edmund, in particular, bring to bear against the subversive incursions of fashion, wit, and fecklessness. With only a brief respite in 1802, Britain was at war with Revolutionary and then Napoleonic France from 1793 until 1814, almost the whole of Austen’s adult life. Luddite riots in the manufacturing areas of Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire, the assassination of the Prime Minister (Perceval) in 1812, war with America (possibly alluded to by Tom Bertram), and beyond that Napoleon’s Russian campaign and the continuation of the Peninsular War – these are the national and international contexts in which Mansfield Park was written. During 1812 and 1813 Austen’s brother Frank, newly promoted to naval captain, saw action in the Azores and the Baltic. We know from Pride and Prejudice that in these same years the south of England resembled a military camp, and the impression is deepened not only by the unsuccessful attempts to maintain the moral defences around Mansfield, but by Fanny’s removal to Portsmouth, a Channel port of great strategic significance and, at this time, the most regularly fortified town in England. It is in the context of visits to the recently extended dockyards, with their advanced new machinery to the design of Isambard Brunel, during walks on the city ramparts and saluting battery, and at worship in the Garrison Chapel that Henry Crawford’s assault on Fanny’s heart takes place. The guidebook air of the scenes descriptive of Portsmouth buildings and sights – the evidences of a city dedicated to war and a showpiece of modern industry and technology – draws attention, through Fanny’s early and renewed connections, to the novel’s linking of individual and national defences, of moral and military.

How we interpret this link is crucial to so much else, and particularly to recent politicized readings of Mansfield Park, among them the post-colonial readings influential upon and influenced in turn by Edward Said’s attention to the novel in Culture and Imperialism (1993). From the start, Fanny’s position in the Mansfield household is connected with Sir Thomas’s Antiguan investments: when they flourish, she is brought to live with the Bertrams; when they take a downward turn, it becomes ‘not undesirable to [Sir Thomas] to be relieved from the expense of her support, and the obligation of her future provision’ (I, iii); later still, it is Fanny of all the young people who questions her uncle on events in the colony, and in particular upon the slave trade (II, iii). The almost fairy-tale testing of the durability of family which Sir Thomas’s absence in Antigua signals appears to displace on to domestic romance the precariousness of its economic affairs: the financial crisis of the absentee landlord is submerged in the family crisis precipitated by the absentee father. Henceforth, the investment which the Mansfield community is prepared to make in Fanny will represent the health of its account books and the prosperity of its transactions. Subsequently, it is worth noting that if Sir Thomas’s long absence abroad facilitates those friendships and distractions which will eventually lead to the near ruin of his family, the final disruptive exposure occurs during Fanny’s three-month banishment to Portsmouth. As if in acknowledgement of the fact that it was Fanny’s enforced absence rather than his own which hastened the collapse, Sir Thomas finds in her union with Edmund the substantial return on his investments and the real regeneration of family. In continuing to invest in Fanny, he has speculated wisely after all:


Sick of ambitious and mercenary connections, prizing more and more the sterling good of principle and temper, and chiefly anxious to bind by the strongest securities all that remained to him of domestic felicity, he had pondered with genuine satisfaction on the more than possibility of the two young friends finding their mutual consolation in each other for all that had occurred of disappointment to either …

Fanny was indeed the daughter that he wanted. His charitable kindness had been rearing a prime comfort for himself. His liberality had a rich repayment, and the general goodness of his intentions by her, deserved it. (III, xvii)



Significantly, the rhetoric of romance not only fails to oust the economic component in the metaphoric transaction, it even draws attention to the compounded state of the family fortunes. Only seemingly an exchange of values, the investment in family shows a shrewd business sense after all.

What are we to make of these substitutions and displacements whereby the economics of a family fortune founded (in part, at least) in sugar and slavery on a remote West Indian island are relocated in the romance of an apparently moral investment nearer home, but one which includes its own subtle form of economic appropriation (even slavery) in its reliance on the renewable commodity of the lower-class ‘stationary niece’ (III, xvii) – first Fanny and then Susan Price – as defence against the dangers apprehended from ‘encroaching’ employees (I, xv)? It is obviously tempting to expose the submerged politics of her own history by building on Fanny’s ready interest in the topical issue of the slave trade. But how do we re-articulate these suppressions – as critique or endorsement of empire?

In 1805 and 1806 Austen’s sailor brother Frank went on two voyages to the West Indies, during which he called at Antigua and formed a hostile impression of the treatment of slaves there. Among Fanny’s (and Austen’s) favourite authors stand Samuel Johnson and William Cowper, both abolitionists. Though critics have differed in their exact dating of the novel’s internal events (whether before or after the 1807 Abolition Bill), Fanny’s question – ‘Did not you hear me ask [my uncle] about the slave trade last night?’ (II, iii) – cannot, in the general context, fail to be a topical one. The ‘dead silence’ that greets it, however, need not imply family guilt, as Brian Southam has suggested18 (after all, Edmund argues that ‘it would have pleased your uncle to be inquired of farther’), so much as the bored uninterest of the other young people. We cannot assume from the question criticism of Sir Thomas’s employment of (or even trade in) slaves; but nor should we assume that either during the years leading up to the Abolition Act of 1807 or in its aftermath Sir Thomas was as a plantation owner necessarily anti-abolition. On the contrary, as one of the oldest of the British West Indian colonies (settled in 1632), Antigua had much to gain by the abolition of the trade in slaves, which was conducted largely with newer, more competitive colonies, where plantations were less exhausted and returns higher. This explains the parliamentary support for the Abolition Bill by many MPs with West Indian interests – among them, perhaps, the fictional Sir Thomas Bertram.19 Abolitionist or not, of course, as a plantation owner Sir Thomas was also the owner of slaves (slave labour as opposed to the trade in slaves not being part of the 1807 Bill and not abolished until the 1830s); implicitly, the fortunes of Mansfield Park remain indebted to slave labour however we interpret Fanny’s final position.

It has already been suggested that Fanny is engaged in a domestication of the political which includes its own quiet political agenda, its own consolidation of certain class and gender positions. But as Edward Said remarks, Mansfield Park also functions in terms of a series of locational substitutions which signal the novel’s further imperial dimensions. For the post-colonial reader, geography, as much as class and gender, implies politically charged space.


More clearly than anywhere else in her fiction, Austen here synchronizes domestic with international authority, making it plain that the values associated with such higher things as ordination, law, and propriety must be grounded firmly in actual rule over and possession of territory. She sees clearly that to hold and rule Mansfield Park is to hold and rule an imperial estate in close, not to say inevitable association with it. What assures the domestic tranquillity and attractive harmony of one is the productivity and regulated discipline of the other. 20



Not only do the spatial politics of imperialism structure the development of Austen’s plot and the fates of her characters, but they constitute Mansfield Park itself ‘as part of the structure of an expanding imperialist venture’.21 In its confirmed high place in the canon of English literature, this novel itself can be said to enact the national and international implications of what its internal dynamics reduce to individual proportions.

While Sir Thomas, his elder son, and William Price travel the world, Fanny, who ‘cannot put the map of Europe together’ or ‘tell the principal rivers in Russia’ (I, ii), gathers the fruits of empire in a little space. On a wall of the east room there is ‘a small sketch of a ship sent four years ago from the Mediterranean by William’ (I, xvi), and seated here in intimate, personal space Fanny may, as Edmund suggests, take ‘a trip into China’ with Lord Macartney (I, xvi). If the impulse to empire lies in novelty, where outlying possessions constitute the frontiers for new developments, then its justification lies in the domestication of the unknown, the transformation of foreignness into home. This is work for which Fanny is trained. It is her task, as her behaviour in exile in Portsmouth shows, to bring good things home, to commodify goodness. In this she is undoubtedly in tune with the thinking of the conservative ideologue (and vigorous abolitionist) Hannah More, for whom ‘every kind of knowledge which is rather fitted for home consumption than foreign exportation, is peculiarly adapted to women’, because it is both ‘more wise’ and ‘more honourable’ to be ‘the lawful possessors of a lesser domestic territory, rather than the turbulent usurpers of a wider foreign empire’.22

What Fanny domesticates and confines in little space need not be silenced for the modern reader. Those readings (class-political, post-colonial, and feminist) which re-articulate the novel’s political dimensions, and in doing so discover anxieties, insecurities, and disturbing secrets behind the Bertram family’s silences, simply expose the naturalizing strategies of a conservative philosophy in terms of which Mansfield Park constructs its exploration of a great gentry family in crisis and reconstitution at the start of a new era in Britain’s imperial history. That this is a troubled construction is no longer in doubt, nor is its self-renewal through class and racial appropriations. Those of us who are post-imperial readers, newly attuned to the insensitivities of empire by our own cultural guilt and uncertainty, may discover here an origin for our own anxiety, but we should be careful that we do not enact a further imperial incursion – this time on the past – and assume that Austen (or Fanny Price) shares precisely our own views on these things. The novel’s acts of suppression and relocation are more complicated than this.


MARY CRAWFORD: ‘If I had the power of recalling any one week of my existence, it should be that week, that acting week.’ (III, v)



In a letter of 2 March 1814 to her sister Cassandra, Austen writes of their brother Henry’s progress in his reading of the yet unpublished Mansfield Park: ‘he admires H. Crawford – I mean properly – as a clever, pleasant Man’. She continues three days later:


Henry has this moment said that he likes my M.P. better & better; – he is in the 3 d vol. – I beleive now he has changed his mind as to foreseeing the end; – he said yesterday at least, that he defied anybody to say whether H.C. would be reformed, or would forget Fanny in a fortnight. – I shall like to see Kean again excessively, & to see him with You too; – it appeared to me as if there were no fault in him anywhere; & in his scene with Tubal there was exquisite acting.23



The unbroken flow in Austen’s communication, as she moves from Henry Austen’s opinion of Henry Crawford to her own opinion of the performance of the great Shakespearean actor Edmund Kean, in his role as Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, supports what the reader knows: Henry Crawford is a consummate actor, and like his sister Mary, he acts even when he is most in earnest.

The dilemma which the novel poses derives from the fact that where the Bertrams, for good or ill, are morally confined, the Crawfords are aesthetically determined; for them ‘all the world’s a Stage’. It is through their aesthetic fashioning that the Crawfords come to represent an alternative image of England in the late stages of the Napoleonic Wars. Theirs is a world of metropolitan tastes, conspicuous consumption, self-gratifying acts of improvement, of wit and dandyism – the costume drama of the Regency.24 That this Regency world functions as counterimage to the morally (and militarily) armed sphere of Fanny, William, and Edmund, is implied in Henry’s two major parts – first as actor-lover to Maria Bertram and subsequently as actor-lover to Fanny. It is his part as Frederick in the amateur production of Lovers’ Vows that allows Henry to develop his first role as lover to Maria. Here he plays Agatha Friburg’s (Maria’s) illegitimate son, a soldier seeking his discharge; in his subsequent part as Fanny’s lover, he carries his acting skills to Portsmouth, the military stronghold and showcase of Britain’s war effort. Against William Price’s actual military service (‘every variety of danger, which sea and war together could offer’ (II, vi)) and Edmund’s self-dedication to moral service, Henry plays at soldiering and responsibility. But though his play begins in the bored indulgences of Lovers’ Vows, it is eventually so much in earnest that he convinces himself of its worth and almost convinces Fanny. The measure of his sincerity as an actor on the Portsmouth stage is demonstrated by the readiness with which Henry promotes William Price’s naval career and assumes his own responsibilities as a Norfolk landlord. His studied concern to show himself ‘master of my own property’ (III, xi) is an earnest drama conducted for Fanny’s benefit, as the narrator’s choice of words makes clear:


He had gone [to Norfolk], had done even more good than he had foreseen … and was now able to congratulate himself upon it, and to feel, that in performing a duty, he had secured agreeable recollections for his own mind … This was aimed, and well aimed, at Fanny. It was pleasing to hear him speak so properly; here, he had been acting as he ought to do. (my italics; III, x)



Lovers’ Vows, Elizabeth Inchbald’s free adaptation of Kotzebue’s radical German comedy Das Kind der Liebe (‘The Child of Love’ or ‘The Natural Child’ (1791)) is Mansfield Park’s most complex ‘intertext’. Its clear structural and ideological function in the novel has been the subject of numerous critical discussions. Finally unacted, it nevertheless exposes concealed desires, gives shape to shapeless fancies, and determines substantial behaviour for the rest of the narrative. Through a moralized and sensational action of illicit love, illegitimacy, and filial disobedience, the play poses questions which can only be construed as subversive of settled values and order: questions about the right of women to choose their sexual partners (and the consequences of wrong choices); about a father’s duty to his children; about the natural and contractual bonds within the family; and about the claims of innate merit over riches and social position. In life as in art, Maria Bertram/Agatha Friburg is the play’s victim. But where the stock characters of Lovers’ Vows can be driven, however implausibly, into an ending of reconciliation and repentance, there is no such comforting conclusion for the seduced and abandoned Maria. None of the young people, not even Fanny, escapes the lure of the theatre, but it is the fate of the Bertrams and the Crawfords consistently to misinterpret one another because of the distinct moral and aesthetic codes in terms of which they are fashioned and act.

In a novel now characterized by its seeming capacity for ideological self-questioning, Maria Bertram is ruthlessly sacrificed. To her brother Tom, distributing parts in the play, she appears ‘the best Agatha’ because ‘there is nothing of tragedy about’ Julia (I, xiv). On the expedition to Sotherton, home of her fiancé, the dull James Rushworth, Maria intends to play the part of the graciously condescending hostess, virtual mistress of all she surveys; but as it turns out, her sense of ‘restraint and hardship’ at being hemmed in by the old-fashioned formalities of house and garden leads her to play quite another part. Ignoring propriety and ‘Mr. Rushworth’s authority and protection’, she escapes from the garden in Henry Crawford’s company to find herself ‘more at large’ (I, x). The incident, like so many in the novel, is allegorically framed and anticipatory of subsequent events – in this case, the couple’s later and more heinous elopement. (There is the obvious literary gesturing in the Sotherton garden scene as a whole to Milton’s Paradise Lost, another of the novel’s intertexts.) Maria’s frustration is voiced in a quotation – ‘I cannot get out, as the starling said’ (I, x) – an allusion to an incident in Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1768), where a caged bird provides Yorick, the sentimental traveller, with an image of his own condition, under threat of imprisonment in the Bastille. Incident and allusion unite to reveal Maria’s enormous vulnerability. A fortune-hunter, playing the game she thinks she understands and for which she has been trained from birth by education and her father’s social anxiety, what she does not take into account is the strength of her own passions. Both Edmund and Sir Thomas, too, badly underestimate Maria’s capacity for feeling (‘her feelings are not strong’ (I, xii)); only Tom, casually handing out roles, sees the potential. With her passion, her ‘tragic features’ (I, xiv), and her calculating ‘self-revenge’ (II, iii), Maria is selftaunted to her own destruction. But she is also forfeited by her narrator to the novel’s moral depths and confined within a definition of femininity that contemporary readers may have recognized as a critical glance at the turbulent heroines of 1790s’ radical romances – heroines like Mary Wollstonecraft’s Maria, who ‘wished to be only alive to love’ but whom ‘marriage had bastilled’.25

Part of the design of this designing novel is that the social and moral fortunes of Fanny Price and Maria Bertram reverse the economic trajectories of their namesake mothers. Indeed, the fates of the younger Fanny and Maria are explicit in their mutual criticism and in the statement they together make about the role of women in the moral economy of the family: where Fanny compensates for her propertyless status in acts of strict propriety, Maria abandons property to impropriety. Having played the parts of mistress of Sotherton, fashionable London hostess, and adulteress, Maria is, after all, confined within the role that Mary Crawford, in conversation with Edmund, facetiously first imagines for her, that of the victim sacrificed in return for a father’s safety:


‘Your father’s return will be a very interesting event.’

‘It will, indeed, after such an absence; an absence not only long, but including so many dangers.’

‘It will be the fore-runner also of other interesting events; your sister’s marriage, and your taking orders.’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t be affronted,’ said she laughing; ‘but it does put me in mind of some of the old heathen heroes, who after performing greate xploits in a foreign land, offered sacrifices to the gods on their safe return.’

‘There is no sacrifice in the case,’ replied Edmund with a serious smile, and glancing at the piano-forte again, ‘It is entirely her own doing.’ (I, xi)



Where Fanny’s redemptive suffering is rewarded in family union, Maria’s fate is to perform the family’s act of atonement in exile. It is Fanny’s version of events that finally disallows our understanding of Maria’s.

Maria’s mistake is to wish for extended bounds, to challenge enclosure – ‘every public place was new to Maria’ (II, iii). But in finding only illicit means of obtaining freedom, she is ironically compelled to act out an archetypically confining role in the novel’s quiet rehearsal of the temptation and fall sequences from Milton’s Paradise Lost. Maria in her sexual fall, like Mary Crawford in her ‘feminine lawlessness’ (I, ix), plays the old Eve against Fanny Price’s reformed Eve. Fanny alone refuses to stray from the garden at Sotherton; Fanny alone does not succumb to Henry Crawford’s temptations; we are even told that a prolonged absence from the earthly paradise of Mansfield Park might kill her (III, xi); and at the close of the novel she proves herself to be the true spiritual inheritor of the house and its gardens, while Maria, Julia, and Mary are prohibited its pleasures. As Edmund says, ‘Fanny is the only one who has judged rightly throughout, who has been consistent’ (II, ii); and as she says to Henry Crawford, ‘we have all a better guide in ourselves, if we would attend to it, than any other person can be’ (III, xi). Fanny is the only one of the central characters not to fall. A resisting Eve, she points the way for Edmund back into the garden. Not Eve-like at all, Fanny has, as Henry Crawford says of her, ‘some touches of the angel’ (III, iii).

As several critics, and most influentially Marilyn Butler, have noted, Fanny and Edmund come close to propounding a specific Christianity, that associated with the progressive Evangelical wing of the Anglican Church. In the early years of the nineteenth century, Anglican Evangelicalism was instrumental in the establishment of a dominant conservative middle-class ideology and in offering an effective public platform for women as moral campaigners and domestic regulators.26 Central to the Evangelical concept of the Good Life, as expounded by Hannah More and others, was the institutional power of reading itself. A revisionist Eve and angelical, Fanny is the heroine of a text which takes literary models and the reading of literature as morally influential and socially determining. Against the notorious seductive power of Lovers’ Vows, we need to set Fanny’s favourite books: Cowper’s poems, Johnson’s Idler, and Crabbe’s Tales, together representing a wholesome programme of edifying family reading. In this readerly context, the novel’s re-reading of Paradise Lost needs to be taken seriously. The much-discussed sequence in the grounds at Sotherton is, in its distinctly feminized alignment of Christian and conservative values, a historically specific revision of Milton’s interpretation of the temptation scene, and Fanny herself is a resistant reader of its essentialized agenda of whom Hannah More might be proud.

In its recolonization of garden space for women, More’s influential Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education appears to authorize the circumspect sensibility with which Fanny views the world from her fenced elevation in the gardens at Sotherton and Mansfield. More writes:


A woman sees the world, as it were, from a little elevation in her own garden, whence she takes an exact survey of home scenes, but takes not in that wider range of distant prospects, which he who stands on a loftier eminence commands. Women often feel what is just more instantaneously than they can define it. They have an intuitive penetration into character, bestowed on them by Providence, like the sensitive and tender organs of some timid animals, as a kind of natural guard, to warn of the approach of danger beings who are often called to act defensively.27



Within More’s feminized Evangelical analyses, women of the uncertain social middle, like Fanny, discover their own power and the nation’s security through re-educating the decadent upper ranks and charitably dissolving the protests of the degraded lower orders. Staying in the garden, Fanny’s act of propriety, is revolutionary in its potential to revise certain unhistoricized moral valuations in women’s favour.

But there is a price to pay. Like other literary gardens, those of Mansfield Park are circumscribed spaces, metonymic of the ideological boundaries that the world of the novel inscribes. Fanny’s resistance to the role of Eve may save Edmund from further error, but the union that marks the novel’s close is, to most readers, an unsatisfactory and discomforting resolution. Where the value of family has been so far tested and found wanting, where so many members have failed and been cast out, the defensive pact of ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, sheltering each other ‘within the view and patronage of Mansfield Park’, provides the most fragile of consolations – no less fragile for its subsequent adoption as narrative resolution by Dickens, George Eliot, and Hardy. Our apparently modern sense of the vulnerability and desirability of family has, it turns out, deep roots. This is a bleak study of relationships – bleakest of all in its vision of redemptive love which extends no further than those who are least in need of it.

Kathryn Sutherland
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