
“We Do Not Look in Great Cities For Our Best Morality”: Urban Perspectives in Mansfield Park 
and Persuasion 

In the world of Jane Austen, the physical environment in which the characters interact 

provides a crucial backdrop to the larger narrative forces at play. A striking feature of these 

environments is the fact that they don’t often change: the largest distances encountered by 

Austenian heroines is often just a walk to the neighboring estate or a short carriage ride into 

town. The novels largely take place in environments Austen constructs herself, based in the 

reality of the gentry class. Estates like Mr. Darcy’s Pemberley or the rolling green of Mansfield 

Park exist as entirely separate environments from more overtly political spaces of London or 

Portsmouth. Instead it is the domestic sphere, while still capable of being politicized, that 

becomes the dominant backdrop for the events of Austen’s novels. Throughout Austen’s body of 

works, there emerges a dichotomy between the rural and the urban, the domestic and the 

political. Depending on the interpretation, Austen’s deliberate distinction between city and 

country may be an illustration of her views on the morality of urban environments: the frivolity 

and ignorance of characters who come from the city emerges across many of her works. In 

Mansfield Park and Persuasion , the environment is thematically embedded into the plot and 

development of character (particularly in regards to their respective heroines). While the 
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personal and the political are ostensibly and decidedly separated in Austen, glimpses of the 

world outside of the domestic sphere appear when urban environments and its inhabitants are 

present, even in the distant background. Austen appears to assign morality to urban and rural 

environments, but her depictions of them create a much more complex view of the English social 

world and her characters’ positions within it. 

The moral discrepancies between urban and rural environments is a significant aspect of 

the themes addressed in Mansfield Park. This is made apparent in the comparison between 

Edmund’s primary love interests: the fashionable Mary Crawford, and the far more provincial 

and conservative Fanny Price. Mary is wealthy and elegant, but ignorant of the ‘country 

customs’ that exist in opposition to the London attitudes she has been raised with: 

Guess my surprise, when I found that I had…offended all the farmers, all the labourers, all the 
hay in the parish…coming down with the true London maxim, that every thing is to be got with 
money, I was a little embarrassed at first by the sturdy independence of your country customs. 
(41) 
  

Mary’s lapses in manners while in the country, in this case trying to hire a farmer’s cart into 

town, illustrate the fundamental differences between London and rural gentry environments such 

as Mansfield Park. Mary’s London philosophy that “every thing is to be got with money” 

highlights the key differences between urban and rural wealth. “Urban” characters such as Mary 

Crawford and her brother Henry are frank when concerning issues with money, whereas the 

issue of money for the rural gentry is almost profane. Mary, who arrives at Mansfield already 

endowed with 20,000 pounds (32), immediately makes it clear (through Austen’s free indirect 

discourse) that she intends to marry for money: “Matrimony was her object, provided she could 

marry well, and having seen Mr. Bertram in town, she knew that objection could no more be 
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made to his person than to his situation in life” (33). Mary’s views on marriage are marked by a 

blunt practicality: she is aware that marriage is her primary means of maintaining financial 

security, and any emotions that arise from it are generally circumstantial. Marrying for money is 

a necessity for a woman of the gentry class if she would like to retain her station, and yet it is a 

reality that the rural gentry often avoid confronting directly. Issues of money and morality are 

tied inherently to the city (in this case, London) and the characters that originate there. Money 

itself in Austen is generally linked to morality, as a character’s relationship with money is often 

an indication of their sympathies and reliability. 

 

Fanny, by contrast, is affected by her romantic worldview and humble upbringing. While 

born in the city of Portsmouth, her formative years were spent on the country estate of Mansfield 

Park. Raised among her high-society cousins and under the relative care of Mrs. Norris, she 

eventually develops a loyalty to the customs and ideologies that accompany ‘country’ living. As 

she grows into a young woman of the gentry class, her morals and tastes align more with that of 

the rural elite. Austen illustrates Fanny’s amiability through her visits with Mary, but the lack of 

substantial conversation between the two is striking. Mary is preoccupied with presentation and 

formal titles, while Fanny favors a congenial warmth and familiarity. On discussing Tom 

Bertram’s absence, Mary remarks that “’I am so glad your eldest cousin is gone that he may be 

Mr. Bertram again. There is something in the sound of Mr. Edmund Bertram so formal, so 

pitiful, so younger-brother like, that I detest it.’” Fanny vehemently disagrees, crying: 

How differently we feel! To me, the sound of Mr. Bertram is so cold and nothing-meaning—so 
entirely without warmth or character!—It just stands for gentleman, and that’s all. But there is 
nobleness in the name of Edmund. It is a name of heroism and renown—of kings, of princes, and 
knights; and seems to breathe the spirit of chivalry and warm affections (165) 
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Mary’s distaste for Edmund’s far less formal title is yet another indication that her 

objectives in marriage are largely financial, while Fanny’s impassioned rejection of formal titles 

highlights her  idealistic notions of status and love. If the two are each representations of the 

places in which they were raised, London becomes the objective and sensible counterpart to the 

romantic sensibility of Mansfield Park. As England’s economic epicenter, London’s cold and 

industrial nature allows the city to operate as a successful model of modern economy. Mary, 

similarly, is also trying to perform efficiently in order to function in a society that only values her 

for one primary role. The urban-rural dichotomy that assigns a higher morality to country 

residences ignores the larger societal factors that interfere: Mary’s character at face value 

appears superficial and manipulative, but on further examination of the restrictive social 

conditions of gentry women, she is just as much a victim of her circumstances as Fanny is. 

While the latter half of Fanny’s childhood has been in Mansfield Park, she was born in the 

bustling city of Portsmouth. Much like London, Portsmouth is a hub of naval and economic 

activity at the forefront of British foreign affairs (as opposed to Mansfield Park, which is 

secluded inland and begets the opportunity to ignore anything too distressing).  Portsmouth is an 

industrious area that generates a significant portion of British wealth, along with the comforts 

that wealth produces. As Fanny grows into a proper lady of the gentry class, her connection to 

areas like Portsmouth fades. The place that was once her home is now an environment of 

hostility and unfamiliarity. She no longer identifies as the daughter of a sailor and disgraced 

gentlewoman: the visit ‘home’ to Portsmouth solidifies her complete departure from the identity 

she left as a child in Portsmouth. She finds herself unexpectedly homesick for Mansfield amid 

the city chaos: 
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She could think of nothing but Mansfield…Every thing where she now was in full contrast to it. 
The elegance, propriety, regularity, harmony, and perhaps, above all, the peace and tranquillity 
of Mansfield, were brought to her remembrance every hour of the day, by the prevalence of 
everything opposite to them here… If tenderness could be ever supposed wanting, good sense 
and good breeding supplied its place…Here everybody was noisy, every voice was loud…The 
doors were in constant banging, the stairs were never at rest, nothing was done without a clatter, 
nobody sat still, and nobody could command attention when they spoke (345)[JL5] . 
  

Fanny’s growth and maturation at Mansfield is especially evident when she leaves the elegance 

and propriety of the country and re-enters the chaotic, ‘uncivilized’ world of Portsmouth. Her 

refined manners and taste distance her even further from the family she left there ten years prior, 

as she looks on in horror at her siblings and their lack of decorum. Fanny could have easily been 

in the same circumstances as her younger sister Susan, who, despite her own chaotic upbringing, 

“had an innate taste for the genteel and well-appointed” (329). Fanny and Susan represent a 

fundamental idea of the perceptions of social mobility. Fanny’s ability to be molded into a 

genteel lady who marries into a large fortune is indicative of a more mobile social structure: she 

is born in the relative squalor of Portsmouth to disgraced parents, but is able to successfully 

fulfill her role as a gentry woman (marriage) through the education and refinement she receives 

at Mansfield Park. A woman of the middle class, given the proper environment, can supersede 

the role of an upper class lady through marriage and personal improvement. Fanny was not 

selected by her relatives at Mansfield Park because she showed potential, but because she was 

old enough to recognize the sting of parental neglect. She was a girl “’now nine years old, of an 

age to require more attention than her poor mother could possibly give […]’” (5). Fanny 

develops her sense of propriety in this rural environment, after spending her early formative 

years in the relative squalor of a crowded house in the city. Through Fanny’s triumphant rise 
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within the upper-middle class through her upbringing at Mansfield Park, she uses the country 

environment as a means of education and personal growth. The city is restrictive and industrial, 

whereas the country provides an opportunity (for those in auspicious circumstances) for a lateral, 

but not unsubstantial, shift in status. 

Austen’s preoccupation with this shifting upper class continues in Persuasion, one of the 

last of her novels to be published. The precarity of the Elliot family’s financial future looms over 

the novel’s romantic plot, as Anne copes with the loss of her home and the prospect of growing 

old and unmarried. Her family’s move to Bath represents a pivotal moment in Anne’s romantic 

and financial future. The fashionable resort town of Bath is a stark contrast to the hustle and 

bustle of London and Portsmouth, but also to the smaller country communities of the rural gentry 

class. There is no sense of permanence attached to Bath: it is a place for leisure activities and idle 

gossip, but also a place where identities are always in flux. One’s past, however questionable, 

does not matter as much in Bath as the state of one’s drawing room or the number of cards left at 

their door. It is a place for people like William Elliot to engage themselves in the relatively urban 

social scene without fearing the exposure of anything particularly reprehensible about their 

character. It is a refuge for the likes of Sir Walter Elliot, who would simply like to be spared the 

embarrassment of acknowledging he has had to quit the comforts of Kellynch due to poor 

financial management. Anne, who would  have preferred a “small house in their own 

neighborhood, where they might still have Lady Russell’s society, still be near Mary, and still 

have the pleasure of sometimes seeing the lawns and groves of Kellynch” (17), is forced to 

relocate to Bath with Sir Walter and Elizabeth. The preference for a smaller but familiar house in 

the country, where she is able to maintain her connections, illustrates Anne’s strength of 
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character. Unlike her father, who might still “be important at comparatively little expense” (18) 

in Bath, Anne thinks little of arbitrary markers of social and economic status. 

The emphasis on rural living and its distance from the more industrial and politicized urban 

regions sets the moral tone for much of the novel. Anne exhibits a constancy of character 

through her preference for the country that endears her to Wentworth far more deeply than his 

prior connection to Louisa Musgrove. As he walks with Louisa, Wentworth prizes her apparent 

constancy of character, a trait he later finds attractive in Anne: “’It is the worst evil of too 

yielding and indecisive a character, that no influence over it can be depended on. – You are 

never sure of a good impression being durable. Every body may sway it; let those who would be 

happy be firm’” (74). With the novel’s ultimate resolution in mind, this praise of Louisa’s 

maturity and firmness of character is deeply ironic, as it is Anne who has been constant in her 

affections towards Wentworth through their nearly nine-year separation. The city of Bath plays a 

significant role in determining a true firmness of character, as it provides the optimal conditions 

for one’s outward social appearance to change as they see fit. A city environment that prioritizes 

pleasure and conversation over one’s true sense of morality sets Anne apart from her prospective 

romantic rivals for Wentworth’s affection. Louisa’s firmness, while once charming, manifests as 

an immature stubbornness that leads to a serious injury. Anne’s father and sister in particular 

highlight the maturity and substance of Anne’s character, made even more clear by her reflection 

on Bath: 

Here were the funds of enjoyment! Could Anne wonder that her father and sister were happy She 
might not wonder, but she must sigh that her father should feel no degradation in his change; 
should see nothing to regret in the duties and dignities of the resident landholder; should find so 
much to be vain of in the littleness of a town… (112) 
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Anne’s view of Bath as a place of vanity, where the dignity and social standing of a man like her 

father may be salvaged, is indicative of her own firmness of character and preoccupation with 

immaterial concepts (which Austen herself places a greater importance on throughout the novel). 

While Fanny Price’s Portsmouth is the squalid chaos of the working and middle classes, 

Bath is a den of leisure and vanity for the English elite. Both cities represent a state of moral 

ambiguity, and often exist as spaces in which the values and morals of the ‘rural’ upper class are 

suspended. Mary Crawford’s observation about the city and its relationship to morality perfectly 

encapsulates the views of many characters in Austen. England experiences a period of precarity 

in regards to foreign affairs (as reflected in the naval references in both Mansfield Park and 

Persuasion), but also a revolution of industry and economy. The cities of mass industry like 

Portsmouth, while deemed undesirable by the likes of Fanny Price, are still inherently connected 

to the country gentry: the comforts of wealth, and indeed the wealth itself, is obtained through 

the port cities of Portsmouth and London. The image of Bath presented in Persuasion is another 

illustration of the connection between the rural elite and the morally grey aspects of city life. 

While less apparent in Bath, the city’s tendency to engender duplicity creates an environment of 

moral ambiguity that both Anne and Wentworth deem a failure of firmness of character. The 

cities presented in these novels illustrate a complex view of the evolving global economy that 

must be acknowledged, even within the four walls of a sitting room.  
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